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Take a breath before you begin.

This won’t be quick, and it won’t be gentle.

That’s exactly why you chose it.

— R. Vale
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CHAPTER ONE - Arrival at Harcourt Vale

The invitation had arrived on heavy cream cardstock, edged in pale gold, with no return address—only a date, a time, and a postcode that Isla had traced to somewhere deep in the Wiltshire countryside. She had assumed it was a networking event. Something exclusive. Something her firm might appreciate her attending, even if the particulars were vague.

Daniel had been delighted when she mentioned it over dinner, his face brightening in that boyish way she had found charming once and now found merely pleasant.

‘An Easter hunt? At a private estate?’ He had reached across the table to take her hand, his thumb stroking her knuckles. ‘That sounds fun. Like something out of a period drama. We should definitely go.’

She had not corrected him. The invitation had not mentioned an Easter hunt. It had simply said: You are cordially invited to participate in The Egg Hunt at Harcourt Vale Estate. The capital letters had felt deliberate, but she had let Daniel’s assumption stand because it was easier than explaining the strange pull she had felt when she read the words.

Now, three weeks later, the Wiltshire countryside unrolled beyond the car window in swathes of early spring green. The GPS announced their turn in that clipped, neutral voice, and the road narrowed to a single lane bounded by ancient stone walls and the first tentative blossoms of blackthorn.

‘Beautiful,’ Daniel said, glancing up from his phone. ‘How did you get invited to this again?’

‘A client mentioned it.’ The lie came easily. In truth, no client had mentioned it, and she had no idea how her name had found its way onto whatever list governed attendance. She had asked around, carefully, and received only blank looks or sudden changes of subject. It was irritating. Isla Mercer did not like mysteries she had not chosen.

The estate emerged from the landscape like something conjured—grey stone and climbing wisteria, the drive curving through parkland dotted with ancient oaks. A lake glinted to the west, catching the late afternoon light, and beyond it, she could see the silhouette of a glasshouse, its Victorian frame intricate against the sky.

‘Dramatic,’ Daniel said, and she heard the slight edge in his voice. He was not a man who cared for grandeur he had not earned. Marketing director at a mid-sized agency, steady and ambitious in a way that required visible markers of success. This place was old money. The kind that did not need to announce itself.

The car slowed as they approached the front of the house. A gravel drive swept before the entrance, already lined with vehicles—expensive, discreet, the sort of cars that cost more than most people’s houses but did not flaunt it. Isla noted a Rolls, two Bentleys, a vintage Jaguar. Daniel’s BMW looked almost pedestrian beside them.

‘Should have taken the Jag,’ he muttered, and she offered a neutral smile.

A footman—he could only be called that, dressed in charcoal grey with a pale green waistcoat—opened her door before she had gathered her handbag. His expression was professionally neutral, but his eyes swept over her in a way that felt like assessment.

‘Ms Mercer. Mr Harlow. Welcome to Harcourt Vale.’

She had not given her name. The confirmation tightened something in her chest. ‘Thank you.’

The entrance hall was a study in restrained opulence—marble floors softened by runners of pale wool, walls hung with landscapes in muted oils, arrangements of white tulips and flowering branches that perfumed the air with something clean and green. Staff moved through the space with the quiet efficiency of those accustomed to being invisible, taking coats, offering champagne in tall crystal flutes.

Isla accepted a glass and let her gaze travel across the assembled guests. Perhaps two dozen people, she estimated. Mixed ages, though none appeared under thirty. The dress code had been ‘spring formal,’ and the result was a sea of pale colours and light fabrics—women in flowing dresses and soft tailoring, men in linen suits or blazers with open collars. Several wore masks of the sort that covered only the eyes, festooned with feathers or silk flowers, a nod to the Easter theme that felt theatrical without descending into costume.

‘Interesting crowd,’ Daniel said, standing close enough that his shoulder brushed hers. ‘Do you recognise anyone?’

She did not. That was unusual. Isla made it her business to know people, to map connections and hierarchies wherever she went. It was a useful skill in litigation, where relationships often mattered as much as evidence. But these faces were unfamiliar—wealthy, certainly, from the cut of their clothes and the ease of their postures, but not the usual charity circuit or networking familiar faces.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t.’

A ripple passed through the room. Heads turned toward the grand staircase, and Isla followed the movement to see a man descending with the unhurried grace of someone entirely comfortable in his own territory.

He was tall, dark-haired, with the kind of bone structure that photographs well and ages better. His suit was charcoal, perfectly tailored, and he wore no tie, the collar of his white shirt open at the throat. The effect was formal without being stuffy, authoritative without obvious effort.

‘That must be our host,’ Daniel said, and there it was again—that slight note of defensiveness. Daniel did not like men who made him feel underdressed.

The man reached the bottom of the stairs and paused, surveying the room with an air of quiet welcome. His gaze moved across the guests with the precision of someone taking inventory, and when it landed on Isla, it held.

She felt it like a physical touch. His eyes were grey, or perhaps blue—the light made it difficult to tell—and they rested on her face with an intensity that seemed disproportionate to a casual greeting. Then he smiled, a slight curve of the lips that softened nothing, and began moving through the crowd.

He stopped at each group in turn. Exchanging words, offering handshakes or kisses to cheeks, his manner polished and warm. Isla watched him work the room and recognised a kindred skill. He was reading people. Assessing them. The charm was genuine, perhaps, but it was also purposeful.

When he reached them, Daniel stepped forward with his professional smile.

‘Sebastian Harcourt.’ The man offered his hand. ‘Thank you for coming.’

‘Daniel Harlow. Good of you to have us.’ Daniel’s grip was firm, deliberately so. ‘This is my fiancée, Isla Mercer.’

Sebastian Harcourt turned to her. Up close, his face was more angular than she had realised, his cheekbones sharp enough to cast shadows. A faint line between his brows suggested concentration, or perhaps simply habit. He was older than she had first thought—late thirties, perhaps, with the kind of composed maturity that made precise age irrelevant.

‘Ms Mercer.’ He offered his hand, and when she took it, his hold was measured—not the crushing grip of a man trying to prove something, but not perfunctory either. His palm was warm and dry against hers. ‘It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.’

Finally. The word hung in the air.

‘Have we met before?’ she asked, keeping her tone light.

‘No.’ He did not elaborate. His thumb shifted against her knuckles—a subtle movement, barely perceptible—and then he released her hand. ‘I understand you’re with Hartwell & Crane. Corporate litigation.’

Daniel glanced at her, something flickering behind his eyes. She had not mentioned her firm in the conversation that led to this moment. She was certain of it.

‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘How did you know?’

‘Research.’ His smile did not change. ‘I like to know who’s walking through my door.’

It was a reasonable answer. It was also a warning.

‘Very thorough,’ she said, and matched his smile with one of her own.

‘I find it saves time.’ He turned to include Daniel in the exchange, though his attention never fully left Isla’s face. ‘You’ll have a chance to explore the grounds before dinner. I recommend the maze—it’s quite spectacular in the spring. And the orangery, of course.’

‘We’ll do that,’ Daniel said. ‘Thank you for the hospitality.’

‘It’s my pleasure.’ Sebastian hesitated for a fraction of a second. ‘I suspect you’ll find the weekend… illuminating.’

Then he was gone, moving on to the next group with the same measured warmth.

Isla watched him go and felt the strange sensation of having been assessed and found interesting. It was not unpleasant. It was simply unsettling. She was not accustomed to being the one under scrutiny.

‘Sebastian Harcourt,’ Daniel said, looking after him. ‘Old money. Very old. The family’s been here since the seventeen hundreds, I think. Made a fortune in shipping, then lost most of it, then made it back again in—actually, I don’t know what they do now. Investments, probably.’

‘You looked him up.’

‘Of course I looked him up.’ Daniel turned to her with a look that was meant to be teasing. ‘Unlike you, apparently. You didn’t even know his name before we got here.’

‘I knew enough to accept the invitation.’

‘Did you?’ His voice carried a note of genuine question beneath the levity.

She considered the invitation in her mind—the heavy cardstock, the precise calligraphy, the sense of having been selected for something she did not quite understand. ‘I knew it was an opportunity,’ she said finally. ‘That’s usually enough.’

Daniel laughed and slipped his arm around her waist. ‘That’s my girl. Always thinking three moves ahead.’

She let him hold her, but her eyes drifted back to Sebastian Harcourt’s retreating figure. He had reached the far side of the room and was speaking with an older woman in a pale blue dress, her silver hair swept up in an elegant chignon. The woman was handsome rather than beautiful, with the kind of bone structure that would carry her through decades with dignity. Her posture was perfect, her gestures economical. When she laughed at something Sebastian said, it was with the restraint of someone who had learned long ago to moderate her responses.

Isla watched the exchange with professional interest. Power dynamics were her speciality—in boardrooms, in courtrooms, in every space where people negotiated position and influence. Sebastian’s body language toward the woman was respectful but not deferential. Hers toward him was warm but watchful. Equals, perhaps, or near enough.

‘The gardens are supposed to be spectacular,’ Daniel said, pulling her attention back. ‘Shall we?’

She finished her champagne and set the flute on a passing tray. ‘Let’s.’

The afternoon light was softening toward evening as they stepped through the French doors onto the terrace. The grounds stretched before them in manicured abundance—formal beds of tulips and daffodils, their colours orchestrated like a painting; a lawn that swept down to the lake; and beyond, the dark green suggestion of woodland. The air smelled of grass and damp earth, underlaid with something sweeter—perhaps the flowering trees she could see in the distance, their branches pale with early blossom.

‘Impressive,’ Daniel admitted, though his tone suggested he would have preferred to find fault. ‘Though I suppose you’d expect this sort of thing from a place like this.’

‘What sort of thing?’

‘You know.’ He gestured vaguely at the scene before them. ‘Stately home theatre. The whole Downton Abbey experience. Probably costs a fortune to maintain.’

‘Mm.’ Isla was only half-listening. Her attention had caught on a structure to their left—a hedge maze, its green walls towering well above head height, the entrance flanked by topiary shapes that looked like eggs, or perhaps stones, their meaning unclear. Beyond it, she could see the glasshouse she had spotted from the drive, its Victorian frame glinting in the light.

‘Let’s try the maze,’ she said, already moving.

Daniel followed with the slight reluctance of a man who would have preferred a clear path and a visible destination. ‘Do you think there’s actually anything in there?’

‘That’s rather the point of a maze.’

They entered through the archway of green. The hedges rose on either side, dense and immaculately maintained, cutting off the view of the house and grounds. The path split almost immediately, and Isla paused, orienting herself.

‘Left or right?’ Daniel asked.

She studied the options. The left path curved away into shadow; the right continued straight before disappearing around a corner. Mazes, she knew, were designed to mislead. The obvious choice was usually wrong.

‘Left,’ she said, and set off without waiting for his agreement.

The maze was more extensive than it appeared from the outside. They walked for several minutes, turning and doubling back, the light growing dimmer as the hedges rose higher. Isla kept track of their route in her head—a mental map that expanded with each decision point.

‘This could take hours,’ Daniel said, with a note of complaint.

‘That’s also rather the point.’

‘You’re very competitive about a garden feature.’

She did not dignify that with a response. In truth, she was not sure why the maze mattered. It was simply that there was a puzzle, and puzzles required solving. The fact that Daniel did not understand that was one of the small wedges that had been forming between them for months—so small she could almost ignore it, but present nonetheless.

They rounded a corner and found themselves in a small circular clearing. In the centre stood a pedestal, and on the pedestal sat an egg.

It was larger than a natural egg—perhaps the size of a man’s fist—and made of what appeared to be porcelain, glazed in pale cream with delicate gold veining. It caught the fading light and seemed to glow from within.

‘Well,’ Daniel said. ‘That’s a bit odd.’

Isla approached the pedestal. There was no visible mechanism for opening the egg, no seam or crack in its surface. She reached out to touch it, half-expecting some kind of trap, but it was simply there—cool and smooth beneath her fingertips.

‘An Easter egg,’ Daniel said, his tone shifting toward amusement. ‘I suppose that makes sense, given the name of the event. Bit on the nose, isn’t it?’

Isla did not answer. She was examining the base of the pedestal, where a small brass plaque was set into the stone. The inscription read: Egg Seven. Claim before sunset.

‘Seven?’ Daniel peered over her shoulder. ‘How many are there?’

‘I don’t know.’ She looked up at the sky, visible as a strip of pale blue above the hedge walls. The sun was perhaps an hour from setting. ‘But if this is one of several, and they’re meant to be found…’

‘Then we’ve found one.’ He grinned, his earlier irritation forgotten. ‘Maybe there’s a prize.’

Isla’s mind was moving faster. If there were multiple eggs hidden throughout the grounds, and if finding them mattered, then the maze was not simply decorative. It was part of the game. And if it was part of the game, then—

‘Come on.’ She turned and headed back the way they had come. ‘We need to find the others.’

‘Wait, aren’t we going to take this one?’

She stopped. That was a good question. The plaque had said claim, not find. Perhaps taking it was part of the process.

‘Go ahead,’ she said. ‘Pick it up.’

Daniel reached for the egg. As soon as his fingers closed around it, a soft chime sounded—coming from everywhere and nowhere, as if the hedges themselves were singing. Then a voice, calm and female, emanated from somewhere above them.

‘Egg Seven claimed. Harlow and Mercer. Time recorded.’

Daniel looked at the egg in his hand with something like wonder. ‘How did it know?’

‘I suspect there are sensors.’ Isla was already calculating. ‘Which means they’re tracking who finds what, and when. This is a competition.’

‘A competition?’ Daniel’s face brightened. ‘Now that’s more like it. What do we win?’

‘I don’t know.’ She took the egg from him and examined it more closely. Still no visible opening. ‘But I intend to find out.’

They made their way out of the maze with Isla navigating from memory. By the time they emerged, the light had shifted to gold, and staff were moving across the terrace, lighting fires in stone basins that cast warm circles against the gathering dusk.

‘Ah, there you are.’ A voice from behind them made Isla turn. It was the woman she had seen with Sebastian earlier—the silver-haired woman in pale blue. Up close, she was striking, her face handsome and alert. ‘You found one of the eggs. Excellent. The hunt hasn’t officially begun, but some people like to get a head start.’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met,’ Isla said.

‘Lady Evelyn Morecroft.’ The woman extended her hand. Her grip was firm, her eyes sharp. ‘I help oversee events here. You must be Isla Mercer.’

‘Yes. This is my fiancé, Daniel Harlow.’

‘A pleasure.’ Lady Evelyn’s smile was polite, but her attention remained fixed on Isla. ‘I’ve heard a great deal about you.’

‘From Mr Harcourt?’

‘From various sources.’ She glanced at the egg in Isla’s hand. ‘You’ll want to keep that safe until tonight. The hunt proper begins after dinner, but anything you’ve found beforehand counts toward your total. There are twelve eggs in all, hidden across the estate. Each contains instructions for a task. Complete the task, and you may proceed to the next egg.’

‘And if we don’t complete the task?’

Lady Evelyn’s smile did not falter. ‘Then you forfeit your claim and must find another egg to continue. The pair with the most completed tasks at the end of the weekend wins.’

‘Wins what?’

‘That will be revealed at the closing ceremony.’ She looked at each of them in turn. ‘I should mention that participation in all tasks is mandatory. Once the hunt begins, you may withdraw at any time, but you may not re-enter. Is that understood?’

Daniel shifted his weight. ‘What kind of tasks are we talking about?’

‘Tasks of skill, endurance, and—’ Lady Evelyn paused, her gaze settling on Isla with something that might have been anticipation, ‘—revelation.’

Before Isla could ask what that meant, a bell sounded from the house—the deep, resonant tone of an actual bell, not an electronic chime.

‘Dinner is announced,’ Lady Evelyn said. ‘I suggest you change. The dress code for this evening is formal. You’ll find your rooms have been prepared.’ She gestured toward the entrance, where a staff member was waiting to direct them. ‘I look forward to seeing you both at the table.’

She walked away without waiting for a response, her posture impeccable, her steps measured.

‘Slightly terrifying,’ Daniel said under his breath. ‘That woman.’

‘Yes.’ Isla was watching Lady Evelyn’s retreating figure. ‘She is.’

A member of staff led them up the grand staircase and along a corridor lined with portraits—Harcourts, presumably, generations of them watching with painted eyes as guests passed. Their room was at the end of the hall, a spacious chamber with tall windows overlooking the lake. A four-poster bed dominated the space, hung with cream linens, and their luggage had already been unpacked, clothes hanging in the wardrobe or folded on the dresser.

‘Nice,’ Daniel said, though his tone was distracted. He was examining a folded card on the bedside table. ‘We’ve got a schedule. Dinner at eight. After-dinner reception in the orangery. Midnight toast. Tomorrow, the hunt officially begins at dawn.’

Isla picked up her own copy of the schedule. The day was broken into segments—morning hunt, afternoon activities, evening gatherings. Each segment had a designated location and time. Nothing was left to chance.

‘It’s very organised,’ she said.

‘It’s a country house weekend. They’re supposed to be organised.’ Daniel was already loosening his tie. ‘I’m going to shower. Dinner’s in an hour—we should probably make an effort.’

Isla nodded absently. She was still looking at the schedule, noting the precision of the timings, the careful structuring of every moment. It reminded her of the court-martialled agendas of high-stakes negotiations, where every minute was accounted for and every interaction staged.

She set down the card and moved to the window. The lake was still visible in the fading light, its surface catching the last gold of the sun. Beyond it, she could see the silhouette of the maze, and further still, the glasshouse and what appeared to be a small chapel. The estate was larger than she had realised—large enough to hide a dozen eggs and more.

A movement caught her eye. Down by the lake, a figure was walking—tall, dark-haired, moving with the unhurried assurance she recognised. Sebastian Harcourt. He was alone, his hands clasped behind his back, his pace suggesting a man accustomed to solitude. He paused at the water’s edge and looked back toward the house.

From this distance, she should not have been able to see his expression. But she could have sworn he was looking directly at her window.

She stepped back from the glass, her heart beating faster than the moment warranted. It was not fear she felt. It was something else—something closer to the feeling she got before walking into a courtroom, when the outcome was uncertain but the challenge was certain.

‘Everything alright?’ Daniel called from the bathroom.

‘Fine.’ She turned away from the window. ‘Just admiring the view.’

The shower was running. Isla crossed to the wardrobe and considered her options. The schedule specified ‘formal’ for dinner, which suggested something elegant but not ostentatious. She selected a dress of deep green silk, simple in cut but striking in colour, and laid it on the bed.

Then she retrieved the egg from her handbag and examined it again. The porcelain was cool against her palm, its surface unmarked by the handling it had received. There was still no visible way to open it, but Lady Evelyn had said each egg contained instructions. Which meant there was a mechanism, and she had not yet found it.

She turned the egg slowly, feeling for seams or hidden catches. Nothing. She held it up to the light, looking for irregularities in the glaze. Still nothing.

A soft knock at the door interrupted her concentration.

‘Yes?’

A young woman in staff uniform entered, carrying a silver tray. ‘A message for you, Ms Mercer. From Mr Harcourt.’

Isla took the envelope. It was heavy cream, like the invitation, sealed with green wax stamped with an orchard motif. The staff member withdrew, closing the door quietly.

Isla broke the seal and unfolded the note.

Ms Mercer,

I trust you found the maze to your satisfaction. Your reputation suggests you do not care for puzzles that resist solving. I thought you might appreciate a head start.

The egg you hold is one of twelve. Each contains a challenge. When you are ready to learn what yours requires, hold it beneath running water for thirty seconds. The seal will release.

I look forward to observing how you perform.

S. Harcourt

Isla read the note twice. The tone was formal, even detached, but there was something beneath the words—a current of interest that she could not quite categorise. He had given her information the other guests did not have. The question was whether this was an advantage or a test.

She heard the bathroom door open.

‘What’s that?’ Daniel asked, emerging with a towel around his waist.

‘A message from our host.’ She folded the note and slipped it into her handbag. ‘Welcoming us to the event.’

‘Nice of him.’ Daniel was already moving toward the wardrobe, his attention on his own preparations. ‘I’m going to wear the navy suit. What do you think?’

‘It’s fine.’ Isla was barely listening. She was thinking about the egg, and the water, and what challenge might be waiting inside.

She had not asked to be selected for this event. She did not know what the prize was, or what the tasks might demand. But she knew one thing with absolute certainty.

She did not intend to lose.

An hour later, they descended the main staircase in formal attire—Isla in her green silk, Daniel in navy with a white shirt and silver tie. The entrance hall had been transformed for dinner, candles flickering in wall sconces and on tables arranged to receive guests. The other attendees were gathering, moving in small clusters toward the dining room.

Isla studied them as she walked. There were perhaps twenty-four people in total—twelve pairs, she assumed, if the competition was indeed structured around couples. The woman she had seen earlier with Sebastian was there, her silver hair gleaming in the candlelight, and Isla noted how others deferred to her, giving her space and attention. Lady Evelyn was clearly a person of significance in this world.

Other faces caught her attention. A pair in their late twenties, the woman tall and confident in pale pink, the man lean and watchful—both attractive in a way that suggested they knew it. A middle-aged couple, comfortable and unremarkable. Two women together, one dark and one fair, their body language suggesting a long-established partnership. A man and woman who might have been siblings rather than partners, their resemblance too strong to be coincidental.

And then there was Sebastian.

He stood near the entrance to the dining room, speaking with Lady Evelyn and an older man Isla did not recognise. His suit for dinner was black, perfectly fitted, and he wore it with the ease of a man who had been dressing for formal occasions since childhood. When he saw Isla, he inclined his head—a gesture so slight that Daniel, walking beside her, did not notice.

Isla inclined her own head in response.

‘Dinner is served,’ a staff member announced, and the doors opened to reveal a long table set with crystal and silver, candles casting warm pools of light across white linen.

Isla found her name card—she and Daniel were seated near the centre, with a view of the entire table. She noted the arrangement with interest. Sebastian was at the head, with Lady Evelyn to his right. The other guests were positioned with apparent care—no one seated next to their partner, creating forced interactions between pairs who might not otherwise mix.

Her own neighbour was an older man with a military bearing and a weathered face. He introduced himself as Colonel Ashworth, and his wife was somewhere down the table, seated beside Daniel.

‘First time at Harcourt Vale?’ the Colonel asked, his voice gravelly and low.

‘Yes. We were invited quite suddenly.’

‘That’s how it works.’ He took a sip of wine, his eyes assessing her over the rim of the glass. ‘The Hunt selects its participants. None of us quite knows why we’ve been chosen.’

‘Selected for what?’

He smiled, a thin expression that suggested he knew more than he would say. ‘That, my dear, is part of the experience. The Egg Hunt is not simply a game. It is an… education.’

‘In what?’

‘In yourself.’ He turned his attention to his soup as it was served, effectively ending the conversation.

Isla let her gaze drift down the table. Sebastian was speaking with Lady Evelyn, his expression animated in a way she had not seen before. He laughed at something the older woman said, and the sound was unexpected—warm and genuine, without the careful control he had shown earlier.

As if sensing her attention, he looked up. His eyes met hers across the length of the table, and for a moment, the noise of the room seemed to recede. His expression did not change, but something in his gaze sharpened—a focus that felt almost physical.

Then he looked away, and the moment passed.

The meal progressed through several courses—soup, fish, a main of lamb with spring vegetables, a dessert of lemon tart with fresh cream. The wine flowed, and the conversation grew louder, the guests relaxing into the experience. Isla ate sparingly and drank less, her mind occupied with calculations.

Twelve eggs. Twelve challenges. Each challenge required completion before the next egg could be claimed. The winner received… what? A prize that would be revealed at the closing ceremony. A prize that Sebastian Harcourt had engineered an entire weekend around.

She thought about the note in her handbag. The instruction to hold the egg beneath running water. The promise of a challenge that he believed she would find interesting.

‘You’re very quiet,’ Daniel said, leaning close as the plates were cleared.

‘I’m thinking.’

‘About the game?’ He grinned. ‘I didn’t realise you’d find this so engaging. I thought you’d be bored by now.’

‘I’m not bored.’ She looked at him—the pleasant face, the easy smile, the genuine pleasure he was taking in the evening. He had no idea what they had walked into. He saw an entertaining weekend at a country estate, a novelty experience with some competitive elements. He did not see the structure beneath the surface, the careful architecture of selection and assessment.

For the first time, she wondered whether that was a problem.

‘Ready for the orangery?’ he asked, as staff began moving guests toward the next phase of the evening.

‘Yes.’ She rose and took his arm. ‘Let’s see what comes next.’

The orangery was a glass-walled paradise, filled with citrus trees and flowering plants, their fragrance heavy in the warm air. More champagne was served, and guests dispersed among the greenery, exploring the space or clustering in conversation.

Isla found herself near a small fountain, watching the water play over smooth stones. The egg was in her handbag, along with Sebastian’s note. She had not yet followed his instruction. Something held her back—a sense that once she began, there would be no turning back.

‘Ms Mercer.’

She turned. Sebastian was standing a few feet away, a glass of champagne in his hand, his posture relaxed but attentive.

‘Mr Harcourt.’

‘I hope the dinner was to your satisfaction.’

‘Very much so. Your chef is talented.’

‘Thank you. I’ll pass on the compliment.’ He moved closer, though not so close as to be improper. ‘I noticed you found one of the eggs this afternoon. You were quicker than I expected.’

‘The maze was not as difficult as it appeared.’

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘It wasn’t. The challenges that matter rarely are.’ He paused, his gaze settling on her face with that unnerving focus. ‘May I offer you some advice, Ms Mercer?’

‘That depends on the advice.’

A slight smile touched his lips. ‘You have not yet opened your egg. When you do—and you will—remember that the challenges are not designed to be overcome. They are designed to reveal.’

‘Reveal what?’

‘That is for you to discover.’ He raised his glass in a small salute. ‘Good luck. You will need it.’

He walked away before she could respond, disappearing into the crowd with the ease of a man who knew every corner of his own territory.

Isla stood by the fountain, the sound of water and conversation filling her ears, and felt the weight of the egg in her handbag.

Reveal.

The word stayed with her as the evening continued, through the midnight toast and the slow drift of guests toward their rooms. It stayed with her as she and Daniel returned to their chamber, as he fell asleep beside her with the easy unconsciousness of a man with nothing on his conscience.

It stayed with her as she rose in the small hours, took the egg into the bathroom, and turned on the tap.

The water ran cool over the porcelain surface. One second. Five. Ten. She counted silently, watching for any change.

At thirty seconds, a seam appeared—a thin line circling the egg’s equator, glowing faintly gold. She turned off the tap and dried the egg carefully, then held it over the basin and twisted gently.

The egg opened.

Inside, resting on a bed of black velvet, was a small card. On it, printed in the same elegant calligraphy as the invitation, was a single sentence.

Egg Seven: Tell the assembly a secret you have never shared with your partner.

Isla stared at the words, her heart beginning to race.

The first challenge was already waiting. And it was designed to break something she had not known was fragile.

She closed the egg, held it tight, and thought about Sebastian Harcourt’s face when he had told her the challenges were designed to reveal.

He had known. He had always known.

The Hunt had begun.


CHAPTER TWO - Egg One — Reveal

Isla did not sleep.

She lay beside Daniel in the four-poster bed, the egg hidden in her handbag on the floor beside her, its secret burning like a coal in the darkness. Every few minutes, she found herself reaching toward the bag, her fingers itching to touch the porcelain surface, to read the card again and confirm she had not imagined its contents.

Tell the assembly a secret you have never shared with your partner.

The words were seared into her memory. She had known, from the moment she read them, that this challenge was not meant for now. The Hunt would proceed in sequence—Lady Evelyn had explained that much. Finding an egg early granted advantage, but the challenges themselves unfolded in order, each building on the last. Egg Seven’s revelation would come later, after she had already navigated whatever came before.

But that knowledge did not quiet her mind.

A secret she had never shared with Daniel. The phrase turned over and over in her thoughts, exposing possibilities she had spent years avoiding. She had secrets, of course—everyone did. Small shames, petty jealousies, moments of weakness she preferred to keep locked away. But a secret significant enough to matter in the context of this game? That would require actual disclosure. Actual vulnerability.

Daniel stirred beside her, his breathing shifting into a soft snore. He had fallen asleep within minutes of their return to the room, apparently untroubled by the strange undercurrents of the evening. He had not asked about the message from Sebastian. He had not noticed her distraction at dinner. He had simply accepted the experience as entertaining novelty and moved on.

Isla stared at the ceiling and wondered when she had started to resent him for that.

It was not a kind thought. Daniel was a good man—steady, affectionate, reliable. He made her laugh. He remembered her birthday and her mother’s name and the fact that she took her coffee black in the morning but with milk after noon. He was, by every measurable standard, an excellent partner. She had said yes to his proposal eighteen months ago without hesitation, certain that their life together would be comfortable and content.

She had not asked herself, until this moment, whether comfortable and content was enough.

The grey light of dawn began to creep around the edges of the curtains. Isla rose carefully, not wanting to wake Daniel, and moved to the window. The lake was silver in the early light, mist rising from its surface in delicate spirals. The maze stood dark against the pale grass, its secrets hidden once more.

Somewhere on the estate, a bell began to toll—six clear notes that seemed to hang in the air before fading. A moment later, a soft knock came at the door.

‘Yes?’ Isla called, keeping her voice low.

A staff member entered with a tray bearing coffee, pastries, and another folded card. ‘Good morning, Ms Mercer. The schedule for today.’ She set the tray on the writing desk and withdrew without waiting for a response.

Isla poured herself coffee and opened the card. The schedule was precise:

7:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

8:30 AM — Assembly in the Orangery — Egg One Challenge

10:00 AM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

1:00 PM — Luncheon on the Terrace

3:00 PM — Egg Two Challenge

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

The day was structured with military precision. Isla noted that the challenges were interspersed with free time for hunting—presumably to allow participants to find the eggs that would unlock future challenges. The system was elegant, she realised. You could not simply race through the challenges; you had to find each egg first, which required exploration, strategy, and time.

She heard Daniel stir behind her.

‘What time is it?’ he mumbled, his voice thick with sleep.

‘Just past six. There’s coffee.’

He made a sound that might have been gratitude and hauled himself upright. ‘What’s the plan for today?’

Isla handed him the schedule card and watched his face as he read it. His expression was pleasant, engaged, entirely without the tension she had been carrying all night.

‘Egg challenges,’ he said. ‘So we find the eggs, then do the challenges? Sounds straightforward enough.’

‘There may be more to it than that.’

‘Probably.’ He grinned at her, the easy smile that had charmed her from their first date. ‘But that’s half the fun, isn’t it? Figuring out the rules as we go.’

She did not answer. The certainty in his voice grated against the unease that had settled in her chest. He still believed this was a game—a complicated, expensive game, perhaps, but still a game. He had not felt the weight of Sebastian Harcourt’s attention. He had not heard the undertones in Lady Evelyn’s voice.

He did not understand that they were being assessed.

Breakfast was served in a small parlour off the main hall, a more intimate space than the grand dining room of the previous evening. Several other couples were already present, picking at pastries and fruit, their conversation muted. Isla recognised the pair she had noticed before—the tall woman in pink and her lean, watchful partner—and noted that they seemed more alert than the others, their eyes tracking the room with the same calculating attention she had been practising herself.

‘You must be Isla Mercer.’

She turned to find the woman standing beside her, a cup of coffee in hand. Up close, she was striking—high cheekbones, dark eyes, an air of confidence that bordered on predatory.

‘Yes. And you are?’

‘Camilla. This is Marcus.’ She gestured to her partner, who had followed her across the room. He nodded at Isla but did not speak. ‘We were hoping to meet you. Your reputation precedes you.’

‘My reputation?’

‘Hartwell & Crane.’ Camilla’s smile was knowing. ‘You handled the Ashworth merger, didn’t you? My father was on the board of one of the companies involved. He said your cross-examination of their CFO was devastating.’

Isla felt a flicker of surprise. ‘That case was three years ago.’

‘Daddy has a long memory for competence.’ Camilla sipped her coffee, her gaze settling on Isla with open assessment. ‘He also said you were the most competitive person he’d ever met. I’m curious to see if that’s true.’

‘Competition implies there’s something to win.’

‘Isn’t there always?’ Camilla glanced toward the window, where Daniel was chatting with another guest. ‘Your partner seems… pleasant.’

The pause before the word was deliberate. Isla heard it clearly.

‘Daniel is an excellent partner,’ she said, keeping her voice neutral.

‘I’m sure he is.’ Camilla’s smile did not reach her eyes. ‘Shall we find out? The first challenge is in an hour. I do hope we’re paired against each other at some point. It would be fascinating to see how you handle someone who doesn’t fold under pressure.’

She walked away before Isla could respond, Marcus trailing behind her like a shadow.

‘Friendly,’ Daniel said, appearing at Isla’s elbow. ‘Who was that?’

‘Camilla. Someone I may have crossed paths with professionally.’

‘She seemed very interested in you.’ There was a note in his voice that Isla recognised—not quite jealousy, but something adjacent. Insecurity, perhaps. The awareness that he did not fully understand the world she moved in.

‘She was making conversation.’ Isla set down her coffee cup. ‘We should prepare. The assembly starts soon.’

The orangery was transformed from the evening before. The citrus trees and flowering plants remained, but the casual arrangements had been replaced with formal seating—a semi-circle of chairs facing a small raised platform. On the platform stood a podium, and beside it, a table draped in white cloth, its surface hidden beneath a silk covering.

Isla and Daniel chose seats near the middle of the semi-circle, close enough to see clearly but not so close as to feel exposed. Other couples filed in, their expressions ranging from anticipation to wariness. Isla noted who sat where, who watched whom, who seemed comfortable and who seemed out of their depth.

Camilla and Marcus took seats near the front, their posture relaxed. The middle-aged couple from dinner—whom Isla had mentally labelled as unremarkable—settled in the back, the woman’s hand tight on her husband’s arm. The pair who might have been siblings sat together, their resemblance even more striking in the daylight.

Lady Evelyn entered through a side door, followed by Sebastian. The conversations in the room died almost instantly.

‘Thank you all for joining us,’ Lady Evelyn said, her voice carrying easily across the space. ‘Welcome to the first day of the Egg Hunt. I trust you’ve had a chance to explore the grounds and perhaps locate some of the eggs hidden throughout the estate. What you find will shape your path through the challenges to come.’

She paused, letting the words settle.

‘Before we proceed, I should clarify the structure. The Hunt consists of twelve eggs, each containing a challenge. You must complete each challenge in sequence to advance. The challenges will escalate in complexity and intimacy as you progress. Some will be private; others will be public. Some will test your skills; others will test your character.’

She smiled, and there was something almost maternal in the expression—warm, but with an edge of steel beneath.

‘This is not simply a competition. It is an opportunity. An opportunity to learn about yourselves, your partners, and the nature of partnership itself. How far you choose to go is entirely up to you. But I should warn you: withdrawal is always permitted, but it is also final. Once you leave the Hunt, you cannot return.’

She stepped back, and Sebastian moved forward.

He looked different in the daylight—less the polished host, more the architect of whatever was about to unfold. His grey eyes swept across the assembled couples, lingering on each in turn. When his gaze reached Isla, it held for a beat longer than the others.

‘Egg One,’ he said, his voice calm and measured. ‘The first challenge is called Reveal.’

He lifted the silk covering from the table beside him. Beneath it sat a collection of small envelopes, each pale cream with a name written in elegant script.

‘Before your arrival, each of you completed a questionnaire. You were asked to share something about yourself, and something about your partner. Those responses have been compiled and sealed.’ He lifted one of the envelopes. ‘In a moment, each couple will be called forward. You will open your envelope together and read the contents aloud. One revelation about each partner, chosen randomly from your submissions.’

A murmur ran through the room. Isla felt Daniel tense beside her.

‘The purpose of this exercise is transparency,’ Sebastian continued. ‘Partnership requires truth. The foundation of any successful union is the willingness to be seen—fully, and without concealment. Today, we begin that process.’

He picked up the first envelope. ‘Camilla and Marcus, please step forward.’

Isla watched as the dark-haired woman rose and walked to the platform, Marcus beside her. Camilla’s expression was composed, curious, perhaps even amused. Marcus’s face was unreadable.

Sebastian handed them the envelope. ‘Please open it and read the contents aloud.’

Camilla broke the seal with a precise movement and extracted the card within. She glanced at it, and for a fraction of a second, something flickered across her face—surprise, perhaps, or recognition. Then it was gone.

‘Our revelations,’ she said, her voice clear. ‘Marcus’s submission about me: “Camilla measures her worth by how many people want her, which is why she can never be satisfied with just one.”’ She paused, her smile sharp. ‘Fairly accurate. And mine about him: “Marcus is not as indifferent as he pretends. He feels everything deeply, but he’s learned to hide it because he thinks it makes him weak.”’ She looked at Marcus, something complicated passing between them. ‘Also accurate.’

‘Thank you,’ Sebastian said. ‘You may return to your seats.’

They walked back, and Isla noticed that Camilla’s hand now rested on Marcus’s arm—a small gesture, but deliberate. The revelations had landed differently than she had expected.

One by one, the couples were called forward. The middle-aged couple—the husband’s revelation about his wife’s fear of ageing, the wife’s about his infidelity fifteen years ago, both long forgiven but not forgotten. The siblings who turned out not to be siblings at all, but cousins who had been in a relationship for a decade, their revelation about keeping the truth from their family. A pair of business partners who had once been lovers, their revelations about the attraction that still lingered beneath the surface.

Each reading changed the atmosphere in the room. The air grew heavier, more charged. People who had been strangers the night before were now bound by the weight of each other’s truths.

Then Sebastian called, ‘Isla Mercer and Daniel Harlow.’

Isla rose. Daniel followed, his hand finding hers with a squeeze that felt more desperate than reassuring. They walked to the platform together, and Sebastian handed them the envelope.

His eyes met Isla’s for a moment. ‘Open it together,’ he said.

Daniel reached for the envelope, his fingers slightly unsteady. He broke the seal and pulled out the card. His face paled as he read the first line.

‘This isn’t—’ he began, then stopped.

‘Read it aloud,’ Sebastian said. ‘Both revelations.’

Daniel swallowed. His voice was rough as he began. ‘My revelation about Isla: “She cannot stand losing. Not even at board games. Not even when the stakes are meaningless. Her competitiveness is pathological.”’

A ripple of laughter moved through the room—recognition, perhaps, from people who saw themselves or their partners in the words. But the laughter was brief, because the second revelation was waiting.

Isla took the card from Daniel’s trembling fingers. She already knew what it would say. She had filled out the questionnaire herself, three weeks ago, in a moment of distracted honesty. At the time, she had not imagined anyone would actually read the words aloud.

‘Your turn,’ Sebastian said quietly.

Isla looked at the card. The elegant script seemed to pulse in the morning light.

‘My revelation about Daniel,’ she read, her voice steady despite the weight in her chest: ‘“He needs reassurance after any conflict. He cannot move forward until he’s been told that everything is still okay between us. He needs permission to feel secure.”’

The silence that followed was immediate and absolute. Isla could feel the attention of every person in the room—the assessment, the judgement, the quiet catalogue of their relationship’s fractures.

Daniel’s face was flushed. His hand had dropped from hers.

‘Thank you,’ Sebastian said, and his voice was gentle, almost kind. ‘You may return to your seats.’

They walked back in silence. Isla could feel Daniel’s anger radiating beside her—a hot, silent fury that he would not express until they were alone. She had done this. She had written those words, submitted them, never imagining they would become public.

She had betrayed him without meaning to.

The remaining couples were called forward, their revelations read and absorbed. But Isla barely heard them. She was acutely aware of Sebastian’s gaze, following her from the platform. He had known this would happen. He had engineered it, or at least anticipated it. The challenge was designed to expose, and it had succeeded.

When the last couple had returned to their seats, Lady Evelyn stepped forward once more.

‘Thank you all for your honesty,’ she said. ‘The first challenge is complete. You now have until three o’clock to find Egg Two, which contains your next challenge. The grounds are open to you. Staff will be stationed throughout the estate if you require assistance.’

She smiled, and the expression was both encouraging and ominous.

‘I wish you all the best of luck. You will need it.’

The assembly dispersed slowly, couples drifting toward the exits and the waiting grounds. Isla stood, but Daniel did not move. He remained in his seat, staring at the floor, his jaw tight.

‘Daniel—’ she began.

‘Not here.’ His voice was low, controlled. ‘Outside.’

She followed him out of the orangery and onto the lawn beyond. He walked until they were out of earshot of the other guests, then turned to face her.

‘What the hell was that?’

‘I didn’t know they would read it aloud. I thought it was just—’

‘A questionnaire? A bit of fun?’ He laughed, but there was no humour in it. ‘You wrote that I need permission to feel secure. You told strangers that I’m—what? Needy? Pathetic?’

‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

‘Then how did you mean it?’ He stepped closer, his voice rising. ‘Because from where I’m standing, it sounds like my fiancée thinks I’m weak. It sounds like she’s been humouring me for years, pretending everything’s fine while actually resenting every time I need reassurance.’

‘I don’t resent you.’

‘Then why write it? Why put that on paper and hand it over to people you’ve never met?’

Isla felt her own anger flare—a defensive response to his accusation. ‘Because I was answering honestly. Because the questionnaire asked for truths, and that was a truth. I didn’t think anyone would—’

‘You didn’t think.’ He shook his head. ‘That’s exactly it. You didn’t think about how it would feel for me to hear that in front of a room full of people. You just answered the question and moved on, because that’s what you do. You treat everything like a problem to be solved, and you don’t stop to consider the people involved.’

The words landed harder than she expected. She opened her mouth to argue, to explain, to defend herself—but the truth was, he was not entirely wrong. She had answered the questionnaire in a distracted moment, her mind on other things. She had not considered how the words might sound if read aloud.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and meant it. ‘I didn’t intend to embarrass you.’

‘Embarrass me?’ He laughed again, bitter and short. ‘Isla, you just told a room full of strangers that I can’t handle conflict without being comforted. That’s not embarrassment. That’s… that’s you showing everyone exactly what you think of me.’

‘I think you’re a good man. I think you’re kind and steady and—’

‘And weak.’ He met her eyes. ‘Admit it. That’s what you wrote. That I’m weak.’

‘I didn’t use that word.’

‘You didn’t have to.’

They stood in silence, the weight of the challenge hanging between them. Somewhere in the distance, other guests were laughing, talking, moving on with the day. But here, in this small pocket of tension, the game had already done its work.

Daniel exhaled slowly. ‘I need some space. I’m going to walk the grounds. Alone.’

‘Daniel—’

‘Please.’ He held up a hand. ‘Just… give me an hour. I need to process this.’

He walked away before she could respond, his posture rigid with hurt. Isla watched him go, her mind racing with calculations. She had damaged something essential, and she was not sure how to repair it.

‘Ms Mercer.’

She turned. Sebastian was standing a few feet away, his expression unreadable.

‘Quite a morning,’ he said.

‘You planned this.’

‘I planned a challenge. The content came from you.’ He moved closer, his voice dropping. ‘I told you the challenges were designed to reveal. I was not speaking metaphorically.’

‘You wanted to see how we would react.’

‘I wanted to see how you would react.’ His grey eyes held hers. ‘Your partner’s discomfort was predictable. Your response to it is more interesting.’

‘And what response is that?’

‘You’re not crying. You’re not apologising. You’re analysing—trying to understand what went wrong and how to fix it. You’re treating your relationship like a case that needs winning.’ He paused. ‘That tells me a great deal about you, Ms Mercer. More, perhaps, than you’d like me to know.’

Isla felt a chill run through her. ‘What do you want?’

‘Want?’ He smiled faintly. ‘I want to watch. I want to see how you navigate a structure that does not reward your usual strategies. The Hunt is designed to strip away defences. It reveals what lies beneath.’

‘And what lies beneath me?’

‘That,’ he said, ‘remains to be seen.’

He walked away, leaving her alone on the lawn with the weight of his words and the fractures in her relationship. Isla stood for a long moment, breathing slowly, forcing her mind to calm.

The first challenge was complete. The second would come at three o’clock. She had until then to find Egg Two, and to repair whatever damage had been done.

She moved toward the maze, her steps purposeful. She would not let this break her.

She would not let anything break her.

The maze was different in daylight—less mysterious, more navigable. Isla moved through the hedges with calculated efficiency, her mind mapping the paths as she walked. She had already found Egg Seven, but that did not help her now. She needed Egg Two, and she needed to find it before the afternoon challenge.

Other guests were scattered throughout the grounds, searching with varying degrees of intensity. She passed the middle-aged couple from the assembly, their earlier tension seemingly forgotten as they held hands and examined a fountain. She saw Camilla and Marcus near the glasshouse, their heads bent together in conversation, their body language suggesting alliance rather than conflict.

She did not see Daniel.

The thought of him prowled at the edges of her concentration. She had hurt him—that much was clear. But hurt was not permanent. Hurt could be addressed, soothed, resolved. If she could just find the right words, the right approach, she could explain that her revelation had not been an attack. It had been honesty, delivered in a moment when she had not understood the stakes.

The problem was, she was not sure that was true.

She had written those words because they were accurate. Daniel did need reassurance. He did struggle to move past conflict without explicit confirmation that all was well. And she did find it exhausting, sometimes, to provide that reassurance. The admission was buried in her questionnaire response, clear as day if anyone cared to look closely.

Sebastian had looked closely. He had seen what she had not wanted to admit.

A sound drew her attention—a soft chime, coming from somewhere to her left. She turned and followed the noise, her footsteps quickening. The path curved around a hedge, and she found herself in a small clearing similar to the one where she had found Egg Seven.

But this pedestal was different.

On it sat not one egg, but two—each a different colour. One was pale blue, the other a soft pink. Between them, a small plaque read: Choose one. Your choice will be recorded.

Isla paused. The instruction implied that the choice itself mattered—that the colour of the egg would shape the challenge to come. She examined both without touching, looking for some indication of what each might contain.

The blue egg was smooth, its surface unmarked. The pink egg had a faint pattern of vines traced along its surface, delicate and almost invisible.

Blue or pink. One choice, with consequences she could not predict.

She thought of Daniel’s face during the assembly. The hurt, the anger, the betrayal. Whatever challenge lay inside these eggs, she would need to face it with him—or without him, if he refused to return.

Her hand hovered over the blue egg.

Then she heard footsteps behind her.

‘I thought I might find you here.’

Camilla stood at the entrance to the clearing, Marcus a shadow behind her. Her expression was knowing, almost amused.

‘Interesting choice,’ she said, nodding toward the eggs. ‘Blue or pink. Do you know what it means?’

‘No.’

‘Neither did we.’ Camilla’s smile sharpened. ‘We chose pink. The challenge inside was… intimate. Personal. Designed to test the connection between partners.’ She glanced back at Marcus. ‘We passed, of course. But I suspect the blue egg offers something different. Something more… strategic.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because Sebastian Harcourt designed this game, and Sebastian Harcourt is a man who appreciates strategy.’ Camilla moved closer, her voice dropping. ‘He’s watching you, you know. He watched you during the assembly. He’s watching you now. I’m curious about why.’

‘I couldn’t say.’

‘No, you probably couldn’t.’ Camilla’s eyes glittered. ‘But I suspect you’ll find out. Good luck with your choice, Isla. May the odds favour the prepared.’

She walked away, Marcus trailing behind. Isla watched them go, her mind churning.

Sebastian was watching her. Camilla had noticed. The whole room had noticed.

She looked at the eggs again. Blue for strategy. Pink for intimacy. Two paths, two possible futures.

She reached for the blue egg.

The chime sounded again, louder this time, and the pink egg seemed to shimmer slightly—though that might have been her imagination. She lifted the blue egg from the pedestal and held it in her palm.

The surface was cool, smooth, heavier than it looked. She turned it over, looking for the seam that would release its contents. Nothing was visible.

But she already knew how to open it. Water. Thirty seconds. Just like Egg Seven.

She tucked the egg into her pocket and left the clearing, her mind already calculating the next move.

The morning stretched ahead of her—hours until the three o’clock challenge. Hours to find Daniel, to repair the damage, to prepare for whatever came next.

And somewhere in the back of her mind, a voice whispered: You chose strategy over intimacy. What does that say about you?

She pushed the thought away and kept walking.

The grounds were vast. By midday, Isla had explored the maze, the area around the lake, and the edges of the woodland. She had not found Daniel, though she had seen other couples at various stages of their own searches. The atmosphere had shifted since the morning’s challenge—people were more guarded, more aware of being observed.

She returned to the house for a brief lunch, picking at sandwiches she barely tasted. The dining room was half-empty, most guests apparently too absorbed in the hunt to pause for food. Isla sat alone at a small table, her mind elsewhere.

‘The lasagna is better.’

She looked up. Sebastian was standing beside her table, a plate in his own hand.

‘May I?’

She gestured to the empty chair across from her. He sat, his movements unhurried, his attention seemingly focused on his food.

‘You haven’t found your partner,’ he observed.

‘I haven’t.’

‘Do you expect him to return?’

The question was casual, but Isla heard the weight beneath it. He was testing her. Assessing her response.

‘Daniel needs time,’ she said. ‘He’ll come back.’

‘Will he? Or will he withdraw, leaving you to continue alone?’

‘Withdrawal is permitted,’ she said carefully. ‘But it’s final. He knows that.’

‘Does he?’ Sebastian looked at her directly. ‘Does he understand what he’s agreed to? Do you?’

The question hung between them. Isla felt the strange pull of his attention—the sense that he could see through her careful composure to the uncertainty beneath.

‘I understand that this is a competition,’ she said. ‘And I intend to win.’

‘Then you understand less than I thought.’ He set down his fork. ‘Winning, Ms Mercer, is not what you think it is. The Egg Hunt does not have winners in the conventional sense. It has survivors. It has those who emerge transformed. But victory, as you’re defining it, does not exist here.’

‘Then what’s the point?’

‘The point is the process. The point is what you discover about yourself when your usual strategies fail. The point is what remains when everything you rely on is stripped away.’

He stood, his meal barely touched.

‘Three o’clock approaches,’ he said. ‘I suggest you find your partner. The next challenge requires both of you to be present.’

He walked away, leaving her with her untouched food and the growing certainty that she had misunderstood something fundamental.

She found Daniel in the chapel.

It was a small building, tucked away at the edge of the grounds, its stone walls softened by centuries of weather. The door was slightly ajar, and when Isla pushed it open, she saw Daniel sitting in the front pew, his head bowed.

She approached slowly, giving him warning of her presence. He did not look up.

‘I’ve been looking for you,’ she said.

‘I needed space.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

He laughed, soft and bitter. ‘You keep saying that. But I don’t think you know what you’re sorry for.’

She sat beside him, leaving a careful distance between them. ‘I’m sorry that I hurt you. I’m sorry that I didn’t think about how my words would sound when read aloud. I’m sorry that I treated a moment of honesty as a casual exercise.’

Daniel finally looked at her. His eyes were red-rimmed, his expression raw.

‘Do you really think I’m weak?’

The question cut through her defences. She could lie. She could reassure him, the way she always did, with words designed to smooth over conflict and restore equilibrium.

But they were in a chapel. And the morning’s challenge had been about truth.

‘I think,’ she said slowly, ‘that you have a need I sometimes struggle to meet. I think you require reassurance that I don’t always know how to give. And I think that sometimes, when I’m tired or stressed or focused on other things, I resent having to provide it.’

Daniel flinched. ‘That’s—’

‘Honesty.’ She met his eyes. ‘That’s what this game wants from us, isn’t it? Truth, stripped of pretense. I wrote those words because they were true. I’m not going to pretend otherwise.’

‘Even if it destroys us?’

‘Is it destroying us?’ She heard the edge in her own voice. ‘Or is it revealing something that was already broken?’

The words hung in the air, too honest to take back. Daniel stared at her, his expression shifting from hurt to something closer to recognition.

‘I didn’t think you felt that way,’ he said quietly.

‘I didn’t want to feel that way.’ She exhaled. ‘I wanted to be the kind of partner who gives reassurance freely, without resentment. I wanted to be… better than I am.’

‘But you’re not.’

‘No.’ She looked at the altar, the light filtering through the stained glass. ‘I’m not.’

They sat in silence, the weight of the admission settling between them. Isla felt strangely lighter, as if a burden she had been carrying for years had finally been set down.

‘Do you want to leave?’ Daniel asked. ‘We can withdraw. Go back to our lives and pretend this weekend never happened.’

‘We could.’ She turned to face him. ‘But I don’t want to.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I want to know what happens next.’ She felt the truth of it as she spoke. ‘I want to see how far this goes. I want to understand what Sebastian Harcourt built, and why he chose us, and what he thinks he’s going to learn from watching us struggle.’

‘You’re treating this like a case again.’

‘I know.’ She almost smiled. ‘It’s what I do.’

Daniel was silent for a long moment. Then he sighed, the tension in his shoulders loosening slightly.

‘I don’t know if I can do this, Isla. I don’t know if I can keep being exposed like this, having our problems laid out for strangers to judge.’

‘I know.’

‘But I also don’t want to quit. I don’t want to give everyone the satisfaction of watching us fail.’

‘Then we continue.’ She reached for his hand, and after a moment, he let her take it. ‘Together, for now. And we see what comes next.’

He nodded slowly. ‘Together. For now.’

The bell outside began to toll—two clear notes that signalled the hour. Isla rose, pulling Daniel with her.

‘Three o’clock,’ she said. ‘Time for the next challenge.’

They walked out of the chapel together, hands still clasped, and headed back toward the orangery.

Whatever came next, they would face it.

And Isla would be ready.


CHAPTER THREE - Contact & Exchange

The orangery was warmer than before, the afternoon sun streaming through the glass walls and filling the space with light that felt almost tropical. The citrus trees cast long shadows across the stone floor, and the air was thick with the scent of jasmine and damp earth. Isla felt the humidity settle against her skin as she entered, Daniel’s hand still loosely clasped in hers.

The other couples were already gathering, their postures betraying varying degrees of tension. Camilla stood near the front with Marcus, her expression sharp and anticipatory. The middle-aged couple—whom Isla had learned were named Eleanor and Robert—hovered near the back, their earlier ease replaced by visible anxiety. The cousins-who-were-lovers sat together in silence, their hands intertwined in a way that suggested they had emerged from the morning’s revelations stronger rather than fractured.

Lady Evelyn stood on the raised platform, Sebastian beside her. Today he wore a pale grey suit that should have looked soft but instead made him appear more angular, more defined against the verdant backdrop of the orangery.

‘Thank you for joining us,’ Lady Evelyn said, her voice carrying easily across the space. ‘I trust the morning’s activities provided valuable insight into the nature of this competition.’

A murmur of agreement—or perhaps resignation—rippled through the assembled couples.

‘The second challenge is called Contact,’ she continued. ‘You will proceed to the hedge maze in pairs. Inside, you will find twelve stations, each containing an egg and a task. To claim each egg, you must maintain continuous physical contact with your partner throughout the station’s challenge. Any break in contact longer than three seconds will result in a time penalty. The pair who completes all twelve stations in the shortest combined time will receive an advantage in the next phase of the competition.’

Isla felt Daniel’s hand tighten around hers. The requirement seemed simple enough on the surface, but she suspected the execution would prove more complicated.

‘The maze will be monitored,’ Lady Evelyn added. ‘Your progress will be tracked and timed. Any attempts to circumvent the rules will result in immediate disqualification. You will have two hours to complete the challenge. Those who do not finish within the time limit will face a penalty in the next round.’

She stepped back, and Sebastian moved forward.

‘Physical contact,’ he said, his grey eyes sweeping across the couples, ‘is the foundation of intimacy. It is also a source of vulnerability. To touch another person is to make oneself accessible—to their warmth, their weight, their reactions. Today, you will learn what it means to be continuously accessible to your partner.’

His gaze landed on Isla, and she felt the weight of his attention like a physical pressure.

‘Proceed to the maze,’ he said. ‘Your time begins when you cross the threshold.’

The walk to the maze was brief but charged. Daniel remained silent beside Isla, his earlier hurt seemingly submerged beneath the immediate pressure of the challenge. She wondered what he was thinking—whether the morning’s revelations still churned beneath his surface, or whether he had compartmentalised them in the way men often did when faced with immediate demands.

The maze entrance loomed before them, its green walls towering and impenetrable. A staff member stood at the archway, holding a clipboard and a stopwatch.

‘Name?’ the staff member asked as they approached.

‘Mercer and Harlow,’ Isla said.

The staff member noted their names and gestured toward the entrance. ‘Your time begins now. Good luck.’

They stepped through the archway together, and the world beyond was a corridor of green. The hedges rose on either side, dense and meticulously maintained, their leaves creating a canopy that filtered the afternoon light into something softer, more intimate. The path stretched before them, curving away into shadow.

‘Which way?’ Daniel asked.

Isla consulted the small map they had been given—a grid of the maze with the twelve stations marked. ‘First station should be to the left, approximately fifty metres.’

They moved forward, their hands still clasped. The contact felt perfunctory—familiar, almost automatic. They had held hands countless times over the course of their relationship. This was simply an extension of that habit, nothing more.

But as they rounded the first corner, Isla began to understand why the challenge might be more difficult than it appeared.

The path narrowed. What had been a comfortable width for two people walking side by side became a tight squeeze, their shoulders brushing against the hedge walls. Thorns caught at their clothing, and Isla felt a sharp scratch across her forearm.

‘Careful,’ Daniel muttered, pulling her closer to avoid a particularly dense section of foliage.

The movement brought their bodies into sudden proximity—his chest against her shoulder, his breath warm against her hair. The contact was more intimate than hand-holding, more deliberate, and she felt a flicker of awareness that had nothing to do with the challenge itself.

They reached the first station—a small clearing with a pedestal at its centre. On the pedestal sat an egg, this one a deep amber colour that seemed to glow in the dappled light.

‘Take it,’ Daniel said.

Isla reached for the egg, but as her fingers closed around it, a mechanical voice emerged from somewhere above them.

‘Station One. Task: Remain in contact while solving the puzzle. The egg will open when the puzzle is complete.’

A panel slid open on the pedestal’s base, revealing a small compartment containing a wooden puzzle—a complex arrangement of interlocking pieces that appeared to form a sphere when correctly assembled.

‘Of course,’ Isla said, a note of dry humour in her voice. ‘It wouldn’t be simple.’

She knelt to retrieve the puzzle, pulling Daniel down beside her. Their hands remained clasped, which meant solving the puzzle required an awkward coordination—her left hand and his right working together while their other hands maintained the required contact.

‘You’re better at spatial reasoning,’ Daniel said. ‘I’ll follow your lead.’

She began to manipulate the pieces, her mind already cataloguing the connections and possibilities. The puzzle was cleverly designed—each piece fit in multiple ways, but only one configuration would create the complete sphere. It required patience and precision, both of which she possessed in abundance.

What she had not anticipated was the distraction of Daniel’s proximity.

Every movement she made shifted their bodies against each other. His shoulder pressed into her arm as she reached for a piece. His thigh warm against hers as they knelt side by side. His breath, slightly rapid, brushing against her neck when he leaned close to examine her progress.

The contact was supposed to be the challenge, she realised. Not the puzzle itself, but the requirement to maintain physical awareness while performing a cognitive task. It was a test of attention, of the ability to function while continuously reminded of another person’s presence.

‘I think that piece goes here,’ Daniel said, his voice close to her ear.

She felt his lips move against her hair as he spoke, and a shiver ran through her that had nothing to do with the temperature.

‘You’re probably right,’ she managed, fitting the piece into place.

The puzzle was perhaps two-thirds complete. The sphere was beginning to take shape, its wooden surface smooth under her fingers. But the remaining pieces were more complex, requiring finer manipulation and greater concentration.

And Daniel’s hand was sweating against hers.

It was a small thing—the natural result of sustained contact in a warm environment. But Isla found herself acutely aware of the moisture between their palms, the slight friction as their skin shifted against each other. It was an intimacy she had not chosen, a physical vulnerability imposed by the challenge.

‘Do you need a moment?’ Daniel asked, noticing her hesitation.

‘No.’ She forced herself to focus. ‘Keep holding on.’

The final pieces clicked into place. The sphere was complete, its surface seamless and satisfyingly smooth. As they watched, the amber egg on the pedestal began to glow more intensely, and then—with a soft click—it split open along its equator.

Inside was a small scroll. Isla unrolled it with her free hand.

Station One complete. Time: 8 minutes, 23 seconds. Proceed to Station Two.

‘Eight minutes,’ Daniel said, reading over her shoulder. ‘Is that good?’

‘I have no basis for comparison.’ She tucked the scroll into her pocket. ‘Let’s keep moving.’

The second station was deeper in the maze, requiring navigation through a series of branching paths. Isla found herself relying on the map more heavily, the twists and turns of the hedges disorienting even for her well-trained sense of direction.

Station Two required them to maintain contact while climbing over a low wall—a seemingly simple task that became significantly more challenging when they realised the wall was designed to shift under their weight. They stumbled together, Daniel catching Isla around the waist as she lost her footing, their bodies pressed together for a moment that felt far longer than the three seconds allowed by the rules.

‘You okay?’ Daniel asked, his voice rough.

‘Fine.’ She straightened, her heart racing from the near-fall. ‘Keep moving.’

Station Three required them to retrieve an egg from the top of a tall pedestal that neither could reach alone. They had to stand together, Daniel’s hands on Isla’s waist as she climbed onto his shoulders, her body stretched upward to grasp the egg while maintaining contact with his hands.

The physicality of it was unavoidable. She felt the strength of his grip, the warmth of his shoulders beneath her feet, the effort it took for him to hold her steady. When she descended, she slid down his body in a way that was both practical and deeply intimate, her legs brushing against his chest, his hands guiding her waist until her feet touched the ground.

‘Efficient,’ she said, her voice slightly unsteady.

Daniel did not respond.

Stations Four, Five, and Six passed in a blur of escalating physical demands. They crawled through tunnels while holding hands above their heads. They balanced on narrow beams, their arms around each other’s waists. They squeezed through gaps in the hedge that forced their bodies together, chest to chest, breath mingling in the confined space.

By the time they reached Station Seven, Isla was acutely aware of every point of contact between them. Her skin felt hypersensitised, her nerve endings alight with the continuous pressure of another body against hers. The challenge had ceased to be about the tasks themselves and had become about endurance—the simple, exhausting requirement to remain physically accessible to another person for an extended period.

‘How much longer?’ Daniel asked, his voice strained.

Isla consulted the map. ‘Five more stations. We’re making good time.’

‘Good time.’ He laughed, the sound hollow. ‘Right.’

She looked at him—really looked—for the first time since the challenge began. His face was flushed, his jaw tight. There was a tension in his posture that went beyond the physical demands of the tasks.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Nothing.’ He shook his head. ‘Let’s just finish this.’

Station Seven required them to stand in a small enclosed space—barely larger than a closet—while the egg slowly opened on a timer. The process took three minutes, during which they were pressed together in the darkness, their bodies aligned from shoulder to hip.

The intimacy was unavoidable. Isla felt Daniel’s heartbeat against her chest, rapid and slightly irregular. She felt his breath against her forehead, warm and slightly unsteady. She felt the way his body responded to her proximity—a subtle hardness against her thigh that he clearly hoped she would not notice.

She noticed.

But she said nothing, because acknowledging it would make it real, and making it real would introduce complications they did not have time to address.

The egg opened with a soft click. They emerged from the closet into the daylight, blinking against the sudden brightness, and moved on.

Stations Eight, Nine, and Ten tested their coordination in ways that required increasing trust. They walked blindfolded—first Isla, then Daniel—guided only by the other’s hand and voice. They crossed a shallow stream on slippery stones, their arms locked together to prevent falls. They navigated a section of the maze where the hedges seemed to move—a trick of design that disoriented even Isla’s carefully constructed mental map.

By Station Eleven, exhaustion was setting in. The physical demands of the challenge had taken a toll, and the continuous contact had created a kind of sensory overload that made even simple tasks feel monumental.

‘One more,’ Isla said, her voice hoarse. ‘We’re almost done.’

Station Twelve was a simple retrieval—an egg sitting on a pedestal in the centre of a small clearing, with no task attached beyond reaching it. But the path to the clearing was blocked by a dense thicket that required them to push through branches and brambles while maintaining contact.

They emerged scratched and breathless on the other side, their clothing torn and their skin marked with thin red lines. Isla reached for the final egg—a deep green one that seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it.

As her fingers closed around it, a chime sounded, echoing through the maze.

‘Station Twelve complete,’ the mechanical voice announced. ‘Total time: 1 hour, 47 minutes, 18 seconds. Please proceed to the maze exit.’

Daniel exhaled slowly. ‘Thank God.’

They walked back through the maze, following the signs that now pointed toward the exit. The tension that had built over the past two hours began to ease, replaced by a weary sense of accomplishment.

‘We did it,’ Daniel said, his voice carrying a note of surprise.

‘Of course we did.’ Isla felt the familiar satisfaction of a challenge completed. ‘We work well together.’

‘Do we?’ He stopped walking, his hand still clasped in hers. ‘After this morning, after everything that’s been said—do you really believe that?’

The question hung between them, heavy with implications she was not prepared to address.

‘This isn’t the time,’ she said carefully.

‘When is the time, Isla? When are we going to talk about what’s actually happening between us?’

‘After the competition. When we’re home, and this is over, and we can—’

‘Can pretend it didn’t happen?’ He pulled his hand free. ‘Can go back to being the couple who never talks about anything real until some game forces them to?’

She stared at him, the words landing harder than she expected.

‘Daniel—’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Let’s just finish this. Get the prize, or whatever it is we’re supposed to win. And then we’ll talk. Really talk. About whether this is what either of us actually wants.’

He walked ahead, leaving her to follow. She did, her mind churning with thoughts she did not want to examine.

The exit from the maze deposited them back on the lawn in front of the orangery. Other couples were emerging as well, their expressions ranging from exhausted to elated. Camilla and Marcus appeared moments later, their clothing similarly dishevelled, but their body language suggesting a successful partnership.

Lady Evelyn and Sebastian stood near the entrance, reviewing the times on a tablet.

‘Excellent work, everyone,’ Lady Evelyn said, her voice warm but professional. ‘Your times have been recorded. The fastest pair will be announced at dinner, along with their advantage for the next phase.’

She gestured toward the house. ‘Refreshments are available in the main parlour. The next challenge will begin in one hour. I suggest you use the time to rest and prepare.’

The crowd began to disperse, couples moving toward the house in pairs. Isla started to follow, but Sebastian’s voice stopped her.

‘Ms Mercer. A word, if you please.’

She turned. He was standing slightly apart from the others, his expression unreadable.

‘I’ll catch up,’ she said to Daniel, who nodded and continued toward the house.

She approached Sebastian, acutely aware of her dishevelled state—the scratches on her arms, the leaves in her hair, the torn hem of her blouse. He, by contrast, looked immaculate, as if the day’s events had not touched him at all.

‘You performed well,’ he said. ‘Your time was among the fastest.’

‘Thank you.’

‘But your partnership is fracturing.’ It was not a question. ‘I could see it in the maze. The way you moved together—efficient, but disconnected. You completed the tasks, but you did not connect.’

Isla felt a flicker of defensiveness. ‘We did what was required.’

‘You did. But the challenge was designed to test more than your ability to follow instructions.’ He moved closer, his voice dropping. ‘Physical contact reveals truth. The way you touched—or avoided touching—told me everything I needed to know about the state of your relationship.’

‘And what did it tell you?’

‘That you are drifting apart. That you complete tasks together but do not connect. That your partnership is functional, but empty.’

The words cut deeper than they should have. Isla felt her composure waver, and she forced herself to steady it.

‘Is there a point to this observation?’ she asked.

‘The point is the next challenge.’ He held her gaze. ‘Egg Three is called Exchange. It requires a temporary partner swap, randomly assigned. You will be paired with someone other than your fiancé for the duration of the task.’

Isla felt a chill run through her. ‘Who will I be paired with?’

‘That will be revealed at the challenge.’ He paused, and something shifted in his expression—a subtle softening that might have been anticipation. ‘But I should mention that the pairings are not entirely random. They are selected based on what the observers have learned about each participant. What they need. What they lack. What they might find… illuminating.’

‘You’re manipulating the pairings.’

‘I am engineering experiences. There is a difference.’ He stepped back, his formal composure returning. ‘Prepare yourself, Ms Mercer. The next challenge will require you to work with someone who sees you differently than your partner does. Someone who will not simply follow your lead.’

He turned and walked away, leaving her with the weight of his words.

Someone who sees you differently.

Someone who will not simply follow your lead.

She thought she knew who that someone would be.

The hour passed in a blur of tension and preparation. Isla returned to her room, changed into fresh clothing, and tried to compose herself for what lay ahead. Daniel was there, but they barely spoke—the morning’s revelations still lingered, and the confrontation in the maze had only deepened the distance between them.

‘What did Harcourt want?’ Daniel asked finally, his tone carefully neutral.

‘To discuss the next challenge. There’s a partner swap. Temporary.’

‘A partner swap?’ Daniel’s expression darkened. ‘What does that mean?’

‘I don’t know yet. But we’ll be paired with other people for the task.’

‘And you’re okay with that?’

She looked at him—really looked—at the hurt beneath his anger, the fear beneath his bluster. ‘I don’t have a choice, Daniel. The challenges are mandatory. If we want to continue, we have to participate.’

‘And do we want to continue?’

The question hung between them, heavy with everything unspoken.

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘But I want to see this through. I want to understand what this is, and why we were chosen, and what it all means.’

‘Even if it destroys us?’

‘If it destroys us, then perhaps we were already broken.’

Daniel flinched. But he did not argue.

The bell tolled, signalling the hour. They descended the stairs together and made their way to the lawn behind the house, where the other couples were already gathering.

The setup for the next challenge was different. A large board had been erected near the lake, with twelve names listed in two columns. Beside each name was an envelope, sealed and waiting.

Lady Evelyn stood beside the board, her posture impeccable.

‘Egg Three,’ she announced. ‘The challenge is called Exchange. For the duration of this task, you will be paired with a partner other than your original teammate. Your new partner has been selected based on the observations of the past two days. This pairing is intended to reveal aspects of your character that your original partner may not be positioned to see.’

She gestured toward the board. ‘Approach the board, find your name, and open your envelope. Inside, you will find the name of your temporary partner and the location of your challenge. You have thirty minutes to complete the task. The pair with the highest score will receive an advantage in tomorrow’s competition.’

Isla approached the board with Daniel beside her. She found her name in the left column and reached for the envelope beneath it.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she broke the seal.

Inside, printed in the same elegant calligraphy as everything else at Harcourt Vale, was a single line:

Your temporary partner: Sebastian Harcourt.

She stared at the name, her heart suddenly racing.

‘Who is it?’ Daniel asked, leaning close.

She showed him the card. His expression shifted through several emotions—surprise, confusion, and then something darker.

‘He planned this,’ Daniel said. ‘He set this up.’

‘I don’t know that.’

‘Of course he did. He’s been watching you since we arrived. He specifically asked to speak with you after the maze. And now you’re paired with him for a challenge?’ Daniel’s voice was rising. ‘This isn’t random, Isla. He’s manipulating you.’

‘I know.’ She tucked the card into her pocket. ‘But I don’t have a choice.’

‘You could withdraw.’

‘And lose everything? Let all of this be for nothing?’ She shook her head. ‘I’m not going to let him win by default.’

‘This isn’t about winning. He’s—he’s interested in you. Personally. Can’t you see that?’

She could see it. She had seen it from the moment Sebastian’s eyes had met hers across the crowded entrance hall. But acknowledging that to Daniel would be a step too far, a confirmation of something neither of them was ready to confront.

‘I’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘It’s thirty minutes. Then we’ll be back together for the next round.’

Daniel stared at her, his expression wounded. ‘Will we? Or is this just the beginning of something else?’

She did not have an answer for him.

The couples began to disperse, each heading toward their assigned locations. Isla saw Camilla being paired with one of the men from the cousins-who-were-lovers, and Marcus with a woman Isla did not recognise. The middle-aged couple—Eleanor and Robert—were separated, Eleanor paired with a younger man and Robert with the dark-haired woman who had arrived with the siblings.

Isla stood alone, waiting.

Then Sebastian appeared beside her, his presence announced by the subtle shift in the air—the particular stillness that seemed to accompany him.

‘Ms Mercer.’ His voice was calm, professional. ‘Shall we proceed?’

‘Where is our challenge?’

‘The lake dock.’ He gestured toward the water, where a wooden pier extended into the silver-blue surface. ‘A straightforward retrieval task, I’m told. Though straightforward is often deceptive.’

They walked together in silence, the distance between them charged with awareness. Isla was acutely conscious of his presence—the measured pace of his stride, the angle of his shoulders, the way his gaze remained fixed ahead rather than turning toward her.

‘This is not random,’ she said finally. ‘Your being paired with me.’

‘No.’ He did not pretend otherwise. ‘It is not.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I requested it.’

The admission surprised her with its directness. ‘You can do that? Manipulate the pairings to suit your preferences?’

‘I can do many things, Ms Mercer. I own this estate. I designed this competition. The rules are mine to bend.’ He glanced at her, finally, and his grey eyes were sharp. ‘But I do not bend them carelessly. Every choice I make serves a purpose.’

‘And what purpose does this serve?’

‘To observe you in a context where your usual strategies are irrelevant. Your fiancé follows your lead. He defers to your judgement. He makes himself small so that you can feel large.’ His voice was matter-of-fact, not cruel. ‘I will not do that.’

‘What will you do?’

‘Observe. Assess. Offer guidance where appropriate.’ They reached the edge of the dock, and he stopped, turning to face her fully. ‘This challenge requires trust and coordination. You will need to rely on me, and I will need to rely on you. But unlike Daniel, I will not simply accept your direction. If I disagree with your approach, I will say so. If I believe a different strategy would serve us better, I will propose it.’

‘And if I disagree?’

‘Then we will negotiate. As equals.’ The word hung in the air, weighted with implications. ‘That is what partnership looks like when it functions properly. Not one person leading and the other following, but two people working together, each contributing their strengths.’

Isla felt something shift in her chest—a recognition she did not want to examine too closely.

‘What’s the task?’ she asked, her voice carefully neutral.

Sebastian gestured toward the end of the dock, where a small rowboat was moored. In the centre of the boat sat a pedestal, and on the pedestal was an egg—the same deep green as the final egg from the maze.

‘We row to the centre of the lake,’ he said. ‘Retrieve the egg, open it, complete the task inside, and return. The scoring is based on speed and precision.’

‘That’s it?’

‘The lake has currents that are not immediately visible. The boat is designed to be unstable. And the egg—like all eggs—contains a challenge that cannot be anticipated.’ He stepped onto the dock, his balance effortless despite the slight sway of the wooden planks. ‘Shall we?’

Isla followed him onto the dock. The wood creaked beneath her feet, and she felt the subtle movement of the water beneath. The boat bobbed gently at the end of the pier, its interior barely large enough for two people.

Sebastian climbed in first, his movements graceful and controlled. He extended a hand to help her board, and when she took it, she felt the strength of his grip—the same controlled pressure she remembered from their first handshake.

She settled onto the seat across from him, her knees brushing against his in the confined space. The contact was incidental, unavoidable, but she felt it like a spark.

‘Ready?’ he asked.

‘Ready.’

He unmoored the boat and began to row, his strokes smooth and efficient. The boat moved away from the dock, gliding across the surface of the lake. The afternoon light was beginning to soften toward evening, casting long shadows across the water.

‘Tell me something, Ms Mercer,’ Sebastian said as they rowed. ‘Why did you accept the invitation?’

‘I don’t know. Curiosity, perhaps.’

‘Curiosity.’ He considered the word. ‘You received an invitation to an event you knew nothing about, at an estate owned by a man you had never met, and your response was curiosity?’

‘What would you have had me do? Ignore it?’

‘Most people would have dismissed it as a prank. Or a scam. Or something potentially dangerous.’ His eyes met hers across the narrow space between them. ‘But you accepted. Without knowing what it was. Without knowing why you had been chosen.’

‘Perhaps I wanted to find out.’

‘Precisely.’ He smiled, a faint expression that softened nothing. ‘You are drawn to puzzles. To challenges. To situations where the outcome is uncertain but the possibility of discovery exists. That is why you are here. Not because you were invited, but because you could not resist the invitation.’

Isla felt the accuracy of his words like a physical pressure. He saw her—truly saw her—in a way that Daniel never had.

‘And you?’ she asked. ‘Why did you create this? What do you get out of it?’

His expression shifted slightly—a flicker of something that might have been vulnerability, quickly suppressed. ‘That is a longer conversation. For another time.’

They reached the centre of the lake. The pedestal sat before them, the egg resting on its surface, waiting. Sebastian shipped the oars and reached for the egg.

As his fingers closed around it, the same mechanical voice from the maze echoed across the water.

‘Challenge Egg retrieved. Task: Maintain eye contact while answering three questions truthfully. Any break in eye contact will result in a time penalty. Any answer judged insufficient will result in disqualification.’

Isla felt her breath catch. Eye contact. Truth. Two things that were intimately connected, and both difficult to maintain under pressure.

Sebastian held the egg in one hand and looked at her directly.

‘Are you ready?’

‘Yes.’

He opened the egg and extracted a small card. On it were three questions, printed in the same elegant script as everything else.

‘Question one,’ he read. ‘What do you fear most about your current relationship?’

The boat rocked gently beneath them, the water lapping against the hull. Isla felt the weight of Sebastian’s gaze—the intensity of his attention, focused entirely on her.

She considered deflecting. Offering a partial truth, something that would satisfy the requirement without revealing too much. But the challenge was clear: the answer would be judged. Insufficient responses meant disqualification.

She met his eyes.

‘I fear that I chose him because he was safe,’ she said. ‘Because he would never challenge me, never push me, never demand more than I was willing to give. I fear that I settled for comfortable when I wanted something else. Something I cannot name.’

Sebastian’s expression did not change. But something shifted in his eyes—a flicker of recognition, perhaps, or understanding.

‘Question two,’ he read. ‘What do you want that you have never allowed yourself to ask for?’

This one was harder. Isla felt the truth rising in her throat, a pressure she had suppressed for years.

‘I want—’ She paused, the words catching. ‘I want someone who sees me. Not the version I present to the world, but the person underneath. I want someone who understands my darkness and does not flinch from it. I want—’

She stopped, the final words too dangerous to speak aloud.

‘Go on,’ Sebastian said quietly.

‘I want to surrender.’ The admission came out barely above a whisper. ‘I want someone strong enough to take control, so that for once in my life, I don’t have to maintain it. I want to stop being responsible for everything, just for a moment. I want to be held by someone who will not break.’

The silence that followed was profound. The boat rocked gently, the water lapping against the hull. Sebastian’s gaze remained fixed on hers, his expression unreadable.

Then he looked down at the card in his hand.

‘Question three,’ he said. ‘What do you see when you look at me?’

Isla’s heart stopped.

The question was not part of the original challenge. She knew that instinctively. This was something else—something Sebastian had added, or changed, or created for this moment alone.

But she answered anyway, because she could not look away.

‘I see someone who understands power,’ she said. ‘Someone who wields it carefully, deliberately, without cruelty but without hesitation. I see someone who looks at me and sees more than I want to show. I see—’

She hesitated, the final truth balanced on the edge of her tongue.

‘I see someone I should be afraid of. But I’m not.’

Sebastian held her gaze for a long moment. Then, slowly, he lowered the card.

‘The challenge is complete,’ he said, his voice steady. ‘We should return.’

He began to row back toward the dock, his strokes measured and efficient. Isla sat across from him, her mind churning with the weight of what she had admitted.

She had told him things she had never told anyone. Things she had barely admitted to herself. And he had listened without judgement, without reaction, without giving anything away.

That, she realised, was the true challenge. Not the questions, but the requirement to be seen—fully and without concealment.

And Sebastian had seen her.

When they reached the dock, he moored the boat and helped her out. His hand lingered on hers for a moment longer than necessary, his grip warm and firm.

‘You performed well,’ he said. ‘Your answers were honest. That is rare.’

‘Was that the point? To see if I could be honest?’

‘The point was to observe how you function outside your usual dynamic.’ He released her hand. ‘You followed my lead during the rowing. You accepted my guidance. You did not try to control the situation.’

‘You didn’t give me the chance.’

‘Precisely.’ He smiled faintly. ‘And yet you did not resist. You adapted. You trusted.’

‘I trusted you to get us through the challenge. That’s not the same as—’

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘It’s not. But it’s a beginning.’

They walked back toward the house together, the distance between them charged with everything unspoken. Isla felt the echo of his touch on her hand, the memory of his gaze holding hers across the narrow space of the boat.

‘Daniel will be waiting,’ she said, as they approached the lawn where the other couples were gathering.

‘Yes. He will.’

‘What happens now?’

Sebastian stopped, turning to face her. The evening light caught his features, softening the angles of his face.

‘Now, you continue the competition. With your partner. As planned.’ His voice was calm, professional. ‘But you should know that what happened on the lake—what you admitted—will not be forgotten. I will remember it. And when the time comes, I may ask you to remember it as well.’

He walked away before she could respond.

Isla stood alone on the lawn, watching him go. Her hand still tingled where he had touched her. Her heart still raced from the intensity of the questions.

She had been paired with Sebastian Harcourt for thirty minutes. In that time, she had revealed more about herself than she had in three years with Daniel.

And she was not sure what that meant.

But she knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that nothing would be the same after this weekend.

The competition continued. And Isla Mercer was no longer certain she wanted to win.


CHAPTER FOUR - Performance

The evening descended over Harcourt Vale in layers of gold and amber, the spring light softening into something that felt almost theatrical—a backdrop designed for drama. Isla stood on the lawn with the other returning couples, the weight of her confession on the lake still pressing against her chest.

Daniel was waiting near the fountain, his posture rigid with barely contained emotion. He had been paired with one of the cousins—the dark-haired woman whose name Isla had not caught—and whatever challenge they had faced together had clearly done nothing to improve his mood.

‘How was it?’ Isla asked, keeping her voice neutral.

‘Fine.’ The word was clipped. ‘We retrieved an egg from the library. Answered questions about trust. Nothing particularly challenging.’

His eyes moved past her, scanning the crowd. Looking for Sebastian.

‘And yours?’

‘Also fine. Rowing. Questions.’

‘Questions.’ He turned to face her, his expression sharp. ‘What kind of questions?’

‘The kind the challenge required.’ She met his gaze steadily. ‘Nothing more.’

‘He requested you. He admitted it. And now you expect me to believe that nothing significant happened?’

The accusation in his voice was expected, but it still stung. Isla felt a flicker of anger beneath her careful composure.

‘I expect you to trust me. Or at least to pretend to, until this competition is over.’

‘Right.’ Daniel laughed, the sound hollow. ‘Trust. Because that’s been going so well for us lately.’

Lady Evelyn’s voice cut across the gathering, announcing dinner and the evening’s schedule. The couples began to move toward the house, their conversations resuming with forced normalcy.

Isla fell into step beside Daniel, the distance between them measurable in more than physical space. They had entered this competition as a team. Now, after three challenges, they were barely speaking.

Dinner was a formal affair, the dining room transformed once again with candles and flowers. Isla found herself seated between Daniel and a man she vaguely recognised—one of the other competitors, perhaps, though she had not learned his name. Across the table, Sebastian sat in his usual position at the head, Lady Evelyn to his right.

The meal progressed through multiple courses, each more elaborate than the last. Isla ate mechanically, her mind elsewhere. She was acutely aware of Sebastian’s presence at the table, the way his gaze would occasionally drift toward her before moving on.

She thought about what she had admitted on the lake. The words had spilled out of her, drawn forth by the challenge’s requirement and the intensity of Sebastian’s attention. She had spoken truths she had never spoken aloud—truths about her relationship, her desires, her fears. And she had done it while maintaining eye contact with a man she barely knew, but who seemed to know her.

What do you see when you look at me?

She had answered honestly. She was not sure whether that had been wise or reckless.

‘You’re distracted.’

Daniel’s voice pulled her back to the present. She turned to find him watching her, his expression a mixture of hurt and suspicion.

‘I’m thinking about tomorrow’s challenge,’ she said. ‘The schedule mentioned something in the Glasshouse.’

‘Yes.’ Daniel’s tone was flat. ‘Performance, it said. Whatever that means.’

‘I suppose we’ll find out.’

He did not respond. The silence between them stretched, heavy with everything unspoken.

After dinner, the guests dispersed to various parts of the house. Some retired to their rooms; others gathered in the parlour for drinks and conversation. Isla found herself on the terrace, the night air cool against her skin, the stars bright overhead.

‘You handled the challenge well.’

She turned. Sebastian was standing a few feet away, a glass of wine in his hand, his expression unreadable in the darkness.

‘I answered the questions,’ she said. ‘That was all that was required.’

‘That was not all that was required, and you know it.’ He moved closer, though still maintaining a respectful distance. ‘The challenge demanded honesty. Vulnerability. You provided both, in a way that few participants manage.’

‘Is that a compliment?’

‘An observation.’ He sipped his wine, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon. ‘The questions in that egg were designed to expose. Most people deflect, or offer partial truths, or find ways to answer without actually revealing anything. You did not.’

‘Perhaps I’m simply better at following instructions.’

‘No.’ His voice was soft, almost gentle. ‘You are simply tired of pretending. Tired of maintaining the facade of the perfect relationship, the perfect career, the perfect life. The challenge gave you permission to speak, and you took it.’

Isla felt the accuracy of his words like a knife sliding between her ribs.

‘What do you want from me?’ she asked.

He considered the question. ‘I want to see what happens when the facade crumbles completely. I want to know who Isla Mercer is when she stops performing for others and starts being honest with herself.’

‘And then what? You’ll have your answer, and I’ll be another data point in your experiment?’

‘Something like that.’ He smiled faintly. ‘Though I suspect you will be more than a data point. You are… interesting, Ms Mercer. More interesting than I anticipated.’

‘Is that why you requested to be paired with me? Because I’m interesting?’

‘It is why I invited you to the Hunt in the first place.’ He turned to face her fully. ‘Your name was recommended to me by someone who knows my work. They said you were competitive, strategic, devastatingly intelligent. They also said you were unhappy, though you hide it well.’ His eyes held hers in the darkness. ‘I wanted to see for myself whether they were right.’

The admission should have angered her. Instead, she felt a strange sense of validation.

‘And?’ she asked. ‘Were they right?’

‘They were right about your intelligence and your competitiveness. They were right about your unhappiness.’ He paused. ‘They were wrong about one thing, however.’

‘What?’

‘They said you would be difficult to read. But I find you remarkably transparent—in the best possible way. Your defences are high, but once penetrated, you reveal yourself completely.’ He lifted his glass in a small salute. ‘That is rare. And valuable.’

He walked away before she could respond, disappearing into the house through the French doors.

Isla stood alone on the terrace, the weight of his words settling around her like a cloak. She had been seen—truly seen—by a stranger. And instead of feeling exposed, she felt something closer to recognition.

The night deepened. Isla eventually made her way back to her room, where Daniel was already in bed, his back turned to her side. They did not speak.

She lay awake for hours, her mind turning over the events of the day. The partner swap. The questions on the lake. Sebastian’s observations on the terrace. The growing certainty that something fundamental was shifting inside her.

Sleep, when it finally came, was restless and filled with dreams she would not remember.

Morning arrived with the same mechanical precision as before. The bell tolled at six. Staff delivered coffee and schedules. Isla dressed for the day ahead, her mind already calculating the possibilities.

The schedule read:

8:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

10:00 AM — Egg Four Challenge — Glasshouse

1:00 PM — Luncheon

3:00 PM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

The Glasshouse. Performance.

Isla had a sense of what was coming. The challenges had been escalating—from revelation to contact to exchange. Each one stripped away another layer of defence, another pretense. Performance would likely continue that pattern.

Daniel was distant at breakfast, his attention fixed on his phone, his responses monosyllabic. Isla did not push him. There would be time for conversations later, when the competition was over and they could return to something resembling normal life.

Though she was beginning to suspect that normal life was no longer possible.

At ten o’clock, the guests assembled in the Glasshouse. The Victorian structure was even more impressive up close—its iron frame intricate and elegant, its glass panels catching the morning light and filling the space with warmth. The interior was a jungle of exotic plants, their leaves glossy and vibrant, their flowers bright splashes of colour against the green.

The setup for the challenge was different from before. A raised platform had been constructed in the centre of the Glasshouse, surrounded by rows of chairs arranged in a semi-circle. On the platform sat two chairs, facing each other, and a small table bearing a collection of objects—what appeared to be cards, dice, and other game pieces.

Lady Evelyn stood beside the platform, her posture as impeccable as ever.

‘Welcome to Egg Four,’ she said. ‘The challenge is called Performance. As the name suggests, this challenge will require you to perform—in front of an audience, and under direction.’

A murmur rippled through the assembled couples.

‘Each pair will be assigned roles,’ she continued. ‘One partner will be the performer. The other will be the director. The performer must complete a series of tasks on the platform, following the director’s instructions. The audience will score each performance on two metrics: composure and influence. Composure measures the performer’s ability to maintain dignity under pressure. Influence measures the director’s ability to guide the performance effectively.’

She gestured toward the platform. ‘The tasks will be revealed during the performance. The director will receive instructions through an earpiece and must communicate them to the performer. The performer will not know what is coming. The challenge is to work together, in real time, to achieve the highest possible score.’

Sebastian stepped forward. ‘The roles have been assigned based on observations from the previous challenges. The assignments are not random. They are designed to test each participant in the areas where they need the most growth.’

He picked up a small stack of cards from a nearby table. ‘I will call each pair forward and announce their assigned roles. Please accept your assignment without complaint. The roles are final.’

Isla felt her pulse quicken. The structure of the challenge was clear—one partner in control, the other following. But the assignments being based on observation meant that someone had been watching, analysing, deciding which of them needed to learn what.

Sebastian began reading names.

‘Camilla and Marcus. Marcus will perform. Camilla will direct.’

Camilla’s expression sharpened with interest. Marcus’s face remained unreadable.

‘Eleanor and Robert. Eleanor will perform. Robert will direct.’

The middle-aged couple exchanged glances—Eleanor nervous, Robert uncertain.

And so it continued, pair after pair, until—

‘Isla Mercer and Daniel Harlow. Isla will perform. Daniel will direct.’

Isla felt the words land with unexpected weight. She had assumed Daniel would be the performer—his need for reassurance, his difficulty with public vulnerability, had seemed to make him the obvious choice. But apparently, the observers had seen something different.

Apparently, they believed she was the one who needed to learn what it meant to follow.

Daniel stepped forward, his expression a mixture of surprise and something that might have been satisfaction. Isla joined him, her mind already shifting into strategic mode.

She could do this. She could follow instructions, maintain composure, achieve a high score. The challenge was no different from a courtroom performance—the director was simply another variable to account for.

Sebastian handed Daniel a small earpiece. ‘You will receive instructions through this. Communicate them to your partner clearly and efficiently. The performer may not see the instructions directly.’

He turned to Isla. ‘Your task is to follow the director’s guidance without question. Trust their judgement. Execute their commands. The audience will be watching for any sign of resistance or hesitation.’

The instructions were clear. Isla nodded, accepting her role.

‘Take your positions on the platform,’ Lady Evelyn said. ‘The first performance will begin shortly.’

Isla and Daniel climbed the steps to the platform and took their seats—the two chairs facing each other, the table of objects between them. The audience settled into their seats, their expressions ranging from curious to sympathetic.

From this position, Isla could see the entire Glasshouse—the rows of watching faces, the lush greenery pressing against the glass walls, the light streaming through the Victorian frame. She felt like a specimen under a microscope, pinned and displayed for observation.

Daniel adjusted his earpiece, his expression tense. ‘I can hear them. They’re giving me instructions.’

‘Ready when you are,’ Isla said, keeping her voice calm.

The audience fell silent. Lady Evelyn raised her hand.

‘Performance one begins now.’

For a moment, nothing happened. Daniel listened to whatever was being said in his earpiece, his brow furrowed in concentration.

Then he spoke.

‘Isla, stand up.’

She rose from her chair, her movements controlled and deliberate. The audience watched, their attention fixed on her.

‘Walk to the table and pick up the red card.’

Isla crossed to the table and selected the red card from the arrangement. Its surface was blank—at least, blank to her.

‘Hold it up so the audience can see it.’

She raised the card, displaying it to the watching crowd. Still blank. A test of trust, perhaps—following instructions without knowing their purpose.

‘Now read what is written on the other side.’

She turned the card over. On the reverse, printed in black ink, was a single word:

Surrender.

The word sent a shiver through her, though she kept her expression neutral. Surrender. A theme that had been building since the partner swap, since the questions on the lake.

‘Say the word aloud,’ Daniel said, his voice slightly unsteady.

‘Surrender.’ The word fell into the silence, weighted with implications.

‘Now put the card down and return to your seat.’

Isla obeyed, settling back into the chair across from Daniel. His eyes met hers, and she saw uncertainty there—the strain of directing without knowing what came next.

The earpiece continued to feed him instructions. ‘Stand up and walk to the centre of the platform.’

He rose, his movements slightly hesitant, and positioned himself in the middle of the space.

‘Isla, stand and face me.’

She rose again, turning to face him. They stood perhaps three feet apart, the table of objects behind her, the audience watching from all sides.

‘Remove your jacket and hand it to me.’

The instruction was simple, practical. Isla unbuttoned her blazer and slipped it off her shoulders, extending it toward Daniel. He took it, his fingers brushing against hers for a moment.

‘Fold it neatly and place it on your chair.’

He obeyed, draping the jacket over the back of his seat. Isla stood in her blouse, the air of the Glasshouse warm against her skin.

‘Now, Isla, turn around and face the audience.’

She turned, her back to Daniel, her gaze sweeping across the rows of watching faces. Lady Evelyn sat in the front row, her expression attentive. Sebastian stood near the back, his arms crossed, his grey eyes fixed on Isla with that familiar intensity.

‘Remain still. Do not move, no matter what happens.’

The instruction hung in the air. Isla stood motionless, her spine straight, her breathing controlled. She felt the weight of the audience’s attention like a physical pressure.

Behind her, she heard Daniel move. Footsteps circling, coming closer.

‘Place your hands behind your back.’

She complied, lacing her fingers together at the base of her spine. The posture was vulnerable—exposed, unprotected. She felt her shoulder blades draw together, her chest lifting slightly.

The footsteps continued. Daniel was moving around her, positioning himself somewhere behind her left shoulder. She could not see him, could not anticipate what would come next.

‘When I touch your shoulder,’ he said, his voice coming from behind her, ‘you will take one step forward. When I touch your elbow, you will take one step back. Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then we begin.’

The first touch came quickly—his hand on her shoulder, light but deliberate. Isla stepped forward, her movements precise.

Another touch, this time on her elbow. She stepped back.

The pattern established, they began to move—Daniel guiding her across the platform with touches that were sometimes gentle, sometimes firm. Forward, back, side to side. A dance without music, choreography improvised in real time.

Isla kept her gaze fixed ahead, her expression neutral. The audience watched, their faces betraying varying degrees of interest and discomfort. She could see Camilla near the front, her expression sharp and analytical. Lady Evelyn watched with the detached interest of a judge evaluating a performance.

And Sebastian—Sebastian’s gaze never wavered. He watched with an intensity that felt almost physical, his grey eyes tracking every movement, every shift of expression.

The dance continued for several minutes. Daniel’s directions became more complex—combinations of touches that required her to turn, to pause, to move in ways she could not predict. She followed each instruction without hesitation, trusting his guidance even when she did not understand its purpose.

Then the instructions changed.

‘Isla, stop moving. Stand perfectly still.’

She froze, her body suspended in mid-motion. Behind her, she felt Daniel’s presence closer than before—his breath warm against her ear.

‘Now,’ he said, his voice carrying clearly to the audience, ‘tell us about a time when you felt truly afraid.’

The question was unexpected, jarring. Isla felt her composure waver for a fraction of a second before she steadied it.

‘The instructions require me to answer?’ she asked, keeping her voice level.

‘The instructions require you to answer honestly.’

Of course. Honesty—the recurring theme of the entire competition. Isla searched her memory for a suitable response, a truth that would satisfy the requirement without revealing too much.

‘I was afraid when my mother died,’ she said, her voice carefully controlled. ‘I was twenty-three. She had been ill for months, and I had convinced myself that I was prepared. That I could handle it with the same rationality I applied to everything else.’ She paused, the memory rising unbidden. ‘But when the moment came—when the monitor flatlined and the nurse turned off the machine—I realised I had been lying to myself. I wasn’t prepared. I wasn’t rational. I was terrified, and alone, and utterly unable to control any of it.’

The audience was silent. Isla felt the weight of her own words, the unexpected vulnerability of the admission.

‘Thank you,’ Daniel said, his voice slightly unsteady. ‘Now turn to face me.’

She turned. Daniel was standing close, his expression troubled. Whatever was being fed through his earpiece was clearly causing him discomfort.

‘The next instruction is…’ He hesitated. ‘I’m supposed to tell you to kneel.’

Isla felt the word land with unexpected force. Kneel. A position of submission, of deference. In front of an audience, in front of Sebastian.

She could feel the trap closing around her. The challenge was designed to test her ability to follow—to surrender control, even in circumstances that felt degrading. But to kneel publicly, to someone who had spent the past two days resenting her, felt like more than a test.

It felt like punishment.

‘Is there a problem?’ Lady Evelyn’s voice cut across the silence. ‘The director must communicate all instructions without modification. Failure to do so will result in a penalty.’

Daniel’s jaw tightened. ‘Isla, kneel.’

She held his gaze for a moment, seeing the conflict in his eyes—the hurt still lingering from their revelations, the resentment from the partner swap. This was his moment of power, and they both knew it.

Slowly, deliberately, she lowered herself to her knees. The platform was hard beneath her, the position uncomfortable but manageable. She kept her spine straight, her eyes fixed on Daniel’s face.

‘The instruction continues,’ Daniel said, his voice flat. ‘I’m supposed to tell you to look at me and say: “I trust your judgement.”’

Isla felt the absurdity of the moment. Trust Daniel’s judgement? After his fumbling direction, his obvious discomfort, his inability to separate personal grievance from the task at hand?

But the challenge was clear. She had accepted her role. And somewhere in the audience, Sebastian was watching.

She looked up at Daniel, meeting his eyes.

‘I trust your judgement.’

The words tasted like ash in her mouth. She did not trust his judgement. She had never truly trusted his judgement—had simply tolerated his presence, accommodated his needs, built a life around someone who would never challenge her because he was incapable of it.

But she said the words. She performed as required.

‘Now stand,’ Daniel said, the relief evident in his voice.

She rose, brushing dust from her knees, her expression carefully neutral. The audience was silent, their attention fixed on the platform.

‘The final instruction,’ Daniel said. ‘I’m to direct you back to your seat, where you will wait for the scoring to be announced.’

Isla returned to her chair, settling into it with as much dignity as she could muster. Daniel sat across from her, his face flushed, his hands trembling slightly.

Lady Evelyn rose from her seat in the front row.

‘Thank you for the performance. The audience will now submit their scores.’

She gestured toward the audience, and Isla watched as people began pressing buttons on small devices that had been distributed earlier. The scoring was anonymous, immediate—the results displayed on a large screen that descended from the ceiling above the platform.

Isla Mercer & Daniel Harlow

Composure: 7.8/10

Influence: 5.2/10

The numbers glowed in the warm air of the Glasshouse. Isla studied them with clinical detachment. Her composure score was respectable—eighth out of the twelve pairs who had already performed. But Daniel’s influence score was among the lowest. The audience had seen his hesitation, his discomfort, his inability to separate personal feelings from professional direction.

She had performed adequately. He had performed poorly.

‘Isla, Daniel—thank you,’ Lady Evelyn said. ‘You may return to your seats. The next pair will begin shortly.’

They descended from the platform, the weight of the scores trailing behind them. Isla walked with measured steps, her expression composed, but inside, something was churning.

The challenge had been designed to test her ability to follow. And she had followed—even when the instructions were uncomfortable, even when the person giving them was clearly not up to the task. But the experience had revealed something else, something she had been avoiding for years.

Daniel was not strong enough to lead her. He never had been.

They found seats at the back of the Glasshouse, away from the other couples. Isla felt the need for distance—the need to process what had just happened.

‘What was that?’ Daniel hissed, his voice low. ‘Those instructions—I didn’t want to—’

‘You did what was required,’ Isla said, her tone clipped. ‘That was the challenge.’

‘But kneeling? Making you say that you trusted me? It was humiliating.’

‘For both of us.’ She met his eyes. ‘But we completed it. We can move on.’

‘Move on?’ He laughed, the sound sharp with bitterness. ‘Is that all you think about? Moving on? Never stopping to process, never stopping to feel—just moving on to the next task?’

‘Processing doesn’t change the outcome. We did what was required. Now we prepare for what comes next.’

Daniel stared at her, his expression a mixture of hurt and something else—something that might have been disgust.

‘You really don’t feel it, do you? The humiliation. The violation of having to perform like that in front of strangers. It doesn’t touch you at all.’

Isla felt a flicker of anger. ‘Of course I felt it. But feeling it doesn’t help us. Dwelling on it doesn’t improve our position. We have to keep moving, keep competing, or all of this has been for nothing.’

‘For nothing.’ Daniel shook his head. ‘That’s what this weekend is to you, isn’t it? A competition. A puzzle to solve. It doesn’t mean anything beyond that.’

‘What else would it be?’

‘A chance to learn something. About ourselves. About each other.’ His voice dropped. ‘A chance to figure out whether we have any future at all.’

The words landed hard. Isla felt them settle into her chest, heavy and cold.

‘Is that what you want?’ she asked quietly. ‘To use this weekend to decide whether we stay together?’

‘I don’t know what I want anymore.’ Daniel slumped in his seat, his gaze fixed on the platform where the next pair was beginning their performance. ‘But I know that watching you kneel for me, watching you say you trusted me when we both know that’s not true—I know that I hated every second of it. And I know that you barely reacted at all.’

‘I reacted. I just didn’t show it.’

‘Because showing it would mean admitting something you don’t want to face.’ He turned to look at her. ‘You’re so controlled, Isla. So composed. And I used to think that was strength. But watching you up there, I realised—it’s not strength. It’s armour. You’ve been wearing it so long that you’ve forgotten what it’s like to be without it.’

Isla felt the observation land with uncomfortable accuracy. She wanted to deny it, to argue, to defend herself. But the words wouldn’t come.

Because he was right. She had built walls around herself so high and so thick that she could barely see over them. And somewhere along the way, she had started to believe those walls were the same thing as being strong.

They sat in silence, watching the remaining performances unfold. Camilla and Marcus scored highest in both categories—their dynamic was visibly different, with Camilla directing Marcus with sharp precision and Marcus following with evident trust. The audience responded to their connection, awarding them scores that placed them firmly in the lead.

When the final pair had completed their performance, Lady Evelyn rose once more.

‘Thank you all for your participation in the Performance challenge. The scores have been tallied and recorded. Tomorrow’s challenge will be revealed at breakfast. For now, the grounds are open for relaxation and exploration. Dinner will be served at seven o’clock.’

The crowd began to disperse. Isla stood, her legs slightly unsteady, and moved toward the exit.

‘Ms Mercer.’

She stopped. Sebastian was standing near the door, his expression unreadable.

‘A word, if you please.’

Daniel moved to follow, but Sebastian raised a hand. ‘I will return her shortly. There is a matter I need to discuss with her privately.’

Daniel hesitated, his expression conflicted. Then he nodded and walked away, leaving Isla alone with Sebastian.

‘Your performance was interesting,’ Sebastian said, once they were out of earshot of the others.

‘I followed instructions. Nothing more.’

‘You followed instructions that were clearly designed to humiliate. And you did so without visible reaction. That takes either exceptional control or exceptional detachment.’ He studied her face. ‘Which was it?’

Isla considered the question. ‘Both, perhaps. I controlled what I could and detached from what I couldn’t.’

‘A useful strategy. But ultimately limited.’ He moved closer, his voice dropping. ‘Control requires energy. Detachment requires sacrifice. You cannot maintain either indefinitely without losing something essential.’

‘What would you have had me do? Refuse? Walk off the platform and forfeit the competition?’

‘No.’ His eyes held hers. ‘I would have had you feel it. The humiliation. The vulnerability. The recognition that you were kneeling for someone who did not deserve your submission, saying words you did not mean.’ He paused. ‘I would have had you let it touch you, even for a moment, instead of locking it away where it cannot hurt you.’

The observation cut deeper than she expected. Isla felt a crack forming in her composure—a hairline fracture in the armour she had spent years building.

‘Why does it matter to you?’ she asked. ‘Why do you care whether I feel anything?’

‘Because feeling is the point.’ Sebastian’s voice was soft, almost gentle. ‘The Hunt is not simply a competition. It is an opportunity for transformation. But transformation requires vulnerability. It requires letting go of the structures you have built to protect yourself and allowing something new to emerge.’

‘And what do you think would emerge if I let go?’

‘I don’t know.’ He smiled faintly. ‘That is what makes you interesting. Most people who come through the Hunt are predictable. They play the game, follow the rules, and leave unchanged. But you—you have the capacity for genuine transformation. If you allow it.’

Isla felt the weight of his words. Somewhere in the distance, birds were singing, the afternoon light was golden, and the world continued to turn. But here, in this moment, everything felt suspended.

‘I need to return to Daniel,’ she said finally.

‘Of course.’ He stepped back, formal once more. ‘But consider what I have said. The challenges will only become more difficult. The opportunities for transformation will only become more intense. Whether you take them is your choice.’

He walked away, disappearing into the crowds of guests moving across the lawn.

Isla stood alone, the echo of his words still ringing in her ears.

Transformation requires vulnerability.

Letting go of the structures you have built to protect yourself.

She had built those structures for a reason. They had protected her, sustained her, made her successful in a world that punished weakness. The idea of letting them go—even temporarily—felt like stepping off a cliff into darkness.

But somewhere, deep beneath the armour, a part of her whispered that Sebastian was right.

She could not stay protected forever. Sooner or later, the walls would crack.

And when they did, she would have to face whatever lay on the other side.

The afternoon passed in a blur of walking and thinking. Isla explored the grounds alone, her mind churning over the morning’s challenge and Sebastian’s observations. She found herself at the edge of the lake, staring out at the water where she had confessed truths she had never spoken aloud.

The boat was still moored at the dock, bobbing gently in the current. The pedestal at the centre of the lake was empty now, its egg retrieved and opened. But something about the scene drew her—a memory of intensity, of eye contact, of words that had felt like pulling teeth.

What do you want that you have never allowed yourself to ask for?

She had answered honestly. She wanted to surrender. To be held by someone who would not break. To stop being responsible for everything, just for a moment.

Daniel could not give her that. He was not strong enough, not steady enough, not capable of holding the weight she needed to set down.

But Sebastian—

She stopped the thought before it could fully form. Sebastian was the architect of this competition, the observer who watched and assessed and engineered experiences for his own purposes. Whatever interest he had shown in her was part of the game—a test, an experiment, a way of gathering data.

It was not personal.

It could not be personal.

And yet—

‘Penny for your thoughts.’

She turned. Lady Evelyn was approaching, her silver hair gleaming in the afternoon light, her posture as impeccable as ever.

‘I was just walking,’ Isla said. ‘Clearing my head.’

‘An understandable impulse. The challenges can be… intense.’ Lady Evelyn came to stand beside her, her gaze settling on the lake. ‘I understand you performed well this morning. Your composure score was quite respectable.’

‘Daniel’s influence score was less impressive.’

‘Yes.’ Lady Evelyn’s expression was thoughtful. ‘Director is a difficult role. It requires confidence, clarity, and the ability to separate personal feelings from professional direction. Not everyone possesses those qualities.’

‘You’re saying Daniel doesn’t have them.’

‘I am saying that he struggles with them. As do many people.’ She turned to face Isla directly. ‘But you—you possess those qualities in abundance. You could have directed beautifully, had the roles been reversed.’

‘Why weren’t they? Why was I assigned to perform?’

‘Because the assignments are based on what each participant needs to learn.’ Lady Evelyn’s eyes were sharp, perceptive. ‘You need to learn to follow. To trust. To surrender control to someone else, even when that person is not perfect. That is a lesson that cannot be taught through success—only through struggle.’

The observation struck close to the bone. Isla felt her composure waver, then steady.

‘And what does Daniel need to learn?’

‘To stand on his own. To make decisions without reassurance. To accept that he cannot always be the centre of your attention.’ Lady Evelyn smiled faintly. ‘The challenges are designed to benefit both participants, even when they feel destructive.’

‘And what about Sebastian? What does he gain from all of this?’

Lady Evelyn’s expression shifted slightly—a flicker of something that might have been caution.

‘Sebastian gains… satisfaction. From watching people grow. From seeing transformations occur.’ She paused, choosing her words carefully. ‘But his motivations are his own. I would not presume to explain them.’

‘He seems very interested in my transformation specifically.’

‘Yes.’ Lady Evelyn’s gaze was steady. ‘He does.’

She did not elaborate, and Isla did not push. They stood in silence for a moment, the lake stretching before them, the afternoon light softening toward evening.

‘The next challenge will be more difficult,’ Lady Evelyn said finally. ‘Obedience. The requirement to follow without question, without hesitation, without resistance. It will test whatever remains of your defences.’

‘I’ll be ready.’

‘Will you?’ Lady Evelyn’s voice was gentle but pointed. ‘Readiness is not the same as willingness. You can prepare yourself, build your strategies, maintain your composure—but if you are not willing to let the challenge touch you, it will not transform you.’

She walked away before Isla could respond, leaving her alone with the weight of the words.

If you are not willing to let the challenge touch you, it will not transform you.

Isla stood at the edge of the lake, watching the water ripple in the fading light, and felt something shift inside her.

The walls were cracking.

She could feel them now—the hairline fractures spreading through years of careful construction. And beneath them, something was stirring.

Something that wanted to be let out.


CHAPTER FIVE - Obedience

The night passed without resolution.

Isla lay beside Daniel in the four-poster bed, the darkness pressing against the windows, the silence between them thick enough to cut. They had eaten dinner at opposite ends of the table, their conversations with other guests serving as proxy for the words they could not speak to each other. They had retired to their room without discussion, each settling into their respective sides of the bed as though separated by an invisible wall.

Now, in the small hours of the morning, Isla stared at the ceiling and felt the cracks spreading.

The Performance challenge had exposed something she had been avoiding for years—perhaps her entire adult life. She had built her identity around control, around competence, around the certainty that she could navigate any situation with logic and strategy. But kneeling on that platform, speaking words she did not believe, following the direction of a man who clearly resented her, she had felt the limits of that control.

She had felt something else too. A strange, electric awareness when Sebastian’s eyes had met hers across the Glasshouse. A recognition that went deeper than intellectual understanding. He had seen her perform. He had seen her detach. And he had known, with the precision of someone who had spent years studying human nature, that her composure was not strength but armour.

The thought kept her awake long after Daniel’s breathing had settled into the rhythm of sleep.

Somewhere in the house, other couples were sleeping—or not sleeping, their own revelations and fractures keeping them company in the darkness. The estate felt vast and ancient around her, its stone walls holding centuries of secrets, its gardens harboured with hidden places where other competitions had played out in years past. What had those participants discovered about themselves? Had they emerged transformed, as Lady Evelyn suggested? Or had they simply been damaged by the process, their relationships shattered by truths they were never meant to confront?

Isla turned onto her side, facing away from Daniel’s sleeping form. The questions multiplied in her mind, each one spawning others, until the tangle became too dense to navigate. She thought about the contract Sebastian had mentioned—the Exclusive Claim that awaited the winner of the Hunt. What did such a contract actually entail? What would it mean to surrender herself to a structure designed by someone else, to accept authority rather than resist it?

The idea should have horrified her. She had spent her entire adult life building independence, cultivating the kind of self-sufficiency that made her formidable in the courtroom and admired in her personal life. To voluntarily relinquish that independence—to accept, even seek out, a position of submission—felt like a betrayal of everything she had worked for.

And yet.

There was a pull she could not deny. A recognition that the armour she had constructed was not strength but survival, and that survival was not the same thing as living. She remembered the way Sebastian had looked at her on the lake, the intensity of his attention making her feel simultaneously exposed and seen in a way that Daniel never had. She remembered the strange peace that had settled over her when she had confessed truths she had never spoken aloud, the relief of finally setting down a burden she had carried alone.

When the bell tolled at six, she rose before the staff arrived with coffee and schedules. She dressed quietly, choosing clothing that felt practical rather than decorative—dark trousers, a cream blouse, flat shoes that would allow her to move easily. Whatever the day’s challenge required, she wanted to be prepared.

The schedule confirmed her suspicions.

7:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

10:00 AM — Egg Five Challenge — Lawn Pavilion

1:00 PM — Luncheon

3:00 PM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

Obedience. The word sat heavy on the page, its implications clear enough from Lady Evelyn’s hints the day before. Follow without question. Without hesitation. Without resistance.

Isla set down the schedule and reached for her coffee. The liquid was hot and bitter, grounding her in the present moment. Whatever came next, she would face it with the same composure she had maintained throughout the competition.

Even if that composure was beginning to feel like a performance.

Daniel stirred eventually, his movements heavy with reluctance. They exchanged the minimal pleasantries required to maintain appearances, then made their way downstairs to breakfast. The dining room was busier than usual, the other couples apparently as restless as Isla felt.

Camilla caught her eye across the room and raised an eyebrow in a gesture that might have been greeting or challenge. Isla nodded in return, noting the other woman’s pristine appearance—the dark hair perfectly arranged, the makeup subtle but deliberate, the clothing elegant without ostentation. Camilla was treating this competition seriously. She had been in the lead since the Performance challenge, and she clearly intended to stay there.

‘Nervous?’ Daniel asked, his tone carefully neutral.

Isla turned to find him watching her, his expression unreadable. ‘Cautious.’

‘That’s new. You’re usually confident before challenges.’

‘I’m usually confident in general. This weekend has been… educational.’

Daniel flinched slightly at the words, and Isla felt a flicker of something that might have been guilt. She had not meant to hurt him. But the truth was becoming harder to avoid, and she no longer had the energy to pretend otherwise.

‘About yesterday,’ Daniel began, then stopped.

‘What about it?’

‘I handled it poorly. The directing. I let my feelings get in the way of the task.’

‘Yes. You did.’

The blunt admission seemed to catch him off guard. He had clearly expected her to offer reassurance, to smooth over the conflict with the familiar words he always needed to hear.

‘Right,’ he said finally. ‘Well. I’ll try to do better today.’

‘I’m sure you will.’

They finished breakfast in silence.

At ten o’clock, the guests assembled on the lawn behind the house. A pavilion had been erected overnight—a large white structure with open sides, its interior furnished with chairs arranged in facing pairs. At the front of the space, a small stage held a podium and what appeared to be a sound system. The setup was clinical, precise, designed to evoke the sense of a laboratory or examination room rather than a social event.

Lady Evelyn stood beside the podium, her silver hair gleaming in the morning light. Sebastian was not visible, and Isla felt an unexpected pang of something she refused to name at his absence.

‘Welcome to Egg Five,’ Lady Evelyn said, her voice carrying easily across the assembled crowd. ‘The challenge is called Obedience. As I mentioned yesterday, this challenge will test your ability to follow without question, without hesitation, without resistance.’

She gestured toward the chairs. ‘Each pair will sit facing each other. One partner will receive audio instructions through headphones. The other will watch. The partner receiving instructions must follow them exactly, without verbal communication, without asking for clarification. The watching partner must remain silent and observe.’

A murmur ran through the crowd. Isla felt her pulse quicken.

‘The instructions will be physical in nature,’ Lady Evelyn continued. ‘They will require movement, positioning, and response. Some will be simple; others will be more complex. The challenge is to execute each instruction precisely, regardless of how it feels or what it requires.’

She picked up a small stack of cards from the podium. ‘The roles have been assigned based on observations from previous challenges. The assignments are final.’

She began reading names.

‘Camilla and Marcus. Marcus will receive instructions. Camilla will observe.’

Camilla’s expression remained neutral, but Isla saw her fingers curl slightly against her skirt—a sign of tension that she was otherwise hiding well.

‘Eleanor and Robert. Eleanor will receive instructions. Robert will observe.’

The middle-aged woman’s face paled slightly, but she nodded in acceptance.

And so it continued, pair after pair, until—

‘Isla Mercer and Daniel Harlow. Isla will receive instructions. Daniel will observe.’

The words landed with familiar weight. Isla had expected this—the pattern was becoming clear. She was being tested on her ability to follow, to surrender control, to trust another’s direction even when she did not understand its purpose.

The difference was that today, the direction would not come from Daniel.

‘Please take your positions,’ Lady Evelyn said. ‘The first pair will begin shortly.’

Isla and Daniel found two chairs near the centre of the pavilion, positioned so they faced each other across a distance of perhaps three feet. A staff member approached with a set of headphones—small, sleek, wireless—and handed them to Isla.

‘Put these on,’ the staff member said. ‘The instructions will begin automatically. Remove the headphones only when the challenge is complete.’

Isla fitted the headphones over her ears. The world became slightly muffled, the sounds of the crowd and the breeze fading into distant background noise. For a moment, there was only silence—a waiting emptiness that seemed to press against her eardrums.

Then a voice spoke, soft and measured, as though someone were standing directly beside her.

‘Ms Mercer. Welcome to Obedience. You will receive a series of instructions. Follow each one precisely and immediately. Do not speak. Do not hesitate. Do not ask for clarification. Your performance is being observed and scored. Begin.’

Isla felt her body tense in anticipation. The voice was female, calm, almost clinical in its delivery. It reminded her of court recordings—the neutral tone of official proceedings.

‘Stand.’

She rose from her chair, her movements deliberate.

‘Turn to face the front of the pavilion.’

She turned, her back now to Daniel, her gaze fixed on Lady Evelyn at the podium. The older woman was watching her with an expression of clinical interest.

‘Remain standing. Do not move. Wait for the next instruction.’

Time stretched. Isla stood motionless, her arms at her sides, her weight evenly distributed. She could feel Daniel’s gaze on her back—a presence she had become acutely aware of over the past few days. Behind her, she heard the rustle of other couples settling into their own challenges, the murmur of voices being transmitted through other headphones.

The waiting was its own kind of test. In the silence, her mind began to wander—to calculate, to strategize, to assess the positions of other competitors. She forced herself to remain present, to focus on the physical sensation of standing, the pressure of her feet against the ground, the rhythm of her own breathing.

‘Place your hands on your head.’

She obeyed, lacing her fingers together at the crown of her skull. The position was slightly vulnerable—her elbows extending outward, her chest lifting with the motion. She kept her gaze fixed ahead, her expression neutral.

‘Turn your head to the left.’

She turned, her profile now visible to the watching crowd. She caught a glimpse of Camilla in her peripheral vision—the other woman was seated across from Marcus, her expression intent as she observed whatever instructions he was receiving.

‘Return to centre.’

She turned back to face the front.

‘Now turn your head to the right.’

She turned again, this time catching a glimpse of the pavilion’s far side, where other couples were engaged in their own silent performances. The scene was strange—rows of people moving in response to invisible commands, their bodies puppeted by voices only they could hear.

‘Return to centre.’

She faced forward once more.

‘Lower your hands to your sides.’

She dropped her arms, the movement smooth and controlled.

‘Walk forward three steps.’

She moved, each step measured and precise. She was now closer to the front of the pavilion, nearer to Lady Evelyn’s observation position.

‘Stop. Turn to face your partner.’

She turned. Daniel was sitting in his chair, his expression a mixture of discomfort and something harder to identify. His eyes met hers, and she saw the tension in his jaw, the slight furrow between his brows.

He was watching her perform. Watching her obey. And the sight clearly disturbed him.

‘Step closer to your partner. Stop when you are approximately one foot away.’

Isla moved toward Daniel, her steps measured, until she was standing close enough to see the individual hairs of his beard, the faint sheen of sweat on his forehead. This close, she could smell his cologne—something woody and familiar, a scent that had once comforted her and now felt cloying.

‘Remain standing. Do not move.’

She stood motionless, her gaze fixed on Daniel’s face. He looked up at her, his expression conflicted, and she saw his hands clench against his thighs.

The silence stretched between them, thick with everything unspoken. Isla felt the strangeness of the position—standing over her fiancé while he watched her, passive and observant, waiting for instructions she could not share. The power dynamic had shifted, or perhaps it had always been this way and she was only now noticing.

‘Extend your right hand and place it on your partner’s shoulder.’

She reached out, her fingers settling on the fabric of Daniel’s jacket. The contact was light, deliberate, almost clinical. She felt the structure of his shoulder beneath her palm, the tension in his muscles coiled like a spring.

‘Increase the pressure slightly.’

She pressed down, her grip firming. She felt the resistance in his body, the way his shoulder lifted slightly against her hand.

‘Now release and step back one pace.’

She lifted her hand and retreated, the distance between them widening slightly.

‘Kneel.’

The word sent a jolt through her, bringing back the memory of the Glasshouse—kneeling before Daniel, speaking words she did not believe, feeling the wrongness of submitting to someone who did not know how to hold power. But this time, the instruction came without that context. This was not Daniel directing her. This was the challenge itself, requiring her to assume a position of submission regardless of who was watching.

She lowered herself to her knees, her movements controlled, her posture composed.

The lawn was soft beneath her, the grass slightly damp from the morning dew. She kept her spine straight, her hands resting on her thighs, her gaze fixed on Daniel’s face. The position was uncomfortable—the ground was uneven, and her knees pressed into hidden roots and stones—but she held herself still, refusing to let the discomfort show.

He was staring at her with an expression she could not fully read—something between distress and anger. His hands had clenched into fists against his legs.

‘Remain kneeling. Wait for the next instruction.’

The silence stretched. Isla held her position, her knees pressing into the damp grass, her breath controlled and even. She could feel the weight of the audience’s attention—the knowledge that other competitors, other observers, were watching her submission.

But the voice did not return immediately. The silence extended, seconds pooling into what felt like minutes. Isla felt the strain in her thighs, the subtle trembling that came from holding a position too long. She focused on her breathing, using the technique she had learned in yoga classes years ago—in through the nose, out through the mouth, each breath a small anchor in the sea of discomfort.

Her mind began to drift, despite her efforts to remain present. She thought about the pattern of the challenges—how each one had required more vulnerability, more surrender, more willingness to let go of control. The Egg Hunt was not simply a competition. It was a process of stripping away layers, of revealing what lay beneath the carefully constructed surface.

What lay beneath hers? What would remain when all the armour was gone?

‘Stand.’

The voice cut through her thoughts, and she rose, the movement fluid despite the stiffness that had begun to settle in her joints.

‘Turn to face the audience on your left.’

She turned, her gaze sweeping across the rows of chairs where other competitors sat. Some were watching her; others were focused on their own partners. Lady Evelyn was observing with that same clinical interest, her expression giving nothing away.

And there—standing at the back of the pavilion, partially obscured by a canvas support—was Sebastian.

He had arrived without her noticing. Now he stood with his arms crossed, his grey eyes fixed on her with an intensity that felt almost physical. His expression was unreadable, but there was something in the set of his jaw, the angle of his shoulders, that suggested focused attention.

The voice in her headphones continued.

‘Walk toward the audience. Stop when you reach the first row of chairs.’

Isla moved forward, her steps measured, until she stood directly before the first row of observers. Lady Evelyn was perhaps five feet to her left; Camilla and Marcus were visible in her peripheral vision.

‘Remain standing. Do not move.’

She stood motionless, acutely aware of Sebastian’s gaze from the back of the pavilion. The silence in her headphones felt like a held breath—a pause before something significant.

Then the voice returned, and the instructions changed.

‘Turn to face Mr Harcourt.’

Isla turned. Sebastian was standing perhaps twenty feet away, his posture relaxed but his attention absolute. When their eyes met, she felt the same electric recognition she had experienced in the Glasshouse—the sense of being seen, truly seen, in a way that stripped away pretense.

‘Remain standing. Wait for the next instruction.’

She waited, her gaze locked on Sebastian’s face. He did not speak, did not move, did not give any indication of what was coming. But his attention never wavered.

The seconds stretched. Isla felt the weight of his gaze like a physical pressure, as though he were touching her from across the space. Her skin prickled with awareness. Her breath quickened slightly, despite her efforts to control it.

Then a new voice spoke in her headphones—different from the first, deeper, unmistakably male.

‘Ms Mercer. This portion of the challenge will be delivered directly by me. You will follow my instructions without hesitation. Is that understood?’

Sebastian’s voice. He was somehow transmitting directly to her headphones, bypassing the original narrator. The shift was startling, but Isla found herself nodding before she had fully processed the change.

‘Verbal response is permitted for this portion. Answer the question.’

‘Yes,’ she said, her voice steady. ‘I understand.’

‘Good.’ Sebastian’s voice was calm, controlled, with an undertone of something that might have been satisfaction. ‘Turn to face your original partner. Walk back to your position in front of him.’

Isla turned and walked back toward Daniel, her movements deliberate. Daniel’s expression had shifted during her exchange with Sebastian—there was something darker in his eyes now, something that looked almost like betrayal.

‘Stand before your partner. Maintain eye contact with him.’

She stood before Daniel, meeting his gaze. The anger in his eyes was barely concealed now, his jaw tight with tension.

‘Do not look away from your partner,’ Sebastian’s voice continued. ‘Regardless of what happens next.’

Isla kept her eyes fixed on Daniel’s face. She saw the emotions playing across his features—the hurt, the confusion, the growing resentment.

‘Now,’ Sebastian said, his voice dropping slightly, ‘tell your partner what you truly think of his performance as a director yesterday. Speak honestly. Do not soften your words.’

The instruction cut through the careful distance they had been maintaining. Isla felt her breath catch, the command forcing her toward a confrontation she had been avoiding.

Daniel’s expression hardened. ‘You don’t have to—’

‘Speak,’ Sebastian’s voice commanded. ‘Now.’

Isla felt the words rising in her throat, unstoppable. She had been holding them back for years—small criticisms, honest assessments, the truth about how she experienced their relationship. Now the challenge demanded she release them, and she found herself unable to resist.

‘I think you performed poorly,’ she said, her voice measured but clear. ‘I think you let your personal feelings interfere with the task. I think you lacked confidence, clarity, and authority.’ She paused, the honesty cutting both ways. ‘I think you were distracted by your own insecurities, by the need to prove yourself, and you lost sight of what the challenge actually required.’

Daniel’s face had gone pale, but Isla continued, the words flowing now like water through a broken dam.

‘I think you blamed me for the position you were put in, instead of rising to meet it. I think you resented having to direct me, because it exposed the truth we’ve both been avoiding.’ She felt the crack in her composure widening. ‘And I think you know all of that already. You’re not angry at me for saying it. You’re angry at yourself for proving that you can’t lead me. That you never could.’

The pavilion was silent. Daniel’s face was white, his eyes wide with shock and hurt.

‘Thank you,’ Sebastian’s voice said, calm and measured. ‘Now, turn to face me.’

Isla turned. Sebastian was walking toward her, his movements unhurried, his attention fixed on her face. He stopped perhaps three feet away, his grey eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her breath catch.

‘Kneel,’ he said, his voice no longer transmitted through headphones but spoken aloud, clear enough for the entire pavilion to hear.

Isla felt the command land like a physical blow. This was different from the Glasshouse. This was not a partner struggling to direct her, a husband conflicted by the role he had been assigned. This was a man who understood exactly what he was asking, and why.

She knelt.

The grass was damp beneath her knees, the position uncomfortable but manageable. She kept her spine straight, her hands resting on her thighs, her gaze lifting to meet Sebastian’s.

But this time, the kneeling felt different. With Daniel, she had performed—going through the motions, maintaining her detachment, protecting herself from the vulnerability of true submission. With Sebastian, that detachment was impossible. His attention was absolute, his authority unmistakable, and beneath his gaze, she felt the armour she had constructed begin to crack.

She was acutely aware of her body in the position—the pressure of her knees against the ground, the straight line of her spine, the way her hands rested palm-up on her thighs in a gesture of openness she had not consciously chosen. She was aware of the audience, watching her kneel before a man who was not her partner. She was aware of Daniel, somewhere behind her, witnessing her submission to someone else.

But more than any of that, she was aware of Sebastian. Of the way he stood, relaxed but commanding, his grey eyes holding hers without wavering. Of the silence between them, charged with meaning she could not fully articulate.

‘Precision, Ms Mercer.’

The words were soft, almost gentle, but they carried an unmistakable weight. Precision. Not just compliance, but exactitude. Not just obedience, but perfection.

She felt the word settle into her, a correction she had not known she needed. Her posture adjusted almost imperceptibly—her spine straightening a fraction more, her chin lifting slightly, her hands settling into a more symmetrical position on her thighs.

‘Your posture is correct,’ Sebastian continued, his voice still calm. ‘Your composure is adequate. But your attention is divided. You are thinking about your partner’s reaction. You are wondering what this looks like to the audience. You are calculating the implications of this moment for your position in the competition.’

He was right. She was doing all of those things. The awareness of his perceptiveness sent a shiver through her.

‘Let go of those thoughts,’ Sebastian said. ‘Focus entirely on the present moment. On my voice. On the requirements of the position you have assumed.’

Isla felt something shift inside her—a subtle loosening of the control she had been maintaining. She let the calculations drop, the strategies fade, the awareness of the audience recede. What remained was simpler: the physical reality of kneeling, the weight of Sebastian’s attention, the strange peace of having surrendered the need to manage everything.

The sensation was unfamiliar. She had spent so long holding everything together—the cases, the clients, the relationship, the carefully curated image of success—that she had forgotten what it felt like to simply be. To exist in a moment without calculating her next move, without strategizing for advantage, without protecting herself from vulnerability.

It was terrifying. It was also, she realised, a relief.

‘Good,’ Sebastian said, and the word felt like a reward—a small acknowledgment that she had done something right, that she had pleased him. The recognition of that feeling—pleasing him—sent another shiver through her, one she could not quite name.

‘Now stand,’ he said. ‘The challenge is complete.’

She rose, her movements fluid and controlled. Sebastian’s eyes remained fixed on her face, his expression unreadable.

‘You may return to your partner,’ he said. ‘The challenge is complete.’

He turned and walked away without waiting for a response, disappearing through the back of the pavilion. Isla stood for a moment, processing what had just happened, then returned to her position beside Daniel.

She removed her headphones, and the world rushed back—the murmur of voices, the rustle of movement, the distant song of birds. Other couples were still engaged in their challenges, but several had paused to watch her exchange with Sebastian.

Daniel’s face was white with suppressed emotion.

‘What the hell was that?’ he hissed, his voice barely audible.

‘I was following instructions,’ Isla said, keeping her tone neutral. ‘That was the challenge.’

‘Following instructions? He was—he was testing you. Proving something. And you just—’

‘I just what? Did exactly what was required?’

‘You knelt for him. In front of everyone. Without any hesitation at all.’ Daniel’s voice cracked slightly. ‘But when I told you to kneel yesterday, you looked at me like I was asking for something impossible. Like it was a burden you had to endure.’

The observation struck close to the bone. Isla felt the truth of it, even as she recognised the danger of acknowledging it.

‘Yesterday was different,’ she said.

‘Why? Because he’s the one who designed this whole thing? Because he’s powerful and rich and he looks at you like—’ Daniel stopped himself, the words catching in his throat.

‘Like what?’

‘Like he wants something from you. And like you might be willing to give it.’

The accusation hung in the air between them. Isla felt her composure waver, the crack in her armour widening.

‘This is a competition,’ she said carefully. ‘I’m trying to win. Whatever Sebastian Harcourt wants from me is irrelevant to that goal.’

‘Is it?’ Daniel laughed, the sound hollow. ‘Because from where I’m sitting, it looks like you’ve found exactly what you’ve been looking for. Someone who can actually control you. Someone who doesn’t need you to pretend.’

The words hit harder than Daniel knew. Isla felt them settle into her chest, heavy and uncomfortable, exposing a truth she had been avoiding.

‘We should return to the house,’ she said, avoiding the direct hit. ‘The challenge is over.’

She walked away before Daniel could respond, her steps measured despite the turmoil churning inside her. She needed distance. She needed perspective. She needed to understand what had just happened, and why it had felt like both a test and a revelation.

The crowd began to disperse, couples drifting toward the house or the gardens. Isla found herself walking without direction, her feet carrying her across the lawn toward the lake.

The water was calm in the late morning light, its surface reflecting the pale blue sky. Isla stood at the edge, staring out at the dock where she had rowed with Sebastian, the centre where she had confessed truths she had never spoken.

Behind her, she heard footsteps approaching.

‘Ms Mercer.’

She turned. Lady Evelyn was walking toward her, her expression thoughtful.

‘Your performance was impressive,’ the older woman said. ‘Your obedience score will likely be among the highest.’

‘Thank you.’

‘But I suspect that is not what is on your mind.’ Lady Evelyn’s gaze was sharp, perceptive. ‘The intervention from Mr Harcourt was… unusual. He does not typically participate directly in the challenges.’

‘Why did he this time?’

‘I cannot speak to his motivations. But I would caution you against reading too much into his attention.’ Lady Evelyn’s voice was gentle but firm. ‘Sebastian Harcourt is a complex man with complex interests. What appears to be personal may be strategic. What appears to be connection may be assessment.’

‘And how am I supposed to tell the difference?’

‘You cannot. Not yet.’ Lady Evelyn smiled faintly. ‘But you will learn, as all participants do, that the Hunt reveals truth eventually. Whatever exists between you and Mr Harcourt—whatever is developing—it will become clear in time.’

She walked away, leaving Isla alone with her turbulent thoughts.

The afternoon passed in a blur of restlessness. Isla avoided the other guests, avoiding the house, avoiding Daniel. She walked the grounds alone, her mind churning over the morning’s events.

The kneeling had been different with Sebastian. She could not deny it, could not explain it away as simple compliance with the challenge. When Daniel had directed her to kneel in the Glasshouse, she had felt the awkwardness of it—the wrongness of submitting to someone who did not know how to hold power. But with Sebastian, the position had felt natural. Right. As though she were settling into a shape she had always been meant to assume.

And he had known. He had seen her hesitation in the Glasshouse, her detachment, her armour. And he had offered her an alternative—precision instead of performance, surrender instead of endurance.

She was beginning to understand what Sebastian had meant when he said the Hunt was designed to transform. Not through grand gestures or dramatic revelations, but through small moments of recognition. Through the gradual stripping away of pretense until what remained was something truer than she had allowed herself to be in years.

But what did that mean for her relationship? For her life? For the future she had planned with Daniel—a future that now felt like a suit of clothes that no longer fit?

She had no answers. Only questions, and the growing certainty that the answers would not come through thinking.

They would come through living. Through continuing. Through letting the challenge do its work.

Luncheon was a formal affair, the guests gathered in the main dining room for a meal that felt almost absurdly normal after the morning’s intensity. Isla sat beside Daniel out of obligation rather than choice, their conversation limited to practical matters—the schedule for the afternoon, the requirements for the next challenge.

Other couples seemed similarly subdued. The Obedience challenge had affected everyone, though in different ways. Camilla and Marcus sat close together, their body language suggesting a deepened connection rather than fracture. Eleanor and Robert ate in silence, their gazes not meeting. The cousins-who-were-lovers held hands beneath the table, their earlier unity apparently unshaken.

Sebastian was absent from the high table. Lady Evelyn sat alone in his place, her expression composed but watchful.

Isla found herself looking for him throughout the meal, her gaze drifting toward the empty chair, the spaces between other guests. The absence felt like a presence—a void that drew her attention against her will.

After luncheon, the grounds opened for egg hunting. Isla declined to participate, claiming fatigue. In truth, she needed time alone—time to process, to think, to prepare for whatever came next.

She returned to her room and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling. The events of the past three days replayed in her mind—the revelation of her competitiveness, the contact in the maze, the exchange on the lake, the performance in the Glasshouse, the obedience on the lawn. Each challenge had peeled back another layer of her careful construction, exposing something truer beneath.

She thought about what Daniel had said. You’ve found exactly what you’ve been looking for. Someone who can actually control you.

Was that true? Had she been searching for someone who could hold the weight she had been carrying for so long? Someone strong enough to take the control she had never wanted but had always assumed?

The answer, when she allowed herself to acknowledge it, was yes.

But admitting it felt like betrayal. Not of Daniel—she was past pretending that their relationship could survive this weekend intact—but of herself. Of the identity she had built, the independence she had cultivated, the certainty that she needed no one and nothing to complete her.

That certainty was crumbling. And in its place, something else was emerging.

A desire she had suppressed for years. A need she had denied. A hunger for surrender that had nothing to do with weakness and everything to do with the relief of finally setting down a burden she had carried too long.

She must have drifted into sleep, because the next thing she knew, the bell was tolling—seven clear notes signalling the approach of dinner. She rose, splashed water on her face, and changed into fresh clothing.

The evening stretched ahead of her. And somewhere in the house, Sebastian Harcourt was waiting.

Dinner was less formal than previous nights, the guests apparently too drained by the day’s challenge to maintain the pretense of elegance. Isla sat through multiple courses without tasting them, her attention divided between the conversations around her and the thoughts churning within.

Daniel was silent beside her, his earlier anger apparently shifted into something quieter and more resigned. He ate mechanically, his gaze fixed on his plate, his responses to any conversation monosyllabic.

Sebastian appeared halfway through the meal, slipping into his seat at the high table as though he had never been absent. Lady Evelyn acknowledged him with a slight nod, and they exchanged words too quiet for Isla to hear.

Throughout the remaining courses, Isla felt the weight of his attention. He did not look at her directly—his gaze moved across the room with the ease of a practiced host—but she felt the moments when his focus landed on her, however briefly. A brush of awareness that made her skin prickle.

After dinner, the guests dispersed to the various reception rooms for drinks and conversation. Isla found herself on the terrace once again, the night air cool against her skin, the stars bright overhead.

‘You’re avoiding me.’

She turned. Sebastian was standing in the doorway, a glass of wine in his hand, his expression unreadable in the darkness.

‘I’m processing,’ she said.

‘A reasonable response to the day’s events.’ He moved to stand beside her, maintaining a respectful distance. ‘Your performance in the challenge was… notable.’

‘Because you intervened.’

‘Because you responded to my intervention with precision rather than resistance.’ He sipped his wine, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon. ‘Most participants, when faced with a direct command from someone other than their partner, either freeze or rebel. You did neither. You adapted. You obeyed. You surrendered control with a grace that suggests practice.’

‘I’ve never practiced surrendering. I’ve spent my entire life doing the opposite.’

‘Which is precisely why you responded as you did.’ He turned to face her, his grey eyes catching the starlight. ‘You have spent years maintaining control, Isla. Years of being responsible, of being strong, of being the one who holds everything together. That kind of constant vigilance creates pressure—a need for release that you may not have consciously acknowledged.’

The observation cut close to the bone. Isla felt her composure waver, then steady.

‘And you think you can provide that release?’

‘I think I can provide the structure within which you might find it.’ His voice was calm, measured. ‘Surrender requires trust. Trust requires time. What happened today was a beginning—an opportunity for you to experience what it feels like to obey someone who knows what they are asking.’

‘And do you know what you’re asking?’

‘I know exactly what I’m asking.’ His gaze held hers. ‘I am asking you to trust me enough to let go. To surrender the need for control in this specific context, knowing that I will hold the weight for you. To experience, perhaps for the first time, what it feels like to not be responsible for everything.’

The words landed with unexpected force. Isla felt a tremor run through her—a recognition of something she had been denying for years.

‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Why are you offering this to me?’

‘Because I see you.’ His voice was soft, almost gentle. ‘I see the woman behind the armour—the one who is tired of being strong, who longs to set down the burden she has been carrying. I see the potential for transformation that most people never recognise in themselves.’ He paused. ‘And I want to watch it happen.’

‘You want to watch me fall apart.’

‘No.’ The word was firm, certain. ‘I want to watch you become whole. There is a difference.’

The silence stretched between them, charged with everything unspoken. Isla felt the pull of his presence—the magnetic awareness that had been building since the moment they met. She wanted to step closer. She wanted to retreat. She wanted to know what it would feel like to surrender to someone who would not break beneath the weight.

‘Tomorrow’s challenge is Endurance,’ Sebastian said eventually. ‘It will test your ability to maintain composure under pressure. Physical stillness. Environmental discomfort. Public observation.’ He set down his wine glass. ‘I suggest you prepare yourself. The challenges will only become more difficult from here.’

He turned to leave, then paused.

‘One more thing, Ms Mercer. What happened today—what is developing between us—is not accidental. I invited you to this Hunt for a reason. I paired myself with you for the exchange challenge for a reason. I intervened in the obedience challenge for a reason.’ His eyes held hers. ‘I am not a passive observer in your transformation. I am an active participant. And I will continue to be, until you ask me to stop.’

He walked away, disappearing into the house.

Isla stood alone on the terrace, the weight of his words settling around her like a cloak.

I will continue to be, until you ask me to stop.

The offer was explicit. The choice was hers.

And for the first time in years, she was not certain what she wanted to choose.

She returned to her room to find Daniel sitting on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands.

‘We need to talk,’ he said, without looking up.

Isla closed the door behind her and waited.

‘I’ve been thinking about what you said during the challenge,’ Daniel continued. ‘About my performance. About how I can’t lead you.’ He finally raised his head, his eyes red-rimmed with exhaustion. ‘You were right. I can’t. I never could.’

‘Daniel—’

‘Let me finish.’ He stood, his posture heavy with resignation. ‘I came into this weekend thinking we were a team. Thinking that we balanced each other—you with your strength and competence, me with my support and stability. But that’s not what we are, is it? You don’t need my support. You tolerate it. And my stability is just another word for… for being weaker than you.’

‘That’s not true—’

‘It is true.’ Daniel’s voice cracked. ‘I’ve spent three years trying to be what you need, and I’ve never once felt like I was succeeding. I’ve watched you manage everything, control everything, be strong for everyone—and I’ve felt like a passenger in my own relationship. Like you chose me because I was safe. Because I would never challenge you. Because I would never demand anything that might make you uncomfortable.’

The words landed with painful accuracy. Isla felt the truth of them, even as she recognised the hurt they caused.

‘I did choose you,’ she said quietly. ‘Because you were kind, and steady, and because I thought that was what I needed.’

‘But it wasn’t.’ Daniel’s expression was a mixture of grief and something that might have been relief. ‘What you needed was someone who could hold you. Someone who could take the control you’ve been carrying and give you permission to set it down.’ He laughed, hollow and bitter. ‘And I can’t do that. I never could. But he can.’

Isla felt the observation land like a blow. ‘This isn’t about Sebastian.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Daniel shook his head. ‘I saw the way you knelt for him today. I saw the difference between that and when I told you to kneel in the Glasshouse. With me, you were performing—doing what was required, but with resistance underneath. With him, you surrendered. Completely. Without hesitation.’ His voice dropped. ‘I’ve never seen you like that. In three years, I’ve never seen you actually let go.’

The silence stretched between them, heavy with everything unspoken.

‘What are you saying?’ Isla asked finally.

‘I’m saying that I think this competition is showing us something we’ve been avoiding. Something that was always there, underneath the surface.’ Daniel met her eyes. ‘I’m saying that I don’t think we should get married.’

The words hung in the air, final and irrevocable.

‘You’re ending our engagement?’

‘I’m acknowledging what’s already ended.’ Daniel’s expression was sad but resolved. ‘We’ve been pretending for too long, Isla. Pretending that this was enough. Pretending that we wanted the same things.’ He moved toward the door. ‘I’m going to request a room transfer for tonight. I need space to think. And I think you do too.’

He paused with his hand on the doorknob.

‘For what it’s worth, I hope you find what you’re looking for. Whatever that is.’

Then he was gone, and Isla was alone.

She sat on the edge of the bed, the weight of the conversation pressing down on her. The engagement was over. Three years of building a life together, ended in a handful of sentences.

She should have felt grief. She should have felt loss. Instead, what she felt was something closer to relief.

The pretense was over. The performance was complete. And whatever came next, it would be real in a way that her relationship with Daniel had never been.

She thought about Sebastian’s words on the terrace. I am not a passive observer in your transformation. I am an active participant. And I will continue to be, until you ask me to stop.

The choice was hers.

For the first time in years, she was not certain what she would choose.

But she knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that the answer would shape everything that came after.

The night passed slowly. Isla did not sleep. She lay in the vast bed, alone now, and let the silence of the estate settle around her. Somewhere in the darkness, Daniel was in another room, processing the end of their relationship. Somewhere, Sebastian was perhaps sleeping, or thinking, or planning the next challenge.

Tomorrow would bring Endurance. Physical stillness. Environmental discomfort. Public observation.

She would face it as she had faced every challenge—with composure, with strategy, with the determination to succeed.

But the ground had shifted beneath her. The structures she had built were crumbling. And in their place, something new was emerging.

Something that terrified her.

Something that excited her.

Something that felt, for the first time in years, like truth.


CHAPTER SIX - Stillness

The morning arrived without mercy.

Isla had not slept. The hours had stretched into an endless expanse of darkness, her mind churning over the wreckage of her engagement, the strangeness of kneeling before Sebastian, the terrifying recognition that she was changing in ways she could not control or predict. When the bell tolled at six, she was already awake, already dressed, already sitting in the chair by the window, watching the dawn break over the Harcourt Vale estate.

The schedule lay on the bedside table, its contents memorised through sheer repetition during the sleepless night.

7:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

10:00 AM — Egg Six Challenge — Chapel Steps

1:00 PM — Luncheon

3:00 PM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

Chapel Steps. Stillness.

The word felt ominous in the context of everything that had happened. Stillness implied passivity, endurance, the suspension of action. After the Obedience challenge—after kneeling before Sebastian while Daniel watched—she was not certain she had any stillness left to offer.

Her body ached from tension, from the unfamiliar positions she had been forced to assume, from the simple exhaustion of emotional upheaval. Her knees bore faint bruises from the grass of the pavilion, reminders of her submission that she could feel every time she moved. Her mind was fragmented, split between the future she had lost and the future she could not yet see.

She rose from the chair and moved toward the mirror. The woman who looked back at her seemed familiar and strange at once—the same dark hair, the same grey eyes, the same features she had known for thirty-one years. But something had shifted in her expression, a subtle softening around the mouth, a wariness in the eyes that had not been there before the weekend began.

Her engagement ring was gone. She had removed it sometime during the night, though she could not remember the exact moment. It sat now on the dressing table, a small circle of gold and diamond that represented three years of her life. She looked at it without reaching for it, feeling the absence on her finger like a phantom limb.

Daniel had not returned to their room. She had not expected him to. Whatever space he had found elsewhere in the estate, she hoped it was giving him the clarity he needed. She hoped, too, that he would find whatever came next—peace, or resolution, or simply the freedom to become someone other than the man who had not been enough for her.

She dressed with care, choosing clothing that would allow her to remain still for extended periods—loose trousers, a lightweight blouse, flat shoes that would not pinch or bind. Her hair she pulled back from her face, securing it in a low knot that would stay in place without adjustment. Whatever the challenge required, she would not be undone by poor preparation.

Breakfast was a strange affair. Isla entered the dining room alone, acutely aware of the absence beside her, the space where Daniel had sat for the past three mornings. Other couples glanced at her with varying degrees of curiosity and sympathy, their attention a weight she felt but refused to acknowledge.

She filled a plate with food she did not want and found a seat at the end of the table, away from the other competitors. The coffee was hot and strong, and she drank it gratefully, letting the caffeine settle into her system like fuel for the hours ahead.

‘You’re alone this morning.’

She looked up. Camilla was standing beside her chair, a cup of tea in her hand, her expression carefully neutral.

‘My partner and I have separated,’ Isla said, her voice level. ‘For the duration of the competition, at least.’

‘Ah.’ Camilla’s eyebrow lifted slightly. ‘That must complicate things. The challenges are designed for pairs.’

‘I’ll manage.’

‘I’m sure you will.’ Camilla sipped her tea, her gaze assessing. ‘You’ve been performing well. Fourth overall, I believe, after the obedience scores were tallied. Marcus and I are first, but the margin is narrower than I expected.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘It’s not over yet.’ Camilla’s smile was cool, competitive. ‘The chapel steps challenge is notorious. Last year, three teams withdrew during the stillness trial. It’s not simply about physical endurance—it’s about the ability to exist in discomfort without reacting. Most people can’t do it.’

‘I appreciate the warning.’

‘It wasn’t a warning.’ Camilla’s expression sharpened. ‘It was an observation. You’re talented, Isla. More talented than I expected when I saw you arrive with your bland little fiancé. But talent isn’t the same as resilience, and resilience is what today requires.’

She walked away before Isla could respond, her dark hair swinging behind her like a curtain closing.

Isla returned to her coffee, letting the conversation settle into the background of her thoughts. Camilla was a competitor, and a formidable one. Her assessment was valuable, even if delivered with an edge of condescension. The chapel steps challenge would test resilience—the ability to endure without breaking, to exist in discomfort without reacting.

She had been doing that her entire life. The challenge might be new, but the skill was not.

At ten o’clock, the guests assembled in front of the chapel. The building was smaller than Isla had expected—a stone structure with Victorian Gothic details, its spire reaching toward the grey morning sky. The steps leading to the entrance were broad and shallow, their surface worn smooth by generations of feet. On either side, the gardens stretched in manicured rows, their spring blooms a splash of colour against the sombre stone.

The setup for the challenge was deceptively simple. The steps had been marked with small placards, each one bearing a number. At the base of the steps, a large clock had been erected, its face visible from every angle. Lady Evelyn stood beside the clock, her silver hair gleaming in the diffuse light.

‘Welcome to Egg Six,’ she said, her voice carrying across the assembled crowd. ‘The challenge is called Stillness. As you may have guessed, this challenge will test your ability to maintain physical composure under conditions of discomfort.’

She gestured toward the steps. ‘Each participant will be assigned a position on the chapel steps. You will remain in that position for a period of time to be determined by the challenge. During this period, you must not move, speak, or react visibly to any stimulus. Any movement, any sound, any visible response will be noted and will affect your score.’

A murmur ran through the crowd. Isla felt her pulse quicken.

‘The discomfort will escalate throughout the challenge,’ Lady Evelyn continued. ‘Environmental factors will be introduced—changes in temperature, sound, light, and other conditions designed to test your composure. Your task is to remain still regardless of what occurs. The challenge ends when the clock indicates that the designated time has passed.’

She picked up a small stack of cards from a nearby table. ‘Positions have been assigned based on observations from previous challenges. Please find your assigned position and assume the required posture when instructed.’

Isla received her card—Position Seven, halfway up the left side of the steps—and moved to the indicated spot. The stone was cool beneath her feet, slightly damp from the morning mist. She studied the position, noting the subtle marks on the step that indicated where her feet should be placed, the angle she should maintain, the direction she should face.

Other participants were settling into their own positions. Camilla was stationed near the top of the steps, her posture already immaculate. Marcus was on the opposite side, his expression calm and focused. The other competitors filled the remaining positions, their faces showing varying degrees of anxiety and determination.

Daniel was not among them. Isla had not expected to see him, but the absence still registered—a void where he should have been, a reminder of everything that had changed.

Lady Evelyn raised her hand.

‘The challenge begins now. Assume your positions and maintain stillness until the clock indicates the end. Remember: no movement, no speech, no visible reaction. Any violation will be noted and penalised.’

Isla settled into her assigned posture. Feet planted on the marked spots, weight evenly distributed, spine straight, shoulders back, hands resting at her sides. Her gaze was directed forward, toward the gardens beyond the steps, though her peripheral vision caught the other participants arranged around her.

The clock began to tick.

The first minutes passed without incident. Isla held her position, her breathing controlled, her body relaxed into the posture. The stone was uncomfortable beneath her feet—the surface was uneven, and she could feel the dampness seeping through the thin soles of her shoes—but the discomfort was manageable, the kind of minor irritation she had trained herself to ignore.

She let her mind drift, using the techniques she had learned in yoga and meditation classes. Focus on the breath. Let thoughts arise and pass without engaging. Remain present in the body, aware of sensations without reacting to them. The practice had served her well in courtrooms and boardrooms; she trusted it to serve her here.

The clock ticked. Ten minutes. Fifteen. Twenty.

Around her, she could sense the other participants beginning to struggle. Small sounds reached her ears—the shifting of fabric, the catch of breath, the subtle creak of joints adjusting. Someone to her left, a man she did not know, was visibly trembling, his shoulders shaking with the effort of remaining still.

Isla held.

Then the environmental factors began.

The first was sound. Hidden speakers, concealed somewhere in the gardens, began to emit a low, discordant hum—a noise that seemed to vibrate at the edge of hearing, just loud enough to be disturbing, just quiet enough to make her strain to identify it. The sound crawled along her nerves, setting her teeth on edge, creating an urge to move, to cover her ears, to do something to escape.

She held. Breath in, breath out. Present in the body, aware without reacting.

The sound shifted, becoming more complex. Layers of noise were added—high-pitched whines, deep rumbling bass, static that crackled and popped without rhythm or pattern. The cacophony was designed to overwhelm, to make stillness impossible through sheer auditory assault.

Isla closed her eyes briefly, then opened them. The darkness behind her lids had offered no escape; the sound was everywhere, inescapable. She fixed her gaze on a point in the distance—a single white rose on a bush at the edge of the garden—and focused her attention there, using the visual anchor to steady herself.

The clock showed thirty minutes.

The temperature dropped. Isla felt it first as a prickle along her arms, then as a deepening chill that seemed to seep into her bones. Hidden vents, she realised, or perhaps misting systems—something was releasing cold air across the steps, dropping the ambient temperature by degrees. Her skin prickled with goosebumps, and she felt the urge to shiver, to wrap her arms around herself, to retreat from the cold.

She held. The rose in the distance remained fixed in her vision. Her breathing remained steady. The cold was just sensation—unpleasant, but survivable. She had endured worse in unheated flats during law school, in drafty offices during her early career, in the long winter nights when her mother had been too ill to keep the heating on.

The memories surfaced without warning, rising through her mind like bubbles through water. Her mother’s face, gaunt and pale against the hospital pillows. The sound of the heart monitor, its steady beep counting down the moments that remained. The cold of the waiting room, where she had sat alone because there was no one else to sit with her.

She had been twenty-three. She had thought she was prepared.

The chill deepened, and Isla realised that the temperature drop was not random. It was targeted, designed to trigger exactly these kinds of memories, to exploit the vulnerabilities that cold could expose. The challenge was not simply physical; it was psychological, an assault on the mind as much as the body.

She let the memories come and go, acknowledging them without engaging. Her mother was gone. The waiting room was behind her. The cold was just cold, and she was still here, still standing, still capable of enduring.

The clock showed forty-five minutes.

Movement in her peripheral vision drew her attention. One of the other participants—a young woman near the bottom of the steps—had broken position, her arms wrapping around herself in a futile attempt to warm her body. Lady Evelyn’s voice cut through the discordant sound.

‘Participant Four, movement noted. Penalty applied.’

The woman’s face crumpled, but she did not move again, apparently determined to salvage what she could of her score.

The challenge continued.

Light joined the assault. Spotlights, concealed somewhere above the chapel entrance, began to flash in irregular patterns—strobe-like bursts that disoriented and confused. The light alternated with periods of darkness, creating a strobing effect that made it difficult to maintain visual focus.

Isla narrowed her eyes slightly, reducing the amount of light that entered, and kept her attention fixed on the white rose. The flower was harder to see now, appearing and disappearing with the flashing lights, but she held it in her mind’s eye, a fixed point in a world of chaos.

The sound shifted again, becoming more personal. Voices emerged from the cacophony—whispers that seemed to come from just behind her ear, murmuring words she could almost but not quite distinguish. The effect was deeply unsettling, creating the illusion of intimacy where none existed.

She thought of Sebastian. Of his voice in her headphones during the Obedience challenge, the way it had seemed to penetrate directly into her mind. Of his words on the terrace—the offer to hold the weight she had been carrying, to provide structure for her surrender.

Precision, Ms Mercer.

The memory steadied her. In the midst of chaos, she found herself reaching for the image of his face, the sound of his voice, the absolute attention he had given her when she knelt. It was an anchor, different from the white rose but equally effective.

The clock showed sixty minutes.

More participants had broken. Isla could see them in her peripheral vision—the young woman who had moved first, now standing with her arms wrapped around herself; a middle-aged man on the opposite side, his head bowed in defeat; others whose positions had shifted, whose postures had collapsed, whose stillness had shattered under the weight of the assault.

She held. The cold was intense now, her fingers numb, her breath visible in the air before her. The sound was deafening, the lights blinding, the discomfort acute. But she had found a space within herself where none of it mattered—a quiet centre where she could exist without reacting, endure without breaking.

Camilla had not moved. Isla could see her near the top of the steps, her posture as perfect as it had been at the start, her expression serene despite the chaos. The other woman was a competitor, a rival, but in this moment, Isla felt something closer to solidarity. They were both holding. They were both enduring.

The challenge was not over.

The second hour began with a new assault: vibration. The steps themselves began to tremble, a low-frequency oscillation that travelled up through Isla’s feet and into her bones. The vibration was subtle at first, then intensifying, until her entire body seemed to hum with the force of it.

Her muscles began to fatigue. The posture she had held for so long was no longer effortless; her legs ached, her back strained, her shoulders demanded release. The vibration made it harder to maintain stillness, her body wanting to move, to shift, to find relief from the constant tremor.

She breathed through it. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Each breath a small victory, each moment of stillness a triumph over the demands of her body.

The white rose was still there, though she could barely see it through the strobing lights. She fixed her attention on its image in her mind, letting everything else fade.

Precision.

The word echoed in her memory, and she clung to it.

The clock showed ninety minutes.

A new sound cut through the discordance—something wet and rhythmic, like water dripping onto stone. Isla realised that moisture was being introduced, a fine mist that settled on her skin and clothing, adding dampness to the cold. The combination was brutal, chilling her more deeply than the temperature alone.

Her teeth wanted to chatter. Her body wanted to shiver. Her muscles wanted to move, to generate heat, to escape the assault.

She held.

The challenge had become a battle of wills—not against the environmental factors, but against herself. Her own body was the enemy now, demanding relief that she refused to provide. Every cell screamed for movement, and she denied them all.

She thought about her mother. Not the illness, not the death, but the life before—the woman who had raised her alone, who had worked two jobs to pay for piano lessons and school uniforms, who had never once complained about the weight she carried. Her mother had endured. She had held still through poverty, through loneliness, through the slow erosion of hope.

Isla came from that stock. She had that strength in her blood.

The clock showed two hours.

Lady Evelyn’s voice cut through the chaos.

‘The challenge is concluded. Participants may release their positions.’

The assault stopped. The sound fell silent, the lights steadied, the vibration ceased, the mist evaporated. Isla stood for a moment in the sudden stillness, her body trembling with the effort of movement after so long in suspension.

Then she released her posture, rolling her shoulders, flexing her fingers, feeling the blood return to her extremities. The relief was intense, almost painful in its own way, and she had to fight the urge to collapse.

Around her, other participants were emerging from their own trials. Some staggered, some fell, some simply stood in place, too exhausted to move. Camilla descended the steps with perfect composure, her expression betraying nothing of what the challenge had cost her.

The scores were posted on a large board that had been erected near the chapel entrance. Isla approached it slowly, her legs aching with each step.

Egg Six — Stillness

Scores by Participant

She scanned the list, her eyes moving down the rankings.

1. Isla Mercer — 9.4/10

2. Camilla — 9.2/10

3. Marcus — 8.8/10

She had won. Not just placed, but won—the highest score in the challenge, beating even Camilla’s perfect composure. The recognition sent a surge of something through her, a feeling she had not experienced since the Hunt began.

Pride.

She had endured. She had held. She had proven herself against the challenge, against the environment, against her own body’s demands. And she had emerged victorious.

The feeling was sweet, intoxicating after days of vulnerability and exposure. She had entered the competition as part of a couple, had watched her relationship crumble under the pressure of truth, had knelt before a stranger and confessed desires she had never acknowledged. But here, on the chapel steps, she had won alone. Through her own strength. Through her own will.

She straightened her spine, lifting her chin, letting the victory settle into her bones. The other participants were glancing at her with new respect, their expressions acknowledging her achievement. Even Camilla, passing by, offered a slight nod—the recognition of one competitor to another.

‘That was impressive.’

She turned. Sebastian was standing near the chapel entrance, his grey eyes fixed on her face. His expression was unreadable, but there was something in his gaze that she could not quite identify—something that might have been approval, or assessment, or something else entirely.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘You held longer and steadier than any participant in recent memory. The environmental factors were designed to break even the most disciplined competitors.’ He moved closer, his voice dropping. ‘Yet you emerged not merely intact, but triumphant. That is… notable.’

‘I’ve had practice holding still. In courtrooms. In boardrooms. In situations where showing any reaction would be a weakness.’

‘Yes.’ Sebastian’s gaze sharpened. ‘You have trained yourself to endure, to suppress, to maintain composure at all costs. That training served you well today.’

‘Then why do I get the sense that you’re about to tell me it was a problem?’

‘Because I am.’ He stepped back, creating distance between them. ‘Endurance is not the same as surrender, Isla. Holding still is not the same as letting go. You won today by doing what you have always done—controlling your reactions, suppressing your responses, maintaining the armour you have spent a lifetime constructing.’

The observation cut through her pride, landing with unexpected precision.

‘You’re saying I should have broken?’

‘I am saying that the purpose of the Hunt is transformation. And transformation requires vulnerability. Today, you proved that you can endure anything without breaking—but you also proved that you can win without changing.’ His expression was thoughtful. ‘The next challenge will not allow you that option.’

‘What’s the next challenge?’

Sebastian smiled faintly. ‘Confession. Written admissions, submitted before the Hunt began, revealed aloud before the other participants.’ He paused, letting the implication settle. ‘You submitted your confession when you entered the competition. Do you remember what you wrote?’

Isla felt a flicker of unease. She had completed the entrance forms in a rush, treating them as a formality rather than a meaningful exercise. She had written something—she could not remember exactly what—something she had assumed would remain private.

‘I don’t remember the exact words.’

‘Then I suggest you prepare yourself.’ Sebastian turned to leave. ‘Because everyone else will hear them. And the woman who wrote them may not be the same woman who stands before us now.’

He walked away, leaving Isla alone with her victory and her disquiet.

The pride that had buoyed her moments before now felt hollow. She had won, yes. But what had she won? The recognition of her ability to endure, to suppress, to maintain composure at all costs. The very skills that had built the armour Sebastian kept describing.

The next challenge will not allow you that option.

What had she written on that form? What truth had she committed to paper, assuming it would never see the light of day?

She could not remember. And that, more than anything else, terrified her.

Luncheon was a subdued affair, the participants too drained by the morning’s challenge to muster much conversation. Isla ate mechanically, her mind churning over Sebastian’s words, trying to recall the confession she had submitted weeks ago.

She had entered the Hunt as a lark, treating the application as a formality, the confession as an exercise in creativity rather than truth. What had she written? Something about her career, perhaps—about the sacrifices she had made, the ambitions she harboured. Or something about her relationship with Daniel, the unspoken tensions that had always existed beneath the surface.

Whatever it was, it would be revealed tomorrow. And she would have to face it in front of everyone.

Camilla approached her table as the meal was ending, her expression cool but curious.

‘You performed well today,’ she said. ‘Better than I expected.’

‘Thank you.’

‘But I wonder if you understand what comes next.’ Camilla sat across from her, uninvited. ‘The confession challenge is brutal. Last year, a participant withdrew rather than have her admission read aloud. Another broke down in tears and had to be helped from the room.’

‘What did they confess?’

‘Things they thought would remain private. Secrets they had buried. Truths they had never spoken aloud.’ Camilla’s gaze was sharp. ‘The entrance forms are designed to extract honesty. Most people write something genuine, thinking it will never be seen. And then the challenge forces them to face it.’

Isla felt the blood drain from her face. ‘You’re warning me.’

‘I’m advising you.’ Camilla leaned back in her chair. ‘You’ve been rising in the rankings. You beat me today. If you’re going to continue competing, you need to be prepared for what comes next.’ She paused. ‘And you need to decide whether you’re competing to win, or competing to hide.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means that some people come to the Hunt seeking transformation. They want to be seen, to be known, to be stripped of their pretenses. Others come seeking validation—they want to prove that they can endure anything without changing.’ Camilla’s expression was unreadable. ‘Sebastian designed this competition for the first group. If you’re in the second, you might want to consider withdrawing before the confession challenge reveals something you’re not ready to face.’

She stood, leaving Isla alone with her thoughts.

The afternoon passed in a haze of anxiety. Isla retired to her room, pacing the floor, trying to remember what she had written on the entrance form. The more she tried to recall, the more the memory slipped away—like trying to hold water in her hands, the details escaping no matter how tightly she grasped.

What truth had she confessed? What secret had she buried in the assumption that no one would ever find it?

She did not know. And tomorrow, everyone would.

Dinner was a formal affair, the participants gathered in the main dining room for what felt like a last meal before execution. Isla sat alone, her gaze moving restlessly around the room, noting the other competitors’ expressions—the nervous, the resigned, the determined.

Sebastian was present tonight, seated at the high table beside Lady Evelyn. His grey eyes found hers across the room, and she felt the weight of his attention like a physical pressure. He knew what she had written. He had designed the challenge. And he was waiting to see how she would face it.

After dinner, the guests dispersed to various parts of the house. Isla found herself on the terrace once again, the night air cool against her skin, the stars bright overhead. The same spot where Sebastian had offered to hold her weight, to provide structure for her surrender.

‘You’re troubled.’

She turned. Lady Evelyn was approaching, her silver hair gleaming in the starlight, her expression thoughtful.

‘I don’t remember what I wrote,’ Isla said, the admission slipping out before she could stop it. ‘On the entrance form. I don’t remember what I confessed.’

‘Most participants don’t.’ Lady Evelyn moved to stand beside her. ‘The forms are completed in a state of casual honesty—people write what they believe the application requires, without considering that their words might return to them later.’

‘What if I wrote something I can’t face?’

‘Then you will have to face it anyway.’ Lady Evelyn’s voice was gentle but firm. ‘The Hunt does not allow participants to hide from themselves. Whatever truth you committed to paper, it is already a part of you. The challenge simply brings it into the light.’

‘And if I can’t bear what I see?’

‘Then perhaps you need to learn how.’ Lady Evelyn turned to face her directly. ‘Transformation is not comfortable, Isla. It requires facing the parts of yourself that you have buried, acknowledged the truths you have denied. It requires letting go of the image you have constructed and allowing something truer to emerge.’

‘What if the truth is ugly? What if it reveals something terrible about me?’

‘Then you will have to decide whether to accept that truth or continue hiding from it.’ Lady Evelyn’s gaze was steady. ‘But I will tell you something I have learned in my years of observing this competition: the truths people fear most are rarely as terrible as they imagine. We build monsters in the dark, and when the light comes, we find they were shadows all along.’

She walked away, leaving Isla alone with her fear and the weight of the coming day.

The night stretched ahead of her, long and sleepless. Isla returned to her room and sat by the window, watching the stars wheel overhead, trying to prepare herself for whatever tomorrow would bring.

She thought about the stillness challenge, the victory that had felt so sweet in the moment. She had endured. She had held. She had proven her strength.

But Sebastian had seen through it. He had recognised that her endurance was just another form of armour—that winning without changing was not the same as transformation.

Tomorrow, the confession challenge would strip that armour away. Whatever she had written, whatever truth she had buried, it would be revealed. And she would have to face it, in front of everyone, without the protection of composure or the shield of control.

She was terrified. But somewhere beneath the terror, she felt something else—a strange anticipation, a readiness for whatever came next.

The truth was coming. And perhaps, she realised, she was finally ready to face it.


CHAPTER SEVEN - Confession

Isla passed the night in fragments.

Sleep came in brief, restless pulses—thirty minutes here, an hour there—each interval punctuated by waking and the slow, dreadful recognition of where she was and what was coming. The confession challenge loomed in her mind like a storm on the horizon, its approach inexorable, its contents unknown.

What had she written?

The question circled endlessly, a predator stalking the edges of her consciousness. She had completed the entrance forms in Daniel’s flat, a glass of wine on the table beside her, treating the application as a whimsical diversion rather than a meaningful commitment. The confession section had seemed perfunctory—a box to be filled, a requirement to be satisfied. She had written something quickly, barely pausing to consider the words, and had moved on to the next section without a backward glance.

Now those words were about to be read aloud. In front of everyone. In front of Sebastian.

She rose before the bell, her body heavy with exhaustion, her mind sharp with anxiety. The mirror showed a woman she barely recognised—dark circles under her eyes, skin pale, expression tight with dread. She splashed cold water on her face and dressed with mechanical precision, choosing clothing that felt like armour: a structured dress in dark navy, her hair pulled back severely, minimal makeup that emphasised the angles of her face.

Whatever the confession contained, she would face it with composure. She had won the stillness challenge through sheer force of will; she could survive this too.

The schedule confirmed her fears.

7:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

10:00 AM — Egg Seven Challenge — Main Drawing Room

1:00 PM — Luncheon

4:00 PM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

Main Drawing Room. Confession.

The words seemed to pulse on the page, demanding attention. Isla set down the schedule and reached for the coffee she had requested from the staff, grateful for the bitter heat that grounded her in the present moment.

Breakfast was a tense affair. The other participants moved through the meal with varying degrees of composure—some chatting nervously, others silent and withdrawn, all of them aware of what the morning would bring. Isla sat alone at a small table near the window, picking at food she did not want, watching the other competitors with the detached assessment of a lawyer preparing for cross-examination.

Camilla entered midway through the meal, her dark hair immaculate, her expression serene. She caught Isla’s eye across the room and offered a slight nod—an acknowledgment between rivals, perhaps, or a gesture of solidarity among those who understood what was coming. Isla returned the nod, then looked away.

She was not interested in solidarity. She was interested in survival.

At ten o’clock, the staff began directing guests toward the main drawing room. Isla walked slowly, her steps measured, her breathing controlled. The corridor stretched before her like a path to the gallows, each step bringing her closer to the revelation she could not escape.

The drawing room had been rearranged overnight. The comfortable groupings of furniture had been replaced with rows of chairs facing a small platform at the far end. On the platform stood a podium and a large velvet box, its lid closed, its contents hidden from view. Lady Evelyn was already present, standing beside the podium with an expression of patient formality.

The participants filed in, finding seats with varying degrees of reluctance. Isla chose a chair near the back, hoping to remain as inconspicuous as possible. The room filled quickly, the murmur of voices creating a low hum of anxiety that seemed to vibrate in the air.

Sebastian entered last, walking to the front of the room and taking a position near the podium, slightly apart from Lady Evelyn. His grey eyes swept the assembled crowd, and Isla felt his gaze pause on her for a moment longer than necessary—a recognition that sent a shiver down her spine.

He knew what was coming. He had designed this challenge. And he was watching to see how she would face it.

Lady Evelyn raised her hand for silence.

‘Welcome to Egg Seven,’ she said, her voice carrying easily across the room. ‘The challenge is called Confession. As many of you may recall, you were required to submit a written confession as part of your entrance application. These confessions were submitted in good faith, with the understanding that they might be used during the competition.’

A murmur ran through the crowd. Isla felt her stomach clench.

‘Today, those confessions will be revealed,’ Lady Evelyn continued. ‘Each participant’s confession will be read aloud, attributed by name, before the assembled group. The content of these confessions varies—some are trivial, some are profound, some are deeply personal. The challenge is not in the reading, but in the facing. Your composure, your reaction, your ability to acknowledge what you have confessed—these will be observed and scored.’

She gestured toward the velvet box. ‘The confessions have been randomised. They will be drawn and read in the order determined by chance. There is no appeal, no amendment, no opportunity to withdraw. What you wrote is what will be heard.’

The words landed with the weight of a judge’s sentence. Isla felt the blood drain from her face, the reality of the challenge settling over her like a shroud.

‘Let us begin,’ Lady Evelyn said.

She opened the velvet box and withdrew a small card. Her eyes scanned the contents, then she began to read.

‘Participant: Marcus Whitmore. Confession: “I have been unfaithful in every relationship I have ever had, and I have never felt guilty about it.”’

The room fell silent. Marcus sat near the front, his expression impassive, though Isla could see the tension in his shoulders. Camilla, seated beside him, did not react—or rather, her reaction was so controlled that it appeared as non-reaction. They had clearly discussed this possibility, perhaps even prepared for it.

Lady Evelyn set aside Marcus’s card and drew another.

‘Participant: Eleanor Vance. Confession: “I married my husband for his money, and I have resented him every day since.”’

Eleanor, the middle-aged woman Isla had noticed in previous challenges, sat frozen in her chair. Her face had gone pale, her hands clutching the arms of her seat. Beside her, Robert—presumably her husband, or perhaps her partner for the competition—stared at her with an expression of stunned betrayal.

The room held its breath. Then Lady Evelyn drew another card.

The confessions continued, each one a small devastation. A young man admitted to a gambling addiction that had nearly destroyed his family. A woman confessed to having a child she had given up for adoption, a secret she had kept for twenty years. Two participants revealed affairs, another admitted to embezzlement, a fourth confessed to a crime for which someone else had been punished.

The room grew heavy with accumulated truth. Isla watched faces crumple, relationships fracture, carefully constructed personas collapse under the weight of revelation. Some participants wept. Others sat in stony silence. A few—like Marcus—seemed almost indifferent, as though they had already made peace with their secrets.

The stack of cards dwindled. Isla counted them, calculating the odds, hoping against hope that somehow her confession would be lost, overlooked, forgotten.

Then Lady Evelyn drew a card, and Isla heard her own name.

‘Participant: Isla Mercer.’

The words seemed to come from a great distance, as though Isla were observing herself from outside her own body. She felt the eyes of the room turn toward her, the weight of attention pressing against her skin.

Lady Evelyn read:

‘“Sometimes I want someone else to make the decisions.”’

The confession hung in the air, suspended in the silence that followed. Nine words. Simple, almost innocuous. But Isla felt them land in her chest with the force of a physical blow, exposing something she had not even known she was hiding.

Sometimes I want someone else to make the decisions.

The truth of it echoed through her, resonating in places she had kept locked for years. She had built her life on control, on competence, on the relentless assertion of her own agency. She was the one who made decisions—for her clients, for her firm, for her relationship with Daniel, for every aspect of her carefully constructed existence. She had never allowed anyone else to hold that power.

But beneath that assertion, beneath the armour of self-sufficiency, there was a want. A quiet, persistent desire to set down the burden she had carried for so long. To trust someone else with the weight of choice. To surrender, not from weakness, but from exhaustion.

She had written those words without understanding their significance. Now, hearing them read aloud before a room full of strangers, she understood completely.

This was the truth she had been hiding from herself.

The silence stretched. Isla became aware of her own breathing, the rapid beat of her heart, the tension in her muscles. She forced herself to remain still, to maintain the composure that had served her through countless challenges, but she could feel it slipping—cracks spreading through the armour she had so carefully constructed.

Then she heard a voice, sharp with hurt and betrayal.

‘You wrote that?’

She turned. Daniel was standing at the back of the room, having apparently returned to the estate for reasons she did not understand. His face was pale, his expression wounded.

‘Daniel—’

‘You wrote that you want someone else to make the decisions?’ His voice cracked. ‘After three years of making every decision for us? After controlling every aspect of our relationship? After treating me like—like a subordinate, like a complication, like someone who couldn’t possibly understand your brilliant plans?’

‘I didn’t mean—’

‘You didn’t mean what? You didn’t mean to write it? You didn’t mean for it to be true?’ Daniel laughed, the sound hollow and bitter. ‘Or you didn’t mean for me to find out?’

The room had fallen utterly silent. Every eye was fixed on the confrontation unfolding before them—the public collapse of a relationship that had been strained since the competition began.

‘I wrote it before the Hunt started,’ Isla said, her voice steady despite the turmoil churning within. ‘I wrote it quickly, without thinking. It was just a form—’

‘It was the truth.’ Daniel’s voice was quiet now, heavy with resignation. ‘That’s what the confession challenge is, isn’t it? It forces you to admit what you’ve been hiding. And what you’ve been hiding is that you don’t want to be in control. You want someone to take it from you.’

The observation cut deeper than any of the environmental factors from the stillness challenge. Isla felt it slice through her defences, exposing the raw truth beneath.

‘I didn’t know that’s what I meant when I wrote it,’ she said, the admission painful. ‘I didn’t understand until now.’

‘And now?’ Daniel’s gaze was steady, searching. ‘Now that you understand, what are you going to do about it?’

‘I don’t know.’

The honesty of the answer surprised her. She had expected to deflect, to rationalise, to offer some explanation that would preserve her dignity and restore order to the chaos. But the words that emerged were simply, painfully true.

She did not know what to do. She did not know what this revelation meant for her life, for her identity, for the future she had imagined for herself. She only knew that something had shifted, something fundamental, and there was no going back to the person she had been before this moment.

Daniel held her gaze for a long moment. Then he nodded, a gesture of finality, and turned toward the door.

‘Daniel—’

He paused, his hand on the doorknob, but did not turn around.

‘Good luck, Isla. I hope you find what you’re looking for.’

He left. The door closed behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the silence.

Isla sat frozen in her chair, the weight of the confrontation pressing down on her. Around her, she could feel the other participants’ attention—their curiosity, their sympathy, their judgment. She had become the centre of a drama she had not chosen, exposed in ways she had never anticipated.

Lady Evelyn’s voice cut through the tension.

‘The challenge continues. Participant: Camilla Ashworth. Confession: “I have never been in love, and I do not believe I am capable of it.”’

Camilla’s face remained impassive as her confession was read, her expression betraying nothing of what the words might cost her. Marcus, beside her, did not react—whether because he had already known, or because he simply did not care, Isla could not tell.

The challenge continued, confession after confession, each one a small devastation in its own right. But Isla barely heard them. Her mind was still reeling from the revelation of her own words, the confrontation with Daniel, the shattering of illusions she had not known she was holding.

When the final confession had been read, Lady Evelyn closed the velvet box and addressed the assembled group.

‘The Confession challenge is complete. Scores will be posted within the hour. You are dismissed until luncheon.’

The participants began to rise, their movements slow and heavy with accumulated emotional weight. Isla remained in her chair, unable to move, unable to think, unable to process what had just happened.

A shadow fell across her.

She looked up. Sebastian was standing before her, his expression unreadable, his grey eyes fixed on her face.

‘You did not react,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘When your confession was read. You did not flinch, did not look away, did not attempt to explain or justify.’ His voice was calm, analytical. ‘Most participants show some visible response to their revelation. You maintained composure throughout.’

‘Would you have preferred me to break down in tears?’

‘I would have preferred honesty.’ He tilted his head slightly, studying her. ‘Your composure is impressive, Isla. But it is also a wall. And walls, no matter how strong, can only hold for so long before they begin to crack.’

‘They seemed to hold well enough today.’

‘Did they?’ His gaze sharpened. ‘Your former partner just walked out of that door, having learned something about you that he apparently did not know. Your confession revealed a truth you claim not to have understood when you wrote it. And you sit here, telling yourself that you maintained composure, that you survived the challenge, that nothing fundamental has changed.’

‘Has it?’

‘That is not for me to determine.’ He stepped back, creating distance between them. ‘But I will tell you what I observed. The woman who wrote that confession—the one who admitted, perhaps without fully understanding, that she wants someone else to make the decisions—that woman was honest. The woman who sat in this room and listened to her words read aloud, who watched her relationship end, who faced the judgment of strangers—that woman was performing. And the distance between those two women is the distance you must close if you hope to survive what comes next.’

He walked away without waiting for a response.

Isla sat alone in the emptying room, his words settling over her like a weight. The woman who wrote that confession. The woman who sat in this room. Two versions of herself, separated by the gulf between truth and performance.

Was he right? Had she been performing, even now? Maintaining composure as another form of armour, another way of avoiding the vulnerability that the confession demanded?

She did not know. She could not think clearly enough to untangle the questions that his observations had raised.

She rose from her chair and walked out of the drawing room, her steps automatic, her direction aimless. The corridors of Harcourt Vale stretched before her, their elegant furnishings and tasteful art blurring into irrelevance as she moved through them without seeing.

Eventually, she found herself on the terrace—the same spot where she had stood so many times before, looking out over the gardens, the lake, the distant spires of the estate. The day was overcast, the sky heavy with clouds that threatened rain, the air cool against her skin.

She stood at the stone balustrade and let the silence wash over her.

The confession echoed in her mind, nine words that had exposed more than she had intended to reveal.

Sometimes I want someone else to make the decisions.

When had she first felt that desire? She tried to remember, reaching back through the years, searching for the moment when the weight had first become too heavy to bear.

Perhaps it was in childhood, watching her mother struggle alone with the burdens of single parenthood, wishing that someone would step in and share the load. Perhaps it was in adolescence, when she had taken on responsibility for every aspect of her life—her education, her choices, her future—and had never been allowed the luxury of dependence. Perhaps it was in her career, where she had built a reputation for unshakeable competence, for the ability to handle any crisis, to solve any problem, to carry any weight.

Or perhaps it was simply the accumulated exhaustion of a lifetime spent in control, never allowing herself to rest, never permitting herself to rely on anyone else.

She thought of Daniel—kind, steady, undemanding Daniel. She had chosen him because he asked nothing of her that she was not willing to give. He had provided comfort without challenge, support without demand, companionship without the weight of expectation. He had been safe.

But she had never surrendered to him. She had never allowed him to make the decisions, to hold the weight, to take the control she so desperately wanted to release. And when the challenges had demanded she submit to his direction, she had felt the wrongness of it—not because submission itself was wrong, but because submission to him was wrong.

He was not strong enough to hold what she needed to release.

The recognition cut through her, sharp and merciless. She had chosen partners who could not challenge her, could not demand from her, could not hold the weight she carried. And then she had resented them for their inability to do so.

It was a pattern she had never seen until now, laid bare by nine words she had written without understanding.

‘You’re still here.’

She turned. Lady Evelyn had emerged onto the terrace, her silver hair gleaming against the dark clouds, her expression thoughtful.

‘I needed air,’ Isla said.

‘A reasonable response to what occurred in the drawing room.’ Lady Evelyn moved to stand beside her, looking out over the gardens. ‘Your confession created quite a stir.’

‘I noticed.’

‘Your former partner’s reaction was unfortunate. But not entirely unexpected.’ Lady Evelyn’s gaze was steady. ‘The Hunt has a way of exposing the fault lines in relationships. Some survive the revelation; others do not.’

‘Daniel and I were already finished. The confession simply made it explicit.’

‘Perhaps.’ Lady Evelyn paused. ‘But I wonder if you have considered what the confession means for you, beyond its impact on your relationship.’

‘I’ve been trying not to think about it.’

‘A wise choice, perhaps, but an impossible one.’ Lady Evelyn turned to face her directly. ‘The truth you confessed is not a small thing, Isla. The desire to surrender control, to allow someone else to bear the weight of decision—this is a profound want. It shapes lives. It defines relationships. It reveals the deepest truths about who we are.’

‘I’ve spent my entire life building independence. Building strength. Building the ability to handle anything on my own.’

‘Yes. And you have succeeded magnificently.’ Lady Evelyn’s voice was gentle but firm. ‘But success in one area does not negate need in another. You can be competent and still desire surrender. You can be strong and still want someone to hold the weight. These are not contradictions; they are simply truths about the complexity of human nature.’

‘Sebastian said I was performing. That the distance between the woman who wrote the confession and the woman who heard it read was the distance I needed to close.’

‘Sebastian is perceptive.’ Lady Evelyn smiled faintly. ‘He has spent years observing participants in the Hunt, watching them face their confessions, their challenges, their transformations. He sees the patterns that others miss.’

‘What pattern does he see in me?’

‘Someone who has built walls so high that she can no longer see over them. Someone who has mistaken survival for living. Someone who is exhausted from carrying a weight she was never meant to bear alone.’ Lady Evelyn’s gaze was direct. ‘And someone who is closer to transformation than she realises, if only she would allow herself to let go.’

‘Let go of what?’

‘Of control. Of composure. Of the desperate need to maintain the image you have constructed.’ Lady Evelyn stepped back. ‘The confession challenge is over, but its effects are not. What you heard today—what you acknowledged—will stay with you. The question is whether you will integrate that truth into who you are, or whether you will continue to perform the role of the woman who has everything under control.’

She walked away, leaving Isla alone with the weight of her observations.

The afternoon passed in a haze. Isla did not attend luncheon; she could not face the other participants, the knowing looks, the whispered conversations about the drama that had unfolded in the drawing room. Instead, she walked the grounds alone, moving through the gardens and the paths without direction, letting the physical motion carry her while her mind churned.

She thought about her mother—dead now for eight years, but still present in the silence that filled Isla’s flat, in the habits she had inherited, in the fierce independence that had been both gift and burden. Her mother had been alone for most of Isla’s childhood, carrying the weight of parenthood, finances, illness, and survival without assistance. She had never complained, never asked for help, never admitted the toll it took.

Was that the inheritance Isla had received? The inability to ask for help, to admit weakness, to surrender the weight she carried?

She thought about her career—the late nights, the impossible cases, the relentless pressure to perform, to succeed, to prove herself worthy of the positions she had earned. She had thrived on that pressure, had built her identity around her ability to handle it. But what had it cost? What relationships had she sacrificed, what connections had she denied, what parts of herself had she suppressed in service to the image of competence?

She thought about Sebastian. About the way he had watched her kneel in the pavilion, the precision of his instructions, the intensity of his attention. About his offer to hold the weight, to provide structure, to give her permission to surrender. About the way his gaze seemed to see through every defence she had constructed, straight to the truth she had been hiding from herself.

He had not been surprised by her confession. She had seen it in his face when the words were read—a flicker of recognition, as though he had already known what she would confess. Perhaps he had seen it in her from the moment they met, in the way she performed control while secretly longing for release.

What would it mean to accept his offer? To surrender to the structure he offered, to trust someone else with the weight of decision?

The idea terrified her. But somewhere beneath the terror, she felt something else—a pull, a recognition, a strange anticipation that felt almost like relief.

The bell tolled for dinner. Isla turned back toward the house, her steps slow and heavy, her mind still churning with questions she could not answer.

The dining room was subdued when she entered, the participants apparently drained by the morning’s revelations. Isla took a seat at the end of the table, away from the others, and picked at the food placed before her without tasting it.

Camilla caught her eye across the room, her expression unreadable. Marcus was absent—he had apparently withdrawn after his confession was revealed, or perhaps he had simply chosen not to attend the meal. The other participants sat in various states of composure, some chatting quietly, others staring at their plates, all of them bearing the marks of the morning’s emotional assault.

Sebastian was present, seated at the high table beside Lady Evelyn. He did not look at Isla directly, but she felt the weight of his awareness—the sense that he was observing her even when his attention seemed directed elsewhere.

The meal passed in a blur. When it was over, Isla retreated to her room, needing solitude, needing space to process the day’s events.

She sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the wall, letting the silence settle around her. The confession still echoed in her mind, nine words that had changed everything.

Sometimes I want someone else to make the decisions.

The truth of it was undeniable. She did want that. She had wanted it for years, perhaps for her entire adult life, without ever allowing herself to acknowledge the desire. And now that the truth was exposed, she had to decide what to do with it.

She could continue as she had been—maintaining composure, performing competence, refusing to let the cracks show. She could treat the confession as an anomaly, a moment of weakness on an entrance form that had no bearing on who she really was.

Or she could do what Sebastian had suggested. She could close the distance between the woman who wrote those words and the woman who had heard them read. She could integrate the truth into her identity, allow herself to want what she wanted, and see where that path might lead.

The choice felt monumental. But as she sat in the silence of her room, she realised that the decision had already been made. The confession had changed something fundamental, and there was no going back to the person she had been before.

The question was not whether to accept the truth, but how to live with it.

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

‘Come in.’

A staff member entered, carrying a small envelope on a silver tray. ‘A message for you, Ms Mercer.’

Isla took the envelope and waited for the staff member to leave before opening it. Inside was a single card, the handwriting elegant and precise.

The Hunt continues tomorrow. I suggest you rest. The challenges ahead will require everything you have.

— S

She read the message twice, then set it aside. The words were simple, almost impersonal. But beneath them, she felt the weight of Sebastian’s attention—the sense that he was watching, waiting, preparing her for whatever came next.

She undressed and climbed into bed, letting the exhaustion of the day finally overtake her. Sleep came slowly, her mind still churning with questions and confessions, but eventually the darkness claimed her.

The last thought she had before unconsciousness took hold was of Sebastian’s grey eyes, watching her with an intensity that felt like a promise.

Tomorrow, the Hunt would continue. And she would face it—not as the woman she had been, but as someone new. Someone who had begun, however reluctantly, to accept the truth of what she wanted.


CHAPTER EIGHT - Isolation

Isla woke before dawn.

The darkness pressed against the windows, thick and absolute, broken only by the faint glow of the estate’s distant lights. She lay in the vast bed, alone, and felt the silence settle into her bones. No Daniel beside her, his breathing soft and steady. No pretense of partnership to maintain. Just herself, and the quiet, and the weight of what tomorrow would bring.

Today’s challenge was Isolation. The word had been circulating since the previous evening, passed between participants in hushed tones, speculated upon in corners and corridors. Solo task. No partner. No audience. Observed remotely.

She would face whatever came alone.

The thought should have been terrifying. In some ways, it was—the prospect of entering a challenge without the buffer of another person, without the ability to deflect attention or share the burden. But somewhere beneath the fear, Isla felt a strange flicker of something else. Relief, perhaps. Or anticipation.

She had been performing for so long—for Daniel, for the other competitors, for the watching crowds. Even her composure in the confession challenge had been a kind of performance, a careful maintenance of dignity in the face of exposure. But isolation meant no one to perform for. No audience to impress, no partner to protect, no one to see her at all except whatever invisible eyes watched from behind cameras and screens.

What would it feel like to be truly alone with herself? To face the challenge without the armour of observation?

She rose from the bed and moved to the window, pressing her palm against the cold glass. The gardens stretched below her, shadowed and still, their manicured paths invisible in the darkness. Somewhere on the grounds, the chapel waited—a stone structure with Victorian Gothic details, its spire reaching toward the absent stars.

That was where the isolation challenge would take place. She had overheard enough conversations to piece together the location, if not the specifics of what awaited her there.

The schedule had been delivered the previous evening, its contents brief and ominous.

7:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

9:00 AM — Egg Eight Challenge — Chapel (Solo)

12:00 PM — Luncheon

2:00 PM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

Solo. The word sat heavy on the page, its implications vast and uncertain.

She dressed with care, choosing clothing that felt both practical and ceremonial—a dark dress that fell below her knees, flat shoes that would not echo on stone, her hair secured in a simple knot. Whatever the challenge required, she would face it with the same deliberate preparation she had brought to every trial since the Hunt began.

But the preparation felt different now. The confession had shifted something inside her, cracked open a space where questions could emerge. What did she want from this competition? What was she trying to prove, and to whom? What would it mean to win—or to lose?

She did not have answers. But the questions themselves felt like a kind of progress.

Breakfast was a subdued affair. The participants moved through the meal with the heaviness of those who had survived an ordeal and knew another was coming. Isla sat alone, picking at food she did not want, watching the other competitors with a detachment that felt new.

Camilla entered midway through the meal, her expression serene as always. But there were shadows under her eyes that spoke of sleepless nights, and her movements seemed slightly less precise than usual. The confession challenge had cost her something, even if she refused to show it.

Their eyes met across the room. Camilla held her gaze for a moment, then nodded—a gesture of acknowledgment between those who understood what was at stake. Isla returned the nod, then looked away.

The competition had become something different since the confessions were read. The petty rivalries and strategic calculations seemed less important now, overshadowed by the intimate truths that had been exposed. They were no longer simply competitors; they were fellow travellers on a journey none of them had fully chosen.

At nine o’clock, the staff began directing participants toward their respective challenges. The isolation task was individual—each participant would face it alone, in sequence, while the others waited or occupied themselves elsewhere. Isla’s assigned time was first.

She walked toward the chapel with measured steps, the morning air cool against her skin, the grounds quiet except for the distant song of birds. The path wound through the gardens and past the lake, its surface worn smooth by generations of feet. She followed it without hurrying, letting the walk prepare her for whatever awaited.

The chapel emerged from the morning mist like a vision from another century. Its stone walls were grey with age, its windows dark and reflective, its spire piercing the pale sky. The entrance faced east, oriented toward the rising sun, and the doors were already open—a dark mouth waiting to receive her.

A staff member stood at the entrance, holding a small device that glowed with soft light.

‘Ms Mercer,’ the staff member said. ‘Please enter the chapel and close the doors behind you. The challenge will begin when you are positioned at the altar. You will remain inside until the challenge is complete. Do not attempt to leave prematurely. Do not attempt to communicate with anyone outside. Your actions will be observed and recorded.’

‘What am I supposed to do? Inside?’

‘You will receive instructions once you are positioned.’ The staff member’s expression was neutral, giving nothing away. ‘The nature of the challenge will become clear. Trust the process.’

Isla hesitated, the weight of the unknown pressing against her. Then she nodded, drew a breath, and walked through the open doors.

The interior of the chapel was dim, illuminated only by the coloured light that filtered through the stained glass windows. The air was cool and smelled faintly of candle wax and old wood. Rows of empty pews stretched toward the front, where a simple altar stood beneath a large wooden cross.

The silence was profound—the kind of silence that pressed against the ears, that made her aware of her own heartbeat, her own breath. Isla walked slowly down the centre aisle, her footsteps soft on the stone floor, her gaze moving across the familiar strangeness of the space.

She had never been particularly religious. Her mother had taken her to church occasionally during her childhood, but the habit had faded as she grew older, replaced by the demands of education and career. Yet something about the chapel felt sacred—not in a denominational sense, but in the sense of a space set apart, a place where ordinary rules did not apply.

She reached the altar and stopped, uncertain what to do next. The instructions had said to position herself, but what position? Should she stand? Kneel? Sit?

Before she could decide, a voice emerged from hidden speakers—the same calm, measured female voice she had heard in the obedience challenge.

‘Ms Mercer. Welcome to the Isolation challenge. Please kneel before the altar, facing the cross. Maintain this position until instructed otherwise. Do not speak. Do not move. Do not attempt to leave. The challenge will unfold according to its own logic. Your only task is to remain present and responsive.’

Isla knelt. The stone floor was hard and cold beneath her knees, the discomfort immediate and sharp. She faced the cross, its dark wood stark against the coloured light from the windows, and waited.

The silence stretched. Time became elastic, its passage difficult to measure. Isla focused on her breathing—slow, controlled, steady—and tried to remain present despite the discomfort in her body and the uncertainty in her mind.

What was the purpose of this challenge? What was she supposed to learn, or demonstrate, or become?

The voice returned.

‘You are alone, Ms Mercer. There is no audience, no partner, no one to perform for. The cameras are watching, but they are silent observers. They do not judge. They do not applaud. They simply record.’

Isla felt the words settle over her like a weight.

‘In previous challenges, you have maintained composure through external pressure. You have endured physical discomfort, public exposure, the revelation of secrets. But always with the knowledge that others were watching. Always with the awareness that your performance was being assessed.’

The voice paused.

‘Here, there is no performance. There is only you, and the silence, and the truth you carry within yourself.’

Another pause. Isla felt her heart rate quicken, her body tensing despite her efforts to remain relaxed.

‘The Isolation challenge is designed to create space. Space for reflection. Space for honesty. Space for whatever emerges when there is nowhere to hide and no one to impress.’ The voice was gentle now, almost intimate. ‘What do you want, Ms Mercer? Not what you think you should want. Not what others expect you to want. What do you actually, truly, deeply want?’

The question hung in the air, its simplicity deceptive. Isla felt it penetrate her defences, slipping past the walls she had constructed, landing in the space where her truest self resided.

What did she want?

She had asked herself this question before, countless times, in countless contexts. She had answered it with career goals and relationship aspirations and life plans, each answer a construction built on the foundation of what she believed she should want. Success. Security. Independence. The markers of a well-lived life.

But the confession had cracked something open. The words she had written—sometimes I want someone else to make the decisions—had revealed a desire she had never fully acknowledged. And now, kneeling in the silence of the chapel, she could not escape the truth of it.

She wanted to surrender. Not to lose herself, but to find herself. Not to become weak, but to discover what lay beneath the armour she had built. She wanted to trust someone enough to set down the burden she had carried alone for so long.

The recognition brought tears to her eyes—hot, unexpected, unwelcome. She blinked them back, fighting the vulnerability that threatened to overwhelm her.

‘You are resisting,’ the voice observed. ‘You feel the truth rising within you, and you are trying to contain it. To control it. To maintain the composure that has served you for so long.’

‘How can you tell?’ The words escaped before Isla could stop them, breaking the rule of silence.

‘We can always tell. The body betrays what the mind seeks to hide. Your breathing has quickened. Your shoulders have tensed. Your hands have curled into fists against your thighs.’

Isla looked down. Her hands were indeed clenched, her knuckles white with the force of her grip. She had not even noticed.

‘Let go,’ the voice said. ‘There is no one here to see you break. No one to judge your tears. No one to measure your composure against some external standard. There is only you, and the truth you have been avoiding.’

The tears came then, sliding down her cheeks, hot and unstoppable. Isla felt them trace paths across her skin, felt the sobs building in her chest, felt the armour she had maintained for so long begin to crumble.

When had she last cried? She could not remember. Not at her mother’s funeral—that had been a dry-eyed affair, her grief channelled into practical arrangements and professional obligations. Not at the end of significant relationships—those had been managed with dignity, her emotions processed in private and presented as resolved. Not in moments of failure or setback—those had been analysed and addressed, her feelings subordinated to the demands of improvement.

She had not cried because she had not allowed herself to cry. The armour had been too important, too necessary, too deeply integrated into who she was.

But here, in the silence of the chapel, there was no armour left to maintain.

The sobs came in waves, each one releasing something she had held locked inside. She thought of her mother—her strength, her sacrifice, her lonely death in a hospital bed while Isla sat in a waiting room, too afraid to enter, too afraid to witness the end. She thought of Daniel—kind, patient Daniel, whose only crime had been not being strong enough to hold what she needed to release. She thought of the years she had spent building a life that looked perfect from the outside, while inside she felt increasingly hollow.

She thought of Sebastian. Of his grey eyes that saw through her. Of his offer to hold the weight. Of the way he had said precision as though it were a gift rather than a command.

The crying lasted longer than she expected. Time lost its meaning in the chapel—minutes could have been hours, hours could have been seconds. When the tears finally subsided, Isla felt hollowed out, emptied, strangely light.

The voice returned.

‘What do you feel now?’

Isla considered the question. Her first instinct was to answer with something polished, something that would demonstrate insight and self-awareness. But the challenge had stripped away that impulse. There was no one to impress. No performance to maintain.

‘Relief,’ she said, the word rough in her throat. ‘And fear. And something else I can’t name.’

‘Try to name it.’

She closed her eyes, searching for the word that would capture the sensation in her chest—the strange, unfamiliar feeling that had emerged in the wake of her tears.

‘Hope,’ she said finally. ‘I think it might be hope.’

‘Hope for what?’

‘For something different. For a way of being that isn’t just… survival. For a life that feels like it belongs to me, instead of one I’m just performing.’

The silence that followed was contemplative, respectful. Then the voice spoke again.

‘The challenge is not complete, Ms Mercer. There is one more element. But I want you to know that what has already occurred here—the tears, the honesty, the surrender—that is the true test. What follows is simply confirmation.’

Isla tensed slightly, bracing herself for whatever came next.

‘Behind the altar, you will find a box. Open it. Inside, there is a question. Answer it honestly, and the challenge will be complete.’

Isla rose from her kneeling position, her knees protesting the movement after so long on the cold stone. She moved around the altar and found the box—small, wooden, unremarkable. Her hands trembled slightly as she lifted the lid.

Inside was a single card, its surface blank except for a handwritten question in elegant script.

Do you want to continue?

Isla stared at the words, their simplicity more disorienting than any complex challenge she had faced. Continue the competition? Continue the process of transformation? Continue the path she had begun when she entered the Hunt?

Or perhaps the question was more fundamental. Did she want to continue the life she had been living—the controlled, performed, armour-bound existence that had brought her to this point?

She thought about the confession. The tears. The strange, fragile hope that had emerged in their wake. She thought about Sebastian’s offer, Lady Evelyn’s guidance, the truth she had finally allowed herself to acknowledge.

Did she want to continue?

She found a pen beside the card, its presence suggesting that her answer was expected to be written rather than spoken. She lifted it, hesitated, then wrote a single word.

Yes.

She placed the card back in the box and closed the lid. The voice returned immediately.

‘The challenge is complete. You may exit through the door to your left. Thank you for your honesty, Ms Mercer. It has been noted.’

Isla walked toward the indicated door, her legs unsteady, her mind still reeling from what had occurred. The door opened onto a small garden behind the chapel—quiet, enclosed, filled with late-blooming flowers that added colour to the grey stone.

And there, standing at the garden’s edge, was Sebastian.

He was leaning against a low stone wall, his grey eyes fixed on her face, his expression unreadable. He did not speak as she approached, simply watched her with an intensity that felt like a physical touch.

Isla stopped a few feet away, suddenly aware of her appearance—the tear tracks on her cheeks, the redness around her eyes, the dishevelment that no amount of composure could hide. She had been stripped raw by the challenge, and she had no defences left to reconstruct.

‘You look different,’ Sebastian said, his voice low.

‘I feel different.’

‘Good.’ He straightened, moving toward her with slow, deliberate steps. ‘The challenge was designed to break the walls. To create space for something truer to emerge. Most participants resist—some for hours, some for the entire duration. They cling to their composure even when there is no one to see it.’

‘I cried,’ Isla said, the admission feeling strange in the open air.

‘I know. The cameras recorded everything.’ His expression did not change, but there was something in his eyes that might have been approval. ‘You did not resist. You allowed the truth to emerge. That is… rare.’

‘What happens now?’

‘Now you continue.’ He reached out, his fingers brushing against her cheek, tracing the path where her tears had fallen. The touch was gentle, almost reverent, and Isla felt it like a spark against her skin. ‘The competition is not over. There are more challenges ahead—some harder than what you have already faced. But you have passed the most important test.’

‘Which is?’

‘The test of honesty. With yourself.’ His hand dropped, and he stepped back, creating distance between them. ‘The woman who entered this competition is not the same woman who stands before me now. Something has shifted. Something has cracked open.’

‘I don’t know what to do with that.’

‘You do not need to know. Not yet.’ His grey eyes held hers. ‘The path ahead will become clear as you walk it. For now, simply continue. Trust the process. Trust yourself.’

‘And trust you?’

The question hung between them, weighted with implications neither of them fully acknowledged. Sebastian’s expression shifted almost imperceptibly—a softening around the eyes, a slight lift at the corner of his mouth.

‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘Trust me. I will not ask you to do anything you are not ready for. I will not push you beyond what you can bear. But I will ask you to be honest. To let go of the performance. To allow the transformation to unfold.’

‘And in return?’

‘In return, I will hold the weight. I will provide the structure. I will be the one who makes the decisions, if that is what you truly want.’ His voice dropped lower. ‘But only if you ask. Only if you choose. The surrender must be given, not taken.’

Isla felt the words settle into her, a promise and a challenge wrapped together. The choice was hers. The surrender was hers to give. And standing before her was someone who understood what that meant—what it cost, what it offered, what it could become.

‘I don’t know if I’m ready,’ she said honestly.

‘You are more ready than you think.’ He stepped back further, the distance between them growing. ‘Rest now. The afternoon is yours. But tonight, there will be a reception. Other participants will complete their isolation challenges throughout the day. Tomorrow, the competition continues.’

He turned to leave, then paused.

‘One more thing, Isla.’ Her name on his lips felt different—intimate, personal. ‘What you experienced in the chapel—the tears, the honesty, the surrender—that is not weakness. It is strength of a different kind. The strength to be vulnerable. The strength to let go. Do not forget that.’

He walked away, disappearing around the corner of the chapel, leaving Isla alone in the garden with the weight of his words.

She stood for a long moment, letting the cool air settle against her skin, letting the truth of what had occurred sink in. The isolation challenge had changed something fundamental. She could feel it in the way her body felt lighter, in the way her thoughts seemed clearer, in the strange, fragile hope that persisted despite everything.

She had cried. She had admitted her desire. She had chosen to continue.

The path ahead was uncertain, but for the first time since the Hunt began, she felt ready to walk it.

The afternoon passed in a haze of reflection. Isla returned to her room and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, letting the events of the morning replay in her mind. The tears had surprised her—the depth of them, the force of them, the way they had seemed to come from a place she had not known existed.

She thought about the question in the box. Do you want to continue? The answer had been immediate, instinctive. Yes. Despite everything—the fear, the uncertainty, the exposure—she wanted to continue. She wanted to see where this path led. She wanted to discover what lay on the other side of transformation.

The reception that evening was a subdued affair. Participants gathered in the main drawing room, their expressions showing varying degrees of exhaustion and revelation. The isolation challenge had affected everyone differently—some emerged shaken, others contemplative, a few seemingly unchanged. But the energy in the room was different than it had been before. Quieter. More intimate.

Camilla approached Isla near the edge of the room, her dark eyes searching.

‘You were first,’ she said. ‘This morning. What was it like?’

‘Intense,’ Isla said. ‘Different than I expected.’

‘Different how?’

Isla considered the question. She had no reason to share her experience with a competitor, no strategic advantage to be gained from honesty. But something had shifted since the confession challenge—the rivalries seemed less important, the walls less necessary.

‘It forced me to be honest with myself,’ she said. ‘In a way I haven’t been for a long time.’

Camilla nodded slowly. ‘Mine was similar. The silence, the questions… it strips away everything you’ve been using to protect yourself.’ She paused, her expression unguarded for a moment. ‘I confessed that I’ve never been in love. That I don’t believe I’m capable of it. But today, in the chapel, I realised that I’ve never allowed myself to be. I’ve been so focused on winning, on succeeding, on being the best—that I’ve never made space for anything else.’

‘And now?’

‘Now I don’t know.’ Camilla’s voice was quiet. ‘But I think that might be the point. The not knowing. The opening up to possibility.’

They stood in silence for a moment, two competitors who had been enemies and were becoming something else—fellow travellers, perhaps, or simply women who had seen each other’s truths.

‘The next challenge is the vote,’ Camilla said eventually. ‘Tomorrow. The audience decides who stays and who goes.’ She looked at Isla directly. ‘You’ve been rising in the rankings. You could win this whole thing.’

‘I’m not sure winning is the point anymore.’

‘Then what is?’

Isla thought about the question—about the confession, the tears, the choice to continue. About Sebastian’s offer, and the strange, fragile hope that had taken root in her chest.

‘Transformation,’ she said. ‘Becoming someone different. Someone truer.’

Camilla studied her for a long moment. Then she nodded, a gesture of respect or recognition.

‘That,’ she said, ‘is the hardest challenge of all.’

She walked away, leaving Isla alone with her thoughts.

Sebastian appeared near the end of the reception, moving through the crowd with the ease of a host. He did not approach Isla directly, but their eyes met once across the room—a moment of connection that felt significant despite its brevity.

The message in his gaze was clear. Continue. Trust. Let go.

She nodded slightly, accepting the instruction, and turned to leave the reception. Tomorrow would bring new challenges—the audience vote, the reassignment of partners, the continuation of the competition. But tonight, she would rest.

For the first time since the Hunt began, she fell asleep quickly, her dreams peaceful, her mind quiet.

The transformation was underway. And she was finally ready to let it happen.


CHAPTER NINE - Vote

The morning arrived with a weight that pressed against Isla’s chest before she even opened her eyes.

She had slept deeply—a merciful unconsciousness that had temporarily suspended the anxiety now flooding back in full force. The isolation challenge had cracked something open within her, had forced her to confront truths she had spent years avoiding. But today brought a different kind of trial, one that would be decided not by her own actions but by the judgment of others.

The vote.

The word had been circulating since the previous evening, passed between participants in hushed conversations that stopped whenever staff approached. The audience would decide. They would vote on who stayed and who was reassigned. The power lay in the hands of strangers who had been watching, assessing, forming opinions about her worth.

Isla rose from the bed and moved to the window. The grounds stretched below her, peaceful and still in the early morning light. The lake caught the reflection of the pale sky, its surface unbroken by wind or movement. Somewhere on the estate, the other participants were waking to the same dread, the same uncertainty.

She dressed with deliberate care, choosing clothing that felt both professional and composed—a tailored dress in charcoal grey, her hair secured in a low chignon, minimal makeup that enhanced rather than masked. Whatever judgment awaited her, she would face it with dignity.

The schedule had been delivered the previous night, its contents brief and ominous.

7:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

10:00 AM — Egg Nine Challenge — Main Ballroom

1:00 PM — Luncheon

3:00 PM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

Main Ballroom. Vote.

The word sat on the page like a verdict waiting to be delivered.

Breakfast was a tense affair. The participants moved through the meal with the mechanical quality of those bracing for impact, their conversations stilted, their eyes darting toward the clock that seemed to tick louder with each passing minute. Isla sat alone at a small table near the window, picking at food she did not want, watching the other competitors with the detached assessment of someone who had already accepted that control was no longer hers to exercise.

Camilla entered midway through the meal, her dark hair immaculate, her expression serene despite the tension that lined her features. She caught Isla’s eye across the room and made her way over, sliding into the chair opposite without waiting for an invitation.

‘You look calm,’ Camilla observed, her voice low.

‘I’m not. But I’ve decided that panic won’t change the outcome.’

‘No, it won’t.’ Camilla studied her with those sharp, assessing eyes. ‘But calm can be its own kind of armour. Are you wearing it today, or have you actually found peace?’

Isla considered the question. ‘I don’t know if peace is possible in this situation. But I’ve stopped fighting the process. That feels like progress.’

‘It is.’ Camilla’s expression softened slightly. ‘After my isolation challenge, I realised something. We’ve all been so focused on winning that we’ve forgotten to ask what winning actually means. What does it look like for you? If you emerge victorious from this competition, what do you actually get?’

The question landed with unexpected force. Isla had been so consumed by the immediate challenges that she had not stopped to consider the endgame. What did victory look like? The Exclusive Claim contract—the prize that Sebastian had mentioned—what would that actually entail?

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve been focused on surviving each challenge. I haven’t thought beyond that.’

‘Maybe it’s time to start.’ Camilla rose from the table, her movements graceful and controlled. ‘The vote will happen in less than two hours. Whatever the outcome, you’ll need to know what you’re playing for.’

She walked away before Isla could respond, leaving the question to echo in her mind.

What was she playing for?

The morning passed in a blur of anxious waiting. Isla retreated to her room, pacing the floor, trying to prepare herself for whatever judgment awaited. She thought about the confession, the isolation challenge, the tears that had stripped away her defences. She thought about Sebastian’s offer—the promise to hold the weight, to provide structure, to be the one who made the decisions.

If she won the competition, would that offer become reality? Would she find herself bound to a man who had seen through every defence she had constructed, who understood her better than she understood herself?

The prospect was terrifying. But somewhere beneath the terror, she felt that same fragile hope that had emerged in the chapel—a sense that this path, however uncertain, might lead somewhere she needed to go.

At ten o’clock, the staff began directing guests toward the main ballroom. Isla walked slowly, her steps measured, her breathing controlled. The corridor stretched before her like a path to execution, each step bringing her closer to a verdict she could not influence.

The ballroom had been transformed overnight. The elegant dance floor and crystal chandeliers remained, but rows of chairs had been arranged facing a raised platform at the far end. On the platform stood a large screen, currently dark, and a podium where Lady Evelyn was already positioned. The room was filled not only with participants but with observers—patrons, guests, people who had apparently been invited to witness the vote.

Isla felt their eyes as she entered, their assessments running over her like invisible hands. She had been watched throughout the competition, had grown somewhat accustomed to the weight of observation. But this felt different. These were not anonymous cameras recording her actions; these were people, judging her worth.

She found a seat near the middle of the participant section, surrounded by competitors who shared her apprehension. Camilla sat two rows ahead, her spine straight, her expression composed. Other participants filled the remaining seats, their faces showing varying degrees of anxiety and resignation.

Sebastian was not visible. Isla scanned the room, searching for his familiar figure, but he was absent—or perhaps concealed somewhere among the observers, watching without being seen.

Lady Evelyn raised her hand for silence.

‘Welcome to Egg Nine,’ she said, her voice carrying easily across the crowded room. ‘The challenge is called Vote. As participants, you have competed in eight challenges over the past four days. Your performances have been observed, assessed, and scored. Today, the observers will cast their votes to determine the continuing composition of the competition.’

A murmur ran through the crowd. Isla felt her pulse quicken.

‘The vote will determine which participants continue and which are reassigned,’ Lady Evelyn continued. ‘Reassignment may take several forms: pairing with a new partner, moving to a different track of competition, or—in some cases—withdrawal from the Hunt entirely. The decision rests with the observers, whose votes have been aggregated over the course of the competition.’

She gestured toward the large screen, which flickered to life.

‘The results will be displayed momentarily. Each participant will see their status: Continue, Reassign, or Withdraw. Those who receive Continue status will proceed to the final challenges. Those who receive Reassign status will be informed of their new placement. Those who receive Withdraw status will be asked to leave the competition.’

The screen displayed a simple interface—names arranged alphabetically, with blank spaces beside each one where status would appear. Isla scanned the list, finding her own name near the middle, the empty space beside it seeming to pulse with possibility.

‘We will begin,’ Lady Evelyn said. ‘Please remain seated and silent while the results are displayed.’

The screen began to populate.

Anderson, James — Reassign

Bennett, Clara — Continue

Chen, Wei — Withdraw

Davis, Margaret — Continue

Edwards, Thomas — Reassign

The names scrolled past, each one receiving its verdict. Some participants gasped at their status; others remained still, their reactions hidden behind carefully maintained composure. A young woman near the front began to cry softly when her status appeared as Withdraw.

Isla watched the list, waiting for her own name to appear.

Harlow, Daniel — Reassign

Daniel’s name flashed on the screen, and Isla felt a strange jolt at seeing it. He was still somewhere on the estate, apparently, still participating despite their fractured relationship. His status indicated reassignment—but what did that mean for her?

Then her own name appeared.

Mercer, Isla — Continue

The word hung on the screen, definite and clear. Continue. She had passed the vote. She would proceed to the final challenges.

But the relief was short-lived.

‘Participants who received Continue status,’ Lady Evelyn announced, ‘please remain seated. Participants who received Reassign status, please rise and move to the designated area at the side of the room. Participants who received Withdraw status, please collect your belongings and vacate the estate within the hour.’

The room erupted into movement. Those with Reassign status rose from their seats, their expressions ranging from resignation to distress. Those with Withdraw status made their way toward the exits, some composed, others visibly upset.

Isla remained seated, watching the restructuring unfold. Daniel’s name had appeared on the Reassign list, but she did not see him among those moving toward the designated area. Perhaps he had already left the estate, or perhaps he was being processed separately.

Then Lady Evelyn spoke again.

‘There is one additional matter to address.’ Her voice cut through the noise, commanding attention. ‘Participant Daniel Harlow, who received Reassign status, has requested a formal audience before the observers. His request has been granted.’

Isla felt the blood drain from her face.

A door at the side of the ballroom opened, and Daniel walked in. He looked different than he had in the drawing room during the confession challenge—older somehow, his face drawn, his shoulders heavy with the weight of everything that had transpired. His eyes found Isla in the crowd, and she saw the complex mixture of emotions that crossed his features: hurt, resignation, and something that might have been love, even now.

He walked to the centre of the room and turned to face the observers.

‘Thank you for granting this audience,’ he said, his voice slightly hoarse. ‘I know it’s unusual. But I wanted to speak before I go.’

The room was silent, every eye fixed on the figure at the centre.

‘I came to this competition as part of a couple,’ Daniel continued. ‘I thought I knew my partner. I thought I knew myself. But the past few days have revealed things I never expected—about her, about me, about what we were to each other.’

He paused, his gaze drifting toward Isla, then back to the observers.

‘I received Reassign status. I could accept a new partner, continue in a different track, try to salvage something from this experience. But I’ve realised that would be dishonest. Not to the competition—to myself.’ He drew a breath. ‘I’m withdrawing from the Hunt. Not because I was asked to leave, but because I don’t belong here. I never did.’

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Withdrawal was permitted at any time, but it was rare for someone to announce it so publicly.

‘But before I go,’ Daniel said, his voice steadying, ‘I want to say something to my former partner. To Isla.’

He turned to face her directly, his eyes meeting hers across the crowded room.

‘I love you. I think I always will, in some way. But I’ve realised that what we had wasn’t what you needed. It wasn’t what either of us needed. You’ve been carrying the weight for so long, Isla—making the decisions, holding everything together, being strong for everyone around you. And I let you. I let you carry me, because it was easier than learning to stand on my own.’

His voice cracked slightly, but he continued.

‘The confession you wrote—about wanting someone else to make the decisions—I didn’t understand it at first. It felt like a betrayal. Like you were saying I wasn’t enough. But I’ve had time to think, and I realise now that it wasn’t about me. It was about you. About what you need, what you’ve always needed, and what I could never provide.’

He stepped forward, closing some of the distance between them.

‘You need someone strong enough to hold you. Someone who sees you clearly, all of you, and doesn’t flinch from what they see. Someone who can take the weight you’ve been carrying and give you permission to set it down.’ His expression was a mixture of grief and something approaching peace. ‘I think you’ve found that person here. And I think— I hope—that you’ll let yourself have it.’

He straightened, his voice firm now.

‘I’m leaving, Isla. Not because you pushed me away, but because I’m finally stepping aside. Whatever happens next, I want you to know that I forgive you. And I hope, someday, you’ll forgive yourself for wanting something different than what we had.’

He turned back to the observers.

‘Thank you for allowing me to speak. I’ll vacate the estate within the hour.’

He walked toward the exit, his steps measured, his head held high. The door opened to admit him, then closed behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the silence.

Isla sat frozen in her seat, the weight of his words pressing against her chest. She had expected anger, recrimination, the bitter residue of a relationship ending. She had not expected this—this grace, this understanding, this acceptance that felt more painful than any accusation could have been.

You need someone strong enough to hold you.

The words echoed in her mind, intertwining with the confession she had written, the tears she had shed in the chapel, the offer Sebastian had made. Daniel had seen it—had understood it before she had allowed herself to—and he was giving her permission to pursue it.

Lady Evelyn’s voice cut through her reverie.

‘The vote is concluded. Participants with Continue status will proceed to the final challenges. The next challenge will take place tomorrow at ten o’clock. You are dismissed until dinner.’

The crowd began to disperse, observers and participants alike moving toward the exits. Isla remained seated, unable to move, unable to process the flood of emotions that threatened to overwhelm her.

A shadow fell across her.

She looked up. Sebastian was standing before her, his grey eyes fixed on her face, his expression unreadable.

‘You received Continue status,’ he observed.

‘Yes.’

‘Your former partner withdrew.’

‘I saw.’

She waited for him to say something—about Daniel’s speech, about the implications of his withdrawal, about what it meant for her position in the competition. But Sebastian simply watched her, his gaze steady and patient.

‘What happens now?’ she asked finally.

‘Now you have a choice.’ His voice was low, pitched for her ears alone. ‘You are no longer part of a pair. You can continue as an individual competitor, facing the remaining challenges alone. Or you can withdraw, following Daniel’s example, and leave this competition behind.’

‘I don’t want to withdraw.’

‘Then you continue.’ He offered a slight nod. ‘But you should know that the remaining challenges are designed for those who have fully committed to the process. The pretense of competition has been stripped away. What remains is transformation—and that requires complete surrender.’

‘Surrender to what?’

‘To the structure. To the process. To whatever emerges when you stop fighting and start allowing.’ His gaze sharpened. ‘I am not asking you to submit to me specifically. The final challenges are not about me. They are about you—about who you become when you let go of everything you’ve been using to protect yourself.’

‘And if I can’t do that?’

‘Then you will struggle. You may even fail.’ He paused. ‘But I do not believe you will fail. I have watched you throughout this competition, Isla. I have seen the way you adapt, the way you endure, the way you surrender when the situation demands it. You are more capable than you know.’

He stepped back, creating distance between them.

‘The next challenge is the Dominance Trial. You will be required to accept formal sponsorship from a patron—an established member of the Orchard Circle who will guide you through the final stages of the competition. The sponsorship is not symbolic. It carries real weight, real expectations, real consequences for failure to comply.’

‘And if I refuse sponsorship?’

‘Then you withdraw. The competition requires it for the final stages.’ His expression was neutral, but there was something in his eyes that she could not quite read. ‘You should consider your options carefully. The choice of patron is yours—but the choice to accept or refuse must be made consciously, with full understanding of what it means.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘It means that you are no longer competing for yourself alone. You are representing your patron. Your actions reflect on them. Your successes are shared, and your failures are shared.’ He paused. ‘It also means that you have someone to guide you, to support you, to hold the weight that you have carried alone for so long.’

The words landed with the weight of an offer that had been extended before—in the chapel garden, after the isolation challenge. The offer to hold the weight. To be the one who made the decisions.

‘Can I choose you?’ The question escaped before she could stop it, the implications of it settling around her like a cloak.

Sebastian’s expression did not change, but something flickered in his grey eyes—a reaction that might have been surprise, or satisfaction, or something more complex.

‘You may request any patron who is available and willing,’ he said carefully. ‘The decision is not solely yours to make. The patron must also accept.’

‘Would you accept?’

The question hung between them, weighted with everything that had passed between them since the competition began. Isla felt the intensity of his gaze, the sense that he was assessing her on some level she could not perceive.

‘I would need to know that you understand what you are asking,’ he said finally. ‘Sponsorship in the Dominance Trial is not a casual arrangement. It establishes a bond that extends beyond the competition. If I accept you as my sponsored candidate, that relationship continues—if both parties wish it—through the residency and beyond.’

‘Residency?’

‘Part of the prize for winners of the Hunt.’ His voice remained neutral, but she sensed the weight behind the words. ‘A one-year contract. Residence at Harcourt Vale. Participation in Orchard Circle activities. And a formal relationship with the patron who sponsored you.’

The implications cascaded through her mind. If she chose Sebastian as her patron—and if he accepted—she was not simply agreeing to guidance through the final challenges. She was agreeing to something that could extend far beyond the competition, something that would fundamentally alter the trajectory of her life.

‘I need to think,’ she said, the words coming slowly.

‘Take the time you need.’ He stepped back further, the distance between them growing. ‘But know that the decision must be made before tomorrow’s challenge. The Dominance Trial requires a sponsor. Without one, you cannot continue.’

He turned and walked away, disappearing into the crowd that was still dispersing through the ballroom.

Isla sat alone in her chair, the weight of the decision pressing against her. Daniel’s words echoed in her mind—you need someone strong enough to hold you—intertwining with Sebastian’s offer and the strange, fragile hope that had taken root in her chest.

She could walk away. Daniel had shown her that withdrawal was possible, that there was life beyond the competition, that stepping aside was not the same as failure. She could collect her belongings, leave the estate, and return to the life she had known—the career, the routine, the careful control that had defined her existence for so long.

But the thought of returning to that life felt hollow now. The competition had cracked something open within her, had revealed desires and needs she had never allowed herself to acknowledge. Returning to the old patterns would mean burying those truths again, pretending they did not exist, continuing the performance that had exhausted her for so long.

She did not want to go back. She wanted to go forward—even if the path ahead was uncertain and frightening and demanded more than she was sure she could give.

The question was whether she was willing to trust Sebastian with that path.

She rose from her chair and walked slowly out of the ballroom, her steps carrying her through the corridors of the estate without conscious direction. The walls seemed to press closer than before, the weight of the decision making the space feel smaller.

She found herself on the terrace—the same spot where she had stood so many times before, looking out over the gardens, the lake, the distant spires of the estate. The day was overcast, the sky heavy with clouds that mirrored the turmoil in her mind.

She stood at the stone balustrade and let the silence wash over her.

The choice seemed impossible. To continue without sponsorship was not an option—the rules were clear on that point. To withdraw was to abandon the transformation she had begun. And to accept Sebastian’s sponsorship was to commit to something whose full dimensions she could not yet perceive.

But perhaps that was the point. Perhaps the surrender was not about knowing the outcome in advance, but about trusting the process even when the path was unclear.

She thought about the confession she had written—sometimes I want someone else to make the decisions. The truth of those words had resonated through every challenge, every revelation, every moment of vulnerability she had experienced since. She wanted to surrender. She wanted to trust. She wanted to set down the weight she had carried alone for so long.

And standing before her was someone who understood that desire—who had seen it in her before she had seen it in herself, who had offered to hold the weight without demanding anything in return except honesty.

The decision, when she finally made it, felt less like a choice and more like an acknowledgement of something that had already been determined.

She would continue. She would ask Sebastian to sponsor her. And she would trust that whatever came next, she would find the strength to face it.

The afternoon passed in restless contemplation. Isla walked the grounds alone, moving through the gardens and along the lake path, letting the physical motion steady her mind while she processed everything that had occurred. The other participants gave her space—perhaps sensing her need for solitude, perhaps dealing with their own reactions to the vote.

Camilla found her near the lake as the afternoon light began to fade.

‘You’re still here,’ Camilla observed, her tone carefully neutral.

‘I’m still here.’

‘Daniel’s speech was unexpected.’ Camilla moved to stand beside her, looking out across the water. ‘He seemed to understand something that most people never grasp—that love sometimes means stepping aside.’

‘He gave me permission to want something different.’

‘Did you need permission?’

The question cut deeper than Camilla probably intended. Isla turned it over in her mind, examining it from multiple angles.

‘I think I needed to hear it from someone who loved me,’ she said finally. ‘That my desires weren’t a betrayal. That wanting something different didn’t make me ungrateful for what I had.’

‘And now? What do you want?’

Isla looked at her hands, resting on the stone balustrade. The engagement ring was gone, its absence still a strange weight on her finger.

‘I want to finish this competition,’ she said slowly. ‘I want to see who I become when I stop fighting and start allowing. And I want…’ She hesitated, the admission catching in her throat. ‘I want someone to show me what surrender actually means.’

‘Sebastian.’

It was not a question. Camilla had clearly seen the dynamic that had been building since the competition began.

‘He offered to sponsor me for the Dominance Trial.’

‘And will you accept?’

‘I think I have to. Not because he’s forcing me—but because he’s the only one who’s seen me clearly enough to know what I need.’

Camilla was quiet for a moment, her expression thoughtful.

‘I’ve watched you throughout this competition,’ she said eventually. ‘In the beginning, I thought you were just another ambitious participant—someone who would fight to win and walk away unchanged. But you’re different. You’re actually letting the process work on you. You’re allowing yourself to be transformed.’

‘Is that a compliment?’

‘It’s an observation.’ Camilla turned to face her directly. ‘The Dominance Trial is brutal. It requires complete surrender to your sponsor’s guidance. Whatever independence you’ve maintained until now—it ends tomorrow. You will belong to someone else for the duration of the competition. And if you win, that belonging extends beyond.’

‘You sound like you’re warning me.’

‘I’m telling you what I wish someone had told me before my first trial.’ Camilla’s voice was quiet. ‘I’ve been through this before—not the Hunt, but similar processes. And I know that surrender, true surrender, changes you. You don’t come out the same person who went in.’

‘Are you saying I shouldn’t do it?’

‘I’m saying you should do it with your eyes open.’ Camilla held her gaze. ‘If you trust Sebastian—if you truly believe he will hold the weight and not crush you with it—then accept his sponsorship. But don’t do it blindly. Know what you’re agreeing to. Know who you’re surrendering to.’

She walked away before Isla could respond, leaving her alone with the weight of the advice.

The evening settled over the estate, bringing with it the approach of dinner and the final hours before the decision would need to be made. Isla returned to her room, freshened her clothes, and prepared herself for what would likely be another formal meal with observers and participants alike.

But when she entered the dining room, she found the arrangement different than expected. The large tables had been replaced with smaller, more intimate settings, and the number of observers had diminished significantly. The vote had thinned the ranks, and those who remained seemed to share a sense of having passed through something together.

Isla took a seat at one of the smaller tables, accepting a glass of wine from a passing staff member. The other participants who had received Continue status filtered in gradually, their expressions showing varying degrees of composure and anticipation.

Sebastian appeared midway through the meal, slipping into a seat at a table across the room. He did not look at Isla directly, but she felt the weight of his awareness—the sense that he was tracking her movements, her expressions, her state of mind.

The meal passed in a blur of polite conversation and formal service. Isla ate mechanically, her mind still churning with the decision that awaited her. The clock seemed to tick faster as the evening progressed, each moment bringing her closer to the point where she would need to commit.

After dinner, the participants dispersed to various parts of the house. Isla found herself on the terrace once again, the night air cool against her skin, the stars bright overhead. The same spot where so many pivotal moments had occurred—and where, perhaps, another was about to unfold.

She did not have to wait long.

‘You’ve made your decision.’

She turned. Sebastian was standing in the doorway, his grey eyes catching the starlight, his expression as unreadable as ever.

‘How do you know?’

‘Because you would not be standing here otherwise. You would have withdrawn, or you would be in your room, preparing to refuse sponsorship.’ He moved to stand beside her, maintaining a respectful distance. ‘The fact that you’re here, waiting, tells me everything I need to know.’

‘I want to continue,’ Isla said, her voice steady despite the turmoil in her chest. ‘And I want you to sponsor me.’

‘Are you certain?’

‘No.’ The admission came easily, honestly. ‘I’m not certain of anything anymore. But I’m willing to trust you. To trust this process. To see what happens when I stop fighting and start allowing.’

Sebastian was silent for a long moment, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon. When he spoke, his voice was softer than she had heard it before.

‘Trust is a gift,’ he said. ‘It is not given lightly, and it is not received without responsibility. If I accept you as my sponsored candidate, I am accepting that gift. I am agreeing to hold your weight, to guide your path, to ensure that the surrender you offer is honoured and protected.’

‘And what do you ask in return?’

‘Honesty. Complete and unwavering honesty. Not just with me, but with yourself.’ He turned to face her directly. ‘When I give you an instruction, you follow it—not because you are forced, but because you choose to trust my judgment. When I ask you a question, you answer truthfully—not because you must, but because you have decided to let go of the pretense that has protected you for so long.’

‘And if I can’t? If the honesty is too difficult?’

‘Then we will face that difficulty together. That is what sponsorship means.’ His expression softened almost imperceptibly. ‘You will not be alone in this, Isla. Whatever the challenges demand, you will face them with someone beside you who understands what you are trying to achieve.’

She felt the words settle into her, a promise and a commitment that carried more weight than any contract could contain.

‘Then I’m asking,’ she said. ‘Formally. Will you sponsor me for the Dominance Trial?’

Sebastian held her gaze for a long moment, his grey eyes searching hers for something she could not name. Then he nodded, a single, deliberate movement.

‘I will,’ he said. ‘Be at the main ballroom at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. The Dominance Trial will begin then.’ He paused, his expression shifting to something that might have been warmth. ‘Rest tonight. Tomorrow, everything changes.’

He turned and walked away, disappearing into the house.

Isla stood alone on the terrace, the weight of the commitment settling around her. Tomorrow, she would face the Dominance Trial. Tomorrow, she would formally accept Sebastian’s sponsorship. Tomorrow, she would surrender—not just to the process, but to him.

The prospect was terrifying. But beneath the fear, she felt that same fragile hope that had been growing since the confession, since the isolation challenge, since the moment when she had finally allowed herself to want something different.

She was ready. Or as ready as she would ever be.

She returned to her room and prepared for bed, her movements automatic, her mind still churning. Sleep came slowly, but when it finally arrived, her dreams were peaceful—visions of surrender and transformation, of weight being lifted, of someone strong enough to hold what she needed to release.

Tomorrow, the trial would begin. And she would face it with her eyes open, her heart willing, and her trust placed in someone who had seen her more clearly than she had ever seen herself.


CHAPTER TEN - Dominance Trial

Isla woke to the sound of bells.

They tolled across the estate, their deep notes reverberating through the stone walls, marking the hour with a solemnity that felt ceremonial. Seven chimes. Three hours until the Dominance Trial would begin.

She lay in bed and let the sound fade into silence, her body heavy with the weight of what the day would bring. The decision had been made—she would accept Sebastian’s sponsorship, would formally submit to his guidance through the final challenges—but knowing what she had chosen did not quiet the turmoil that churned beneath her skin.

Today, she would kneel before him publicly. Today, she would declare, before witnesses, that she accepted his authority. Today, the surrender she had begun in private would become visible, undeniable, real in a way that could not be taken back.

The thought was terrifying. But somewhere beneath the terror, she felt that same fragile hope that had carried her through the isolation challenge, the vote, the final conversation with Daniel. The hope that this path—this strange, unexpected path—might lead somewhere she needed to go.

She rose from the bed and moved to the window. The morning was grey, the sky heavy with clouds that threatened rain, the grounds shrouded in mist. The chapel spire was barely visible in the distance, its familiar shape reduced to a shadow in the haze. Somewhere beyond that spire, Daniel was gone—had left the estate, had returned to whatever life awaited him outside the boundaries of the Hunt. She wondered if he thought of her, if he lay awake wondering whether he had made the right choice in stepping aside.

She wondered, too, whether she would ever see him again. Whether there would be a moment, years from now, when their paths might cross in some context that allowed for the conversation they had never truly had. Or whether this separation was absolute, the closing of a door that could never be reopened.

The thought brought a ache she had not expected—not regret, exactly, but a grief for what had ended. Daniel had been kind. He had loved her, in his way. And she had used him, perhaps, as a shield against the truths she had not wanted to face.

But that was over now. The confession had seen to that. The isolation challenge had cracked open what remained. And today, the Dominance Trial would formalise the transformation that had been building since the moment she first stepped onto the estate grounds.

Three hours. Three hours until everything changed.

She dressed with deliberate care, choosing each garment as though it were a uniform for battle. A dress in deep forest green—severe, elegant, the colour of growth and depth. The fabric was substantial, weighing against her skin with a presence that felt grounding. Her hair she secured in a low knot at the nape of her neck, exposing the line of her jaw, the curve of her throat. Minimal makeup, just enough to enhance without masking—no concealer to hide the shadows under her eyes, no bright colour to distract from the pallor of her skin.

Whatever the trial required, she would face it as herself—not the performed version she had maintained for so long, but the woman who had emerged from the challenges raw and uncertain and willing to be seen.

The schedule had been delivered the previous evening, its contents brief and weighted with implication.

7:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

10:00 AM — Egg Ten Challenge — Main Ballroom

1:00 PM — Luncheon

4:00 PM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

Main Ballroom. Dominance Trial.

The words seemed to pulse on the page, demanding attention, refusing to be ignored. She had read them a dozen times before sleeping, had memorised their shape, had let them settle into her consciousness like a mantra.

She moved through the morning routine with mechanical precision—washing, dressing, preparing. Each action felt weighted, significant, as though she were performing rituals before a ceremony whose meaning she only partially understood.

Breakfast was a subdued affair. The participants who remained—those who had received Continue status and had secured sponsorship—moved through the meal with the quiet intensity of those preparing for battle. There were fewer of them now, the ranks thinned by the vote, the withdrawals, the various forms of departure that had winnowed the field to a core of committed competitors.

Isla counted them as she entered: twelve remaining, including herself. Twelve people who had passed through the ordeals of the past four days and emerged still standing, still willing to face whatever came next. The number felt both small and significant—a selection from the larger group that had begun the competition, a narrowing that carried meaning she could not yet perceive.

She sat alone at a small table near the window, picking at food she did not want, watching the other participants with a detached curiosity that felt new. She had spent so much of the competition assessing them as rivals, calculating their strengths and weaknesses, determining who posed the greatest threat to her advancement. But that calculation felt irrelevant now. The competition had become something else—not a battle against others, but a journey through herself.

Camilla was present, her expression serene, her composure unbroken. She sat at a table across the room with her own meal untouched, her dark eyes fixed on some middle distance that seemed to contain thoughts she was not sharing. She had apparently secured sponsorship from one of the other patrons—a woman in her fifties with silver hair and an assessing gaze, who sat nearby but not beside her, maintaining the formal distance that the morning seemed to require.

Their eyes met across the room. Camilla offered a slight nod—an acknowledgment between those who understood what was at stake. Isla returned the gesture, then looked away.

Marcus Whitmore sat near the front of the room, his posture rigid, his face showing nothing. His confession—that he had been unfaithful in every relationship—had not prevented his advancement. Either the observers had judged it irrelevant, or they had judged it revealing in a way that made him more suitable for whatever came next. His partner from the early challenges was gone now, reassigned during the vote, leaving him to face the trial alone.

Other participants filled the remaining tables—young and old, male and female, each carrying their own confessions, their own revelations, their own reasons for continuing. Isla studied them briefly, wondering what had brought each of them to this point, what they hoped to gain from the surrender they were about to formalise.

A young woman near the back—Eleanor, the one whose confession had destroyed her marriage—sat with her hands wrapped around a cup of tea that had long since gone cold. Her face was drawn, her eyes red-rimmed, but her expression was set with a determination that seemed to have emerged from the wreckage of her revelation. She had apparently chosen to continue despite everything, had secured sponsorship from someone willing to guide her through the final challenges.

What must it be like, Isla wondered, to face the trial with your life already in ruins? To kneel before a stranger when you had nothing left to lose?

Perhaps it was easier that way. Perhaps having nothing made surrender simpler.

But Isla did not have nothing. She had her career, her reputation, her carefully constructed identity. She had a life waiting for her outside the estate gates, if she chose to return to it. The surrender she was about to make was not born of desperation but of choice—and that made it both more difficult and more meaningful.

The clock in the hallway chimed nine-thirty. Breakfast was ending, the participants rising from their tables, beginning the slow movement toward the ballroom where the trial would take place.

Isla drained the last of her coffee and stood, her legs steady despite the tremor in her chest. She walked toward the exit, falling into step behind the other participants, her mind settling into a focused stillness that felt almost meditative.

The corridor stretched before her, its elegant furnishings and tasteful art blurring into irrelevance as she moved through it without seeing. Other participants walked alongside her, their footsteps creating a soft rhythm on the carpeted floor. No one spoke. The silence felt appropriate, a recognition of the gravity of what they were approaching.

The ballroom doors stood open, revealing the transformed space within.

The setup was dramatically different from the vote. The rows of chairs had been replaced with a large open area in the centre, its floor polished to a mirror shine that reflected the crystal chandeliers overhead. Around the perimeter, elevated seating had been arranged for observers, rising in tiers that created an amphitheatre effect. The positioning was deliberate, unmistakable: every observer would have a clear view of whatever occurred in the centre of the room.

At one end of the space, a raised platform held two chairs—one ornate and throne-like, upholstered in deep crimson velvet, the other simpler, positioned slightly lower and to the side. The arrangement suggested a hierarchy that was about to be formalised, a power structure that would be made visible and undeniable.

Lady Evelyn stood beside the platform, her silver hair gleaming in the diffused light, her expression formal and expectant. She wore a gown of deep burgundy that seemed to absorb the light, her hands clasped before her in a posture of patient authority.

The participants filed in, finding positions along the edges of the open space. Isla took her place among them, acutely aware of the observers who were already filling the surrounding seats—patrons in elegant attire, judges with assessing gazes, other figures whose role in the competition she did not fully understand. The audience was larger than it had been for previous challenges, as though the significance of this trial had drawn additional witnesses.

The air in the room felt different—heavier, charged with expectation. Isla could feel the weight of attention pressing against her skin, the sense of being observed by eyes whose judgment would shape her future. She had grown somewhat accustomed to observation during the competition, but this felt different. This was not mere assessment; this was witnessing.

Sebastian was not yet present. Isla scanned the room, searching for his familiar figure, but he was absent. The realisation sent a flicker of anxiety through her—what if he had changed his mind? What if the offer of sponsorship had been withdrawn overnight?

She forced herself to breathe, to remain present, to trust the process. He had said he would sponsor her. He had given his word. Whatever doubts her mind might generate, she would not let them undermine the commitment she had made.

Lady Evelyn raised her hand for silence.

The murmur of voices died instantly, the room falling into a stillness that felt almost reverent. Every eye fixed on the older woman, waiting for her words.

‘Welcome to Egg Ten,’ Lady Evelyn said, her voice carrying easily across the crowded room. ‘The challenge is called the Dominance Trial. This is the final test before the claim, and it carries a significance that the previous challenges have only suggested.’

The room was utterly still, the weight of her words settling over everyone present.

‘Thus far, you have competed as individuals or pairs, your fates determined by your own actions and the judgment of observers. But the Dominance Trial is different. It establishes a formal relationship between participant and patron—a relationship of guidance, authority, and mutual commitment.’

She gestured toward the platform, toward the two chairs that waited there.

‘Each participant will be called forward. Their chosen patron will be present to accept or decline the sponsorship request. If accepted, the participant will formally acknowledge the patron’s authority, in whatever manner the patron requires. This acknowledgment is binding for the remainder of the competition, and—if the participant wins the Hunt—extends into the residency period.’

She paused, letting the implications settle. Isla felt them land in her chest, pressing against the doubts she had tried to suppress.

‘This is not a performance,’ Lady Evelyn continued, her voice sharpening slightly. ‘It is not a test of theatrical skill. The acknowledgment must be genuine, given freely, with full understanding of what it signifies. If there is any doubt in your mind—if you are uncertain about the patron you have chosen, or about your willingness to submit to their guidance—withdraw now. There is no shame in recognising your limits. There is only shame in making a commitment you do not intend to honour.’

The words hung in the air, their weight settling over the assembled participants. Isla felt them pressing against her, demanding an honest assessment of her readiness.

Was she certain? Was she truly willing to submit to Sebastian’s authority, publicly, permanently, with all that it implied?

She thought about the isolation challenge, the tears that had stripped away her defences. She thought about the confession, the truth she had written without understanding its significance. She thought about Daniel’s words—you need someone strong enough to hold you—and the strange peace that had settled over her when he had given her permission to want something different.

She thought about the weight she had carried for so long—the responsibility, the control, the endless performance of competence. She thought about what it might feel like to set that weight down, to trust someone else to hold it, to discover who she might become without the burden she had carried alone.

She was not certain. But she was willing. And perhaps that was enough.

Lady Evelyn consulted a small card in her hand, her expression shifting to one of formal procedure.

‘We will begin with the first participant,’ she announced. ‘Marcus Whitmore, please step forward.’

Marcus emerged from the crowd, his expression composed, his movements controlled. He walked to the centre of the open space with measured steps, his posture erect, his gaze fixed on the platform ahead. The observers watched him with assessing eyes, their attention a weight he seemed to bear without flinching.

He reached the designated spot and turned to face the platform, his hands at his sides, his chin slightly raised.

‘Your chosen patron,’ Lady Evelyn said.

‘Lady Catherine March.’

A figure rose from the observer section—an elegant woman in her sixties, her silver hair swept up in an intricate arrangement, her gown a deep sapphire that caught the light. She moved toward the platform with unhurried grace, her steps precise, her expression one of calm authority. The crowd parted before her, acknowledging her status through their deference.

Lady Catherine ascended the platform and took the ornate chair, settling into it with the ease of long practice. Her gaze fixed on Marcus, assessing him with a scrutiny that seemed to penetrate beyond his composed exterior.

Marcus approached the platform and stopped at the designated spot, his head slightly bowed in a gesture of respect.

‘Do you request my sponsorship?’ Lady Catherine asked, her voice carrying across the room with crystalline clarity.

‘I do,’ Marcus replied.

‘Do you understand what this sponsorship entails? The guidance I will provide, the authority I will hold, the expectations I will impose?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you submit to my authority freely, without reservation or coercion?’

‘I do.’

Lady Catherine studied him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. The silence stretched, thick with anticipation. Then she extended her hand, palm down, her fingers long and elegant.

‘Then kneel,’ she said, ‘and formalise your commitment.’

Marcus knelt before her. The movement was smooth, practiced—he had clearly done this before, or had been trained in the formality. His knees met the polished floor, his body settling into a position of submission that looked almost comfortable. His hands rested on his thighs, his head bowed, his breathing even.

Lady Catherine placed her hand on his head, a gesture that seemed almost benedictory. She held the position for several seconds, her touch light but deliberate.

‘I accept your submission,’ she said. ‘Rise, and take your place as my sponsored candidate.’

Marcus rose and stepped back, his face showing nothing of what the moment had cost him—or whether it had cost him anything at all. He moved to the side of the platform, taking a position that indicated his new status.

The room remained silent, the weight of the ceremony settling over everyone present. Isla felt it press against her, a reminder of what she would soon face.

‘Next participant,’ Lady Evelyn announced. ‘Camilla Ashworth.’

Camilla walked forward with the same grace she had displayed throughout the competition, her movements fluid, her expression serene. Her dark hair was arranged in an intricate plait that coiled at the back of her head, and her gown was a deep charcoal that made her pale skin glow. She moved like someone who had been trained for moments like this, who understood the power of presentation and had mastered it completely.

Isla watched her approach the platform, noting the slight tension in her shoulders that betrayed the composure she projected. Camilla was not as untouched by this process as she appeared; she was simply better at hiding it.

‘Your chosen patron,’ Lady Evelyn said.

‘Lady Diana Worthington.’

The silver-haired woman Isla had noticed at breakfast rose from her seat and moved to the platform. She was younger than Lady Catherine, perhaps in her early fifties, with an air of quiet authority that seemed less theatrical than some of the other patrons. Her gown was a deep emerald that complemented her colouring, and her expression was thoughtful rather than assessing.

Camilla faced her with apparent calm, her posture perfect, her gaze steady.

‘Do you request my sponsorship?’ Lady Diana asked, her voice softer than Lady Catherine’s but no less authoritative.

‘I do.’

‘Do you understand what this sponsorship entails?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you submit to my authority freely, without reservation or coercion?’

‘I do.’

Lady Diana extended her hand. ‘Then kneel, and formalise your commitment.’

Camilla knelt with the same grace she brought to everything, her body folding elegantly, her head bowing. The movement was almost dancer-like in its precision, each element carefully positioned. Lady Diana’s hand rested briefly on her hair, a gesture that seemed to carry genuine warmth.

‘I accept your submission. Rise, and take your place as my sponsored candidate.’

Camilla rose and moved to stand beside Marcus, her face still showing nothing. But Isla, watching closely, thought she detected a slight tremor in Camilla’s hands as she clasped them before her—a tell that suggested the moment had affected her more than she was willing to show.

The ceremony continued, participant after participant stepping forward to formalise their sponsorship. Each ritual followed the same pattern—the request, the understanding, the submission, the kneeling, the acceptance. The words varied slightly depending on the patron, but the essential structure remained consistent.

Eleanor Vance, the woman whose confession had destroyed her marriage, approached the platform with visible trembling. Her patron was a stern-looking man in his sixties, his expression forbidding, his acceptance of her submission delivered in clipped tones that suggested high expectations and little patience for failure. Eleanor knelt with tears streaming down her face, but her voice was steady as she spoke the required words. Whatever had broken in her during the confession challenge, something new was being built in its place.

A young man named Thomas, whose confession had revealed a gambling addiction that had nearly destroyed his family, was sponsored by a woman with kind eyes and a gentle manner. His kneeling was less graceful than some, his body awkward with emotion, but his submission seemed genuine—and his patron’s acceptance carried a warmth that suggested she saw potential in him that others might have missed.

Two participants—James and Margaret—were sponsored by patrons Isla did not recognise, their ceremonies proceeding with the same formal precision that had marked all the others. The observers watched with varying degrees of attention, some clearly engaged, others seeming to view the proceedings as mere formality.

Then a young woman named Clara stepped forward, her face pale, her hands clasped tightly before her.

‘Your chosen patron,’ Lady Evelyn said.

Clara hesitated. The silence stretched, thick with tension.

‘I… I don’t have one,’ she said, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘I was told I needed to secure sponsorship, but no one… no one agreed to sponsor me.’

A murmur ran through the observers. Lady Evelyn’s expression did not change, but her voice carried a weight that seemed to press against Clara’s small form.

‘Without sponsorship, you cannot continue in the competition. You are welcome to observe the remaining proceedings, but your participation ends here.’

Clara’s face crumpled, tears spilling down her cheeks. She nodded once, jerkily, and turned to leave the open space. A staff member appeared to guide her away, and the door closed behind her with a soft click that seemed to echo in the silence.

Isla felt the weight of the moment settle over her. Clara had made it through the vote, through the isolation challenge, through all the trials that had winnowed the field—and yet she was eliminated now, not because she lacked ability or will, but because no patron had chosen to guide her. The system was not merely testing participants; it was selecting them, matching them with those who saw potential in their surrender.

The realisation sent a chill through Isla. What if Sebastian had not agreed to sponsor her? What if she had found herself in Clara’s position, eliminated not by her own failures but by the absence of someone willing to guide her?

But he had agreed. He had accepted. And in a few moments, she would kneel before him and formalise the commitment they had both made.

Lady Evelyn consulted her card again.

‘Next participant,’ she announced. ‘Mercer, Isla.’

The sound of her name seemed to come from a great distance, though she knew Lady Evelyn had spoken it clearly. Isla stepped forward, her legs moving automatically, her body carrying her toward the platform while her mind raced with everything that was about to happen.

The walk to the centre of the open space felt both endless and instantaneous. She was aware of the observers watching her—their eyes tracking her movement, their assessments forming in ways she would never know. She was aware of the other participants, those who had already completed the ceremony and those who waited their turn. She was aware of her own body—the way her dress moved against her skin, the pressure of the floor beneath her feet, the acceleration of her pulse in her throat.

She reached the designated spot and turned to face the platform. The ornate chair was still empty—Sebastian had not yet appeared.

A flicker of doubt shot through her, sharp and sudden. What if he had changed his mind? What if the offer had been withdrawn? What if she had misunderstood something fundamental about the arrangement they had made?

She forced herself to breathe, to remain present, to trust.

‘Your chosen patron,’ Lady Evelyn said.

Isla’s voice was steady as she spoke.

‘Sebastian Harcourt.’

A murmur ran through the observers at the name—louder than the murmurs that had accompanied previous announcements. Isla caught fragments of whispered conversation: the founder’s son… he never sponsors candidates… what does this mean?

The whispers confirmed what she had already sensed: Sebastian’s agreement to sponsor her was unusual, significant, something the observers had not expected. The realisation added another layer of weight to the moment, another dimension of meaning she could not fully perceive.

A door at the side of the ballroom opened.

Sebastian walked in, his movements unhurried, his expression as unreadable as ever. He wore a dark suit that fit perfectly, the fabric catching the light in ways that emphasised the breadth of his shoulders, the narrowness of his waist. His grey eyes scanned the room briefly before settling on Isla with an intensity that felt like a physical touch.

He moved through the crowd with the ease of someone who belonged in this space, who had perhaps designed it. The observers parted before him, their whispers subsiding into respectful silence. He ascended the platform and took the ornate chair, settling into it with a grace that made the throne-like seat seem like an extension of his own body.

Isla felt the weight of his attention, the sense that he was seeing her more clearly than anyone else in the room. The observers faded into background noise, their assessments becoming irrelevant. There was only Sebastian, and the moment that stretched between them.

She approached the platform and stopped at the designated spot, her body suddenly aware of every sensation. The brush of fabric against her skin. The pressure of the floor beneath her feet. The coolness of the air against her exposed throat. The acceleration of her pulse, beating in her wrists, her temples, the hollow of her throat.

‘Do you request my sponsorship?’ Sebastian asked, his voice pitched to carry but somehow feeling intimate—as though he were speaking to her alone, despite the hundreds of witnesses surrounding them.

‘I do.’

‘Do you understand what this sponsorship entails? The guidance I will provide, the authority I will hold, the expectations I will impose?’

The words were the same as those spoken to every participant before her, but when Sebastian spoke them, they carried a weight that felt particular to their situation. He was not merely asking if she understood the abstract concept of sponsorship; he was asking if she understood what it meant to submit to him specifically.

‘I do.’

‘Do you submit to my authority freely, without reservation or coercion?’

The question hung in the air, weighted with everything that had passed between them since the competition began. Isla felt the observers’ attention pressing against her, the weight of the ceremony demanding authenticity. There was no room for performance here, no space for the composure she had maintained throughout the earlier challenges.

Sebastian was asking for truth. And she would give it.

‘I do,’ she said, and meant it with every fibre of her being.

Sebastian studied her for a long moment, his grey eyes searching hers for something she could not name. The silence stretched, thick and heavy, until she could feel her own heartbeat echoing in her ears.

Then he extended his hand, palm down, in the same gesture the other patrons had used.

‘Then kneel,’ he said, ‘and formalise your commitment.’

Isla knelt.

The movement was controlled, deliberate—not theatrical or dramatic, but precise. She lowered herself to the floor, her knees meeting the cold stone, her body settling into a position of submission that felt both foreign and strangely right. The polished surface was hard beneath her, the chill seeping through the thin fabric of her dress, but the discomfort was distant—overshadowed by the overwhelming reality of what she was doing.

She was kneeling. Before Sebastian. Before the observers. Before everyone who had gathered to witness the formalisation of her surrender.

Her hands came to rest on her thighs, her palms down, her fingers slightly curled. Her head bowed, her gaze fixing on the floor before her—the gleaming surface that reflected her own shadow, the hem of her dress, the tips of Sebastian’s shoes.

She could feel the weight of observation—the eyes of the other participants, the patrons, the judges, all of them watching her submission. The room was utterly silent, the stillness amplifying the significance of the moment. She knew, with a certainty that transcended thought, that what she was doing was being witnessed, recorded, remembered.

But beneath that weight, she felt something else: a sense of relief, as though she had finally set down a burden she had been carrying for far too long. The tension that had lived in her shoulders for years seemed to dissolve. The constant vigilance, the endless performance of competence, the need to maintain control at all costs—all of it fell away, leaving her strangely light.

This was what she had wanted. This was what she had confessed without understanding, what she had fought without realising, what she had finally accepted when she chose to continue after the isolation challenge.

Surrender. True, genuine, complete surrender.

Sebastian’s hand came to rest on her head, his fingers light against her hair. The touch was gentle, almost reverent, and Isla felt it send a cascade of sensation down her spine—not sexual, exactly, but something deeper, something that seemed to touch the core of who she was.

His fingers moved slightly, adjusting the position of her head, tilting it to a more precise angle. The correction was small, almost imperceptible, but she understood its meaning: this is how you will learn to be. This is the attention to detail I will require. This is the beginning of what we will build together.

The touch lasted longer than the other patrons’ had. Isla could feel the observers’ attention sharpening, their awareness of something unusual occurring. Sebastian was not going through the motions; he was taking possession, marking her in a way that extended beyond the formal words of the ceremony.

‘I accept your submission,’ he said, his voice low but clear, each word distinct and deliberate. ‘Rise, and take your place as my sponsored candidate.’

Isla rose. The movement was steadier than she expected, her legs firm beneath her despite the intensity of the moment. She straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and met Sebastian’s gaze for a brief moment before lowering her eyes appropriately.

There was something in his expression she had never seen before—not warmth, exactly, but a recognition, a satisfaction that seemed to go beyond mere approval. He had accepted her submission, and she had given it genuinely. The exchange had been real.

She moved to stand beside the platform, taking her place among the other sponsored candidates who had already completed the ceremony. Marcus stood rigid, his face blank. Camilla’s expression was serene, though Isla detected a slight tightness around her eyes. The others arranged themselves according to some unspoken hierarchy, their positions reflecting relationships Isla did not yet understand.

The remaining participants completed their own ceremonies—each one a miniature drama of submission and acceptance, each one observed and assessed by the watching crowd. When the final candidate had risen from their knees, Lady Evelyn stepped forward.

‘The Dominance Trial is complete,’ she announced. ‘All remaining participants have formally accepted sponsorship and are bound to their patrons for the remainder of the competition.’ She consulted her notes briefly. ‘The next challenge will take place tomorrow morning at ten o’clock. You are dismissed until dinner.’

The crowd began to disperse, observers rising from their seats, participants moving toward the exits. Isla remained standing by the platform, unsure what to do next, unsure what the new reality meant for her movements, her choices, her autonomy. She was no longer simply a participant; she was a sponsored candidate, bound to Sebastian, subject to his guidance and authority.

What did that mean for the hours between now and dinner? Did she have freedom to move as she wished, or was she expected to wait for his instruction?

The uncertainty was new and unsettling. For years, she had made her own decisions, charted her own course, determined her own movements. Now, the very question of what to do next felt loaded with implications she could not fully perceive.

Sebastian rose from the ornate chair and turned to face her. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes held hers with an intensity that seemed to communicate without words.

‘Walk with me,’ he said, not quite an order but not quite a request either.

He moved toward a side door, and Isla followed, acutely aware of the observers who watched them go. She could feel their curiosity, their assessment, their speculation about what the unusual pairing might mean. Sebastian had never sponsored a candidate before; his choice to sponsor her was significant, noteworthy, something that would be discussed and analysed in whatever circles cared about such things.

But those circles felt distant now, irrelevant to the immediate reality of following Sebastian through the corridors of the estate. Her world had narrowed to this: his back as he walked ahead of her, the sound of their footsteps on the polished floor, the weight of what had just occurred pressing against her consciousness.

The door led to a corridor, then to another door, then to a small parlour that seemed designed for private conversation. The room was intimate, its furnishings elegant but comfortable, its windows overlooking a small garden that provided natural light. A fire burned in the grate, taking the chill from the air.

Sebastian closed the door behind them and turned to face her.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Isla stood just inside the doorway, her body still processing the intensity of the ceremony, her mind still grappling with the reality of what she had done. Sebastian watched her, his grey eyes patient, waiting.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked finally.

The question was unexpected. Isla had braced herself for instructions, expectations, demands—not for an inquiry into her emotional state. She considered the question carefully, searching for an honest answer.

‘Different,’ she said. ‘Exposed. Relieved.’

‘Relieved?’ The word seemed to interest him.

‘As though I’ve set down something I didn’t know I was carrying.’ She hesitated, then added, ‘Is that strange?’

‘No.’ Sebastian moved toward the window, his steps deliberate. ‘That is what genuine surrender feels like. Not loss, but release. Not weakness, but the discovery of a different kind of strength.’

He turned back to face her, his expression thoughtful.

‘The kneeling was genuine. I could feel it—the surrender in your body, the release of resistance. That is rare. Most participants perform the submission they believe is expected, but you actually gave it.’

‘I didn’t expect it to feel like that.’

‘Like what?’

Isla considered the question. The word she had thought earlier returned to her, its truth undiminished by the passage of time.

‘Like coming home,’ she said quietly.

The admission felt significant, a vulnerability she had not intended to expose. But Sebastian had asked for honesty, and she had agreed to give it. There was no point in hiding the truth now.

Sebastian’s expression did not change, but something flickered in his eyes—recognition, perhaps, or a satisfaction that went deeper than mere approval.

‘That is what genuine submission offers,’ he said, his voice low. ‘A place where you can be fully yourself, without the masks you have constructed to survive in the world. A structure that holds you so that you do not have to hold yourself together. A relationship in which you can trust someone else to carry the weight.’

He moved closer, his steps deliberate, his presence filling the small room. Isla felt the weight of his attention like a physical touch.

‘The trial was public, but the reality of sponsorship is private,’ he continued. ‘What happens between us—guidance, instruction, expectation—is not performed for observers. It is real, and it requires trust on both sides. I must trust that you will be honest with me, that you will follow guidance even when it is difficult, that you will communicate your needs and limits. And you must trust that I will honour your surrender, that I will not abuse the authority you have given me, that I will guide you toward growth rather than destruction.’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’ He stopped a few feet away, his gaze steady. ‘Because the remaining challenges will test that trust. They will require you to follow instructions without question, to reveal parts of yourself you have kept hidden, to submit to guidance even when your instinct is to resist. The Renunciation tomorrow will demand that you sever your remaining external commitments—your former engagement, your professional obligations, whatever ties still bind you to the life you led before the Hunt.’

Isla felt the weight of his words. To renounce her former life—to declare, publicly, that her allegiance had shifted—would mean burning bridges that could not be rebuilt. She would be severed from her old identity, her old relationships, her old patterns of being.

But the old identity had never fit properly. The old relationships had been built on performance. The old patterns had exhausted her.

‘I am prepared,’ she said.

Sebastian held her gaze for a long moment, his expression searching. Then he nodded, a single, deliberate movement.

‘The Renunciation is not merely symbolic,’ he continued. ‘It is a legal and social declaration that alters your status. It establishes, for the record, that your primary allegiance is now to your sponsor and to the competition. The observers will witness it, and it will be documented. Are you truly ready for that?’

The question hung in the air between them. Isla considered it carefully, weighing the implications of what he was asking.

She thought about her career—the years she had invested in building her reputation, the cases she had won, the professional identity she had constructed. She thought about her colleagues, her clients, the network of relationships that supported her work. To renounce those commitments would mean stepping away from everything she had built.

She thought about her personal life—the friendships she had maintained, the family connections that remained despite the distance she had allowed to grow, the social obligations that filled her calendar. To renounce those ties would mean entering a kind of isolation she had never experienced.

But she thought, too, about what she had discovered in the isolation challenge—the exhaustion that had lived in her bones for years, the weight she had carried without realising its heaviness, the desperate need for someone else to hold what she could no longer bear alone.

The confession had revealed the truth. The challenges had stripped away the pretense. And kneeling before Sebastian had shown her what surrender actually felt like—not loss, but freedom.

‘I am ready,’ she said, and the words felt like a door closing behind her, leaving only the path ahead.

Sebastian studied her for another moment, then nodded again.

‘There is one more thing,’ he said, his voice shifting to something more formal. ‘The sponsorship I have accepted carries expectations beyond the competition. If you win the Hunt—and I believe you have the capacity to do so—the relationship we have established today extends into the residency period. You would live at Harcourt Vale, under my authority, for the duration of the contract.’

‘One year.’

‘One year.’ His expression was serious. ‘During that time, I would guide your development, set expectations for your behaviour, and determine the conditions of your daily life. It is not a small commitment.’

‘I understand.’

‘And you are willing?’

Isla met his eyes, seeing the intensity that lay beneath his calm exterior. She had been running from this moment her entire life—running from the need to surrender, to trust, to let someone else hold the weight. And now, standing before a man who saw through every defence she had constructed, she finally stopped running.

‘I am willing,’ she said.

Sebastian held her gaze for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then something shifted in his face—a softening that she had never seen before, a vulnerability that he quickly masked.

‘You did well today,’ he said quietly. ‘The surrender was genuine, and it was seen. The observers know that what they witnessed was real. That matters—not just for the competition, but for what comes after.’

He stepped back, creating distance between them.

‘Rest tonight. Tomorrow will be demanding.’ He moved toward the door, then paused with his hand on the knob. ‘And Isla—’

She looked at him.

‘Thank you,’ he said, the words clearly costing him something. ‘For trusting me. I will not take that trust lightly.’

He left, closing the door softly behind him.

Isla stood alone in the small parlour, the weight of the day settling over her. She had knelt before Sebastian publicly, had declared her submission, had formalised a relationship whose full dimensions she was only beginning to understand.

And she had meant it. Every word, every gesture, every moment of surrender had been genuine.

The realisation was both terrifying and liberating. She was no longer alone. She was no longer carrying the weight by herself. Someone else had accepted the responsibility—and she had accepted his authority in return.

She stayed in the parlour for a long time, standing by the window, watching the afternoon light fade across the garden. Her mind was quiet, her thoughts still, her body humming with the residual energy of the ceremony.

Eventually, she returned to her room to prepare for dinner. The mirror showed a woman she barely recognised—not because she looked different, but because she felt different. The tension that had lived in her face for years had softened. The watchfulness in her eyes had dimmed.

She looked like someone who had finally stopped fighting.

Dinner was a formal affair, the participants and their patrons seated together at long tables arranged to reflect the new hierarchy. Isla found herself placed beside Sebastian, her position signalling her changed status to everyone present. The food was excellent—roasted lamb with spring vegetables, followed by a chocolate torte that was richer than anything she had tasted in years—but she ate mechanically, her attention divided between the flavours and the undercurrents that flowed through the room.

Sebastian sat to her left, his presence a constant weight at the edge of her awareness. He did not speak much during the meal, but occasionally he would turn to her with a comment or observation, his grey eyes holding hers for a moment longer than necessary. Each exchange felt significant, a small assertion of the relationship that had been formalised that morning.

Across the table, Camilla sat with Lady Diana, her expression as composed as ever. But Isla, watching her throughout the meal, detected a new tension in her rival’s bearing—a tightness that had not been there before. The kneeling had changed something for Camilla too, though what that change meant remained hidden behind her careful mask.

Their eyes met once during the meal, and Camilla offered a slight nod—an acknowledgment between those who had passed through the fire together.

‘You seem different,’ Camilla said during a lull in the conversation. ‘More settled.’

‘I feel different,’ Isla admitted. ‘The kneeling… it wasn’t what I expected.’

‘It never is.’ Camilla’s gaze was thoughtful, probing. ‘My first sponsorship, years ago, I thought the kneeling was just formality. A ritual to be performed, a box to be checked. But it changes something inside you. It makes the surrender real in a way that words alone cannot.’

‘You’ve been sponsored before?’

‘In a different context. A different competition.’ Camilla’s expression flickered with something that might have been old pain. ‘The dynamic is powerful. But it requires trust—real trust, not just performance. And trust requires knowing the person you’re submitting to.’

‘Do you trust Lady Diana?’

Camilla considered the question, her gaze drifting to where her patron sat engaged in conversation with another observer.

‘I trust that she will guide me well through this competition,’ she said carefully. ‘Whether I trust her with anything beyond that remains to be seen. Trust is earned over time, through consistency and care. We have only just begun.’

The conversation shifted to other topics, but Isla filed away the observation. Trust required knowing. She was only beginning to know Sebastian—and he was only beginning to know her. The trust between them was real, but it was new, untested by the pressures that the remaining challenges would bring.

After dinner, the participants dispersed to their rooms. Isla walked with Sebastian through the corridors, their footsteps echoing in the silence of the evening.

‘Tomorrow will be significant,’ Sebastian said as they reached her door. ‘The Renunciation is not merely a challenge—it is a threshold. Once you cross it, there is no returning to who you were before. The declaration is permanent, documented, witnessed by people who will remember what you have renounced.’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you have any questions? Any doubts you need to express before the morning?’

Isla considered the question. She had many questions—about what the Renunciation would require, about what would happen after the final challenge, about what a life under his sponsorship would actually look like. But the questions could wait. The essential commitment had already been made.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m ready.’

Sebastian studied her face for a long moment, his grey eyes searching hers for something she could not name. Then he nodded.

‘Rest well, Isla. Tomorrow, you become someone new.’

He turned and walked away, leaving her alone at her door.

She entered her room and prepared for bed, her movements automatic, her mind still processing the day’s events. The Dominance Trial had changed something fundamental—not just in her relationship with Sebastian, but in her relationship with herself.

She had knelt. She had surrendered. She had meant it.

And tomorrow, she would renounce the life she had led before, stepping fully into the unknown territory that lay ahead.

She fell asleep quickly, her dreams peaceful for the first time in days. The transformation was underway, and she was no longer fighting it. She was finally allowing herself to become who she was meant to be.


CHAPTER ELEVEN - Renunciation

Isla woke to silence.

No bells this morning—only the stillness of a world holding its breath, waiting for what the day would bring. She lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, her body heavy with the knowledge of what she had agreed to do.

Today, she would renounce everything.

The word sat in her mind like a stone dropped into still water, its ripples spreading outward through every corner of her consciousness. Renunciation. The formal severing of ties, the public declaration that her old life was no longer her primary allegiance, the documented commitment to a new path that could not be easily reversed.

She had told Sebastian she was ready. She had believed it when she said it. But in the quiet of the morning, with the weight of the decision pressing against her chest, she felt the tremor of doubt that had been lurking beneath her composure since the Dominance Trial ended.

What was she really giving up? What would remain when the renunciation was complete?

She rose from the bed and moved to the window, pressing her palm against the cold glass. The grounds stretched below her, shrouded in morning mist, the familiar shapes of gardens and lake and distant spires reduced to shadows in the grey light. The estate had become strangely comfortable over the past five days—a world apart from everything she had known, a space where transformation felt not only possible but inevitable.

But beyond the estate gates, her old life waited. Her career. Her colleagues. Her clients, who depended on her to advocate for their interests. Her apartment in the city, with its carefully curated furniture and its view of the skyline. Her friendships, some genuine and some transactional, all built on the foundation of the identity she had constructed over years of careful management.

All of it would be renounced today. Not destroyed—she would still have access to her finances, her professional credentials, her legal identity—but declared secondary to the commitment she had made to Sebastian and to the competition. The renunciation was not a death, but it was a kind of ending. A threshold that could not be uncrossed.

She dressed with the same deliberate care she had brought to every morning of the competition. A dress in deep burgundy—serious, formal, the colour of sacrifice and commitment. Her hair was secured in a low chignon, exposing the line of her jaw, the curve of her throat. No jewellery, no decoration, nothing to distract from the gravity of what she was about to do.

The schedule had been delivered the previous evening, its contents brief and weighted with finality.

7:00 AM — Breakfast (Informal)

10:00 AM — Egg Eleven Challenge — Main Ballroom

1:00 PM — Luncheon

4:00 PM — Grounds open for Egg Hunt

7:00 PM — Dinner

9:00 PM — Evening Reception

Main Ballroom. Renunciation.

She had memorised the words, had let them settle into her consciousness, had prepared herself for their meaning. But knowing what was coming did not make the reality of it any less significant.

Breakfast was a quiet affair. The remaining participants—those who had passed the Dominance Trial, who had secured sponsorship, who had committed themselves to the final stages of the competition—moved through the meal with the solemn intensity of those preparing for a significant ceremony. There were eleven of them now, Clara’s failed sponsorship having reduced their ranks further. Eleven people who had survived the winnowing process and emerged still standing, still willing to face whatever came next.

Isla sat alone at a small table, her food untouched, her gaze moving across the other participants with a curiosity that felt detached, almost clinical. She was observing them as a scientist might observe specimens—not with judgment, but with a desire to understand what had brought each of them to this point.

Camilla sat across the room, her expression serene, her composure unbroken. But Isla, who had learned to read the small tells that betrayed the mask, noticed the slight tightness around Camilla’s eyes, the rigid set of her shoulders. The Dominance Trial had affected her, even if she refused to show it. The kneeling had changed something, had forced a recognition that could not be undone.

Marcus sat near the front of the room, his face blank, his posture perfect. Whatever emotions he felt about the coming renunciation were buried deep beneath the surface, hidden behind walls that Isla suspected had been constructed long before the competition began. His confession—infidelity in every relationship—had revealed a pattern of avoidance that the challenges seemed designed to confront. Whether he was truly confronting it, or merely performing the role of a man transformed, remained unclear.

Eleanor Vance, the woman whose confession had destroyed her marriage, sat with her hands wrapped around a cup of tea that had long since gone cold. Her face was drawn, her eyes red-rimmed, but her expression was set with a determination that seemed to have emerged from the wreckage of her revelation. She had chosen to continue despite everything—to renounce the life she had known and step into the unknown territory that lay ahead. Isla felt a strange kinship with her, a recognition of someone who had been broken and was in the process of being rebuilt.

Sebastian was not present at breakfast. Isla scanned the room when she entered, searching for his familiar figure, but he was absent. The realisation brought a flicker of something that might have been disappointment, or perhaps relief—she was not sure which. The intensity of his presence could be overwhelming, and the morning felt heavy enough without adding the weight of his attention.

Lady Evelyn appeared at the front of the room as the meal was ending, her silver hair gleaming in the light from the tall windows, her expression formal and expectant.

‘Participants,’ she said, her voice carrying easily across the space. ‘The Renunciation will begin at ten o’clock. Please assemble in the main ballroom at the appointed time. Dress is formal. Attendance is mandatory.’

She did not elaborate further. The instructions were clear, their brevity a recognition that everyone present understood what was required.

The morning passed slowly. Isla returned to her room after breakfast and sat by the window, watching the mist clear from the grounds, the shapes of the estate emerging into sharper focus as the sun climbed higher. She tried to prepare herself mentally for what was coming, tried to anticipate the form the renunciation would take, the words she would be required to speak, the commitments she would be required to sever.

But the uncertainty was overwhelming. The previous challenges had been difficult, but their parameters had been at least somewhat clear—perform this task, endure this trial, submit to this authority. The Renunciation was different. It was a declaration, a statement of intent, a public acknowledgment that her allegiance had shifted. The content of that declaration would be determined not by a set of instructions but by her own honesty, her own willingness to name what she was leaving behind.

What would she say? What commitments would she name? The engagement to Daniel was already ended—his withdrawal had seen to that—but what else? Her career? Her professional identity? The friendships that had sustained her through years of building a life she now questioned?

The questions circled in her mind, unanswered, unanswerable. She would have to trust the process, trust that the form of the renunciation would become clear when the moment arrived.

At nine-thirty, she rose from her seat by the window and began the walk toward the ballroom. The corridors were quiet, the other participants making their own ways to the ceremony, each lost in their own thoughts, their own preparations.

The ballroom had been transformed again. The raised platform remained, but the ornate chair had been removed, replaced by a simple podium facing rows of seats arranged in a semicircle. The atmosphere was different from the Dominance Trial—less theatrical, more solemn, as though the significance of the ceremony had stripped away the elements of performance that had characterised earlier challenges.

The observers filled the elevated seating around the perimeter, their expressions serious, their attention focused on the space where the renunciations would occur. There were more of them than before, Isla noticed—additional figures who had apparently been drawn by the gravity of the occasion, who wanted to witness the formal severing of ties that the remaining participants would undergo.

Sebastian was present now, standing near the front of the room with the other patrons, his grey eyes fixed on her as she entered. His expression was unreadable, but she felt the weight of his attention like a physical touch, a reminder of the commitment she had made and the guidance she had accepted.

Lady Evelyn stood at the podium, her posture erect, her hands clasped before her. She waited until all the participants had assembled, until the room had fallen into the expectant silence that preceded significant ceremonies.

‘Welcome to Egg Eleven,’ she said, her voice carrying easily across the crowded room. ‘The challenge is called Renunciation. This is the final trial before the claim, and its significance cannot be overstated.’

She paused, letting the weight of her words settle over the assembled participants.

‘Renunciation is the formal declaration that your primary allegiance has shifted. It is the severing of ties that bind you to your former life, the acknowledgment that the commitment you have made to your sponsor and to this competition supersedes all other commitments you have previously held.’

Isla felt the words press against her, their meaning settling into her consciousness with the weight of a verdict.

‘The renunciation is not merely symbolic,’ Lady Evelyn continued. ‘It is documented, witnessed, and legally binding in its implications. What you declare today will be recorded and will affect your status in ways that extend beyond the competition. It is a threshold that, once crossed, cannot be uncrossed.’

She consulted a document on the podium before her.

‘Each participant will be called forward. In the presence of your sponsor and the assembled witnesses, you will declare the ties you are renouncing. These declarations must be specific and complete. You must name the commitments you are releasing—the relationships, the obligations, the identities you have held. The renunciation must be thorough; anything left undeclared remains bound to you and may create conflict with your primary commitment.’

The instructions were clearer now, their implications more severe. Isla would have to name everything—every significant tie, every important relationship, every aspect of her former identity that might conflict with the new allegiance she had chosen.

‘The order of renunciation will be determined by the observers,’ Lady Evelyn announced. ‘We will begin.’

She consulted her document again, then looked up at the assembled participants.

‘Marcus Whitmore, please step forward.’

Marcus rose from his seat and walked toward the podium with measured steps, his face blank, his posture rigid. He stopped at the designated spot and turned to face the room, his gaze fixed on some middle distance that seemed to contain nothing he was willing to reveal.

Lady Catherine, his patron, stepped forward to stand beside him, her expression stern, her presence a silent reminder of the authority he had accepted.

‘State your name,’ Lady Evelyn said.

‘Marcus Whitmore.’

‘Do you understand the nature and consequences of the renunciation you are about to make?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you make this renunciation freely, without coercion or reservation?’

‘I do.’

Lady Evelyn nodded, then gestured toward the room.

‘Declare the ties you renounce.’

Marcus was silent for a moment, his jaw tight, his hands clenching briefly at his sides. Then he spoke, his voice flat and controlled.

‘I renounce my engagement to Katherine Whitmore, which ended during this competition but which I have not formally acknowledged.’ He paused, his expression flickering with something that might have been pain. ‘I renounce my commitment to my former business partner, David Chen, and acknowledge that my actions rendered our partnership void. I renounce my membership in the Mayfair Club and all social obligations associated with it. I renounce my position as trustee of the Whitmore Family Trust and acknowledge that I am no longer suitable for that role.’

The declarations continued, each one a severing of a tie that had once defined him. Isla watched, fascinated by the way the renunciation seemed to strip away layers of identity, leaving something raw and exposed beneath.

When Marcus finished, his voice was slightly hoarse, his composure showing the first cracks she had seen since the competition began.

‘Do you declare these renunciations complete and binding?’ Lady Evelyn asked.

‘I do.’

‘Do you acknowledge that your primary allegiance is now to your sponsor and to the Orchard Circle?’

‘I do.’

Lady Evelyn made a notation on her document. ‘The renunciation of Marcus Whitmore is recorded and witnessed. You may take your seat.’

Marcus walked back to his place, his movements slightly less controlled than before, his face showing the strain of what he had just done. Isla watched him sit, watched the way his hands trembled slightly before he clasped them together, and felt a flicker of recognition. The renunciation was not a mere formality; it was an ordeal, a stripping away of identity that left something raw and new in its wake.

The ceremony continued, participant after participant stepping forward to declare their renunciations. Each one was different, reflecting the particular ties and obligations of the individual, and each one seemed to carry its own weight of loss and liberation.

Eleanor Vance renounced her marriage—already destroyed by her confession—formally acknowledging the end of a relationship she had held onto for years. She renounced her membership in her church community, her position on the board of her children’s school, her role as hostess of the annual charity gala that had defined her social identity. Each declaration was accompanied by tears that she did not bother to hide, her grief a visible testament to the cost of the transformation she was undergoing.

Thomas, the young man whose gambling confession had nearly destroyed his family, renounced his debts—acknowledging them formally, accepting responsibility for them, and declaring that his primary commitment now was to his sponsor and to the process of rebuilding what he had damaged. His voice shook throughout, but he did not falter, and when he finished, his patron placed a hand on his shoulder in a gesture that seemed to offer both comfort and expectation.

Camilla was called forward, her movements graceful, her expression composed. Isla watched her approach the podium, noting the way she held herself—poised, controlled, giving nothing away.

‘State your name,’ Lady Evelyn said.

‘Camilla Ashworth.’

‘Do you understand the nature and consequences of the renunciation you are about to make?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you make this renunciation freely, without coercion or reservation?’

‘I do.’

‘Declare the ties you renounce.’

Camilla was silent for a moment, her dark eyes fixed on some point beyond the assembled witnesses. When she spoke, her voice was clear, each word precise.

‘I renounce my engagement to Lord Philip Westmore, which I have maintained despite its conclusion two years ago.’ The declaration surprised Isla—she had not known Camilla was engaged, let alone that the engagement had ended. ‘I renounce my position as director of the Ashworth Foundation and acknowledge that I have used that role to avoid personal commitment. I renounce my membership in the Wednesday Salon and all social obligations associated with it. I renounce my role as guardian of my younger sister’s inheritance and acknowledge that I have not served her interests adequately.’

The declarations continued, each one revealing something new about Camilla’s life, the ties she had held, the obligations she was now formally releasing. When she finished, her composure was intact, but Isla detected a slight tremor in her hands as she returned to her seat—a tell that suggested the renunciation had cost her more than she was willing to show.

The ceremony continued, each participant’s turn bringing new revelations, new severings, new acknowledgments of what had been lost and what was being gained. The observers watched in silence, their assessment ongoing, their judgment shaping itself in ways the participants would never fully perceive.

Then Lady Evelyn spoke again.

‘Isla Mercer, please step forward.’

Isla rose from her seat and walked toward the podium, her legs steady despite the tremor in her chest. The room seemed to narrow as she moved, the observers fading into background, her awareness focusing on the space where she would make her declaration.

Sebastian stepped forward to stand beside her, his presence a solid weight at the edge of her vision. She did not look at him—could not look at him—but she felt the weight of his attention, the sense that he was watching her with the same intensity he had shown throughout the competition.

‘State your name,’ Lady Evelyn said.

‘Isla Mercer.’

‘Do you understand the nature and consequences of the renunciation you are about to make?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you make this renunciation freely, without coercion or reservation?’

‘I do.’

Lady Evelyn nodded, her expression expectant.

‘Declare the ties you renounce.’

Isla was silent for a moment, gathering herself, preparing to speak the words that would formalise the transformation she had undergone. She had thought about this moment throughout the morning, had rehearsed what she would say, had tried to anticipate the form the declaration would take.

But now, standing before the assembled witnesses, the words came differently—not from preparation but from honesty, from the place of truth that the isolation challenge had cracked open.

‘I renounce my engagement to Daniel Harlow,’ she began, her voice steady. ‘Though he has already withdrawn from our relationship, I acknowledge that I held onto the idea of it longer than I should have, using it as a shield against truths I did not want to face. I release him completely and wish him well.’

She paused, feeling the weight of the declaration, the finality of naming what had ended.

‘I renounce my position as senior partner at Mercer & Associates.’ The words came harder now, each one a severing of the professional identity she had built over years of work. ‘I acknowledge that I have used my career as a way to avoid personal vulnerability, hiding behind achievement and competence. I release my clients to other advocates who can serve them with the attention they deserve.’

The room was utterly silent, the observers watching, the weight of the declaration pressing against everyone present.

‘I renounce my membership in the City Women’s Network and all professional associations that have defined my social identity. I renounce my role as executor of my mother’s estate and acknowledge that I have not honoured her memory in the way she deserved.’

The last declaration caught in her throat, bringing an unexpected sting of tears. Her mother had been dead for five years, and Isla had buried the grief so deeply that she had almost forgotten it existed. But the renunciation had brought it to the surface, demanding acknowledgment.

‘I renounce,’ she continued, her voice slightly rougher now, ‘the identity I have constructed over thirty-one years of building a life that looked perfect from the outside but felt hollow from within. I acknowledge that I have been performing rather than living, managing rather than experiencing, surviving rather than thriving.’

She paused, gathering herself for the final declaration.

‘I renounce my independence as a defence against intimacy. I acknowledge that I have pushed away anyone who tried to know me truly, because I was afraid of what they might see. I release that fear and accept that I am worthy of being known.’

The words hung in the air, their weight settling over the room. Isla felt the observers’ attention sharpen, their assessment taking on a new quality—not just judgment but something that might have been respect.

‘Do you declare these renunciations complete and binding?’ Lady Evelyn asked.

‘I do.’

‘Do you acknowledge that your primary allegiance is now to your sponsor and to the Orchard Circle?’

‘I do.’

Lady Evelyn made a notation on her document. ‘The renunciation of Isla Mercer is recorded and witnessed. You may take your seat.’

Isla walked back to her place, her body feeling lighter somehow, as though the declarations had physically removed weight from her shoulders. She had named what she was leaving behind—had spoken the truth of her life in a way she had never done before—and the act of speaking had transformed something inside her.

She caught Camilla’s eye as she sat down. The other woman’s expression was unreadable, but there was something in her gaze—a recognition, perhaps, or a new understanding of who Isla was becoming.

The remaining participants completed their renunciations, each one a stripping away of identity, a formal severing of ties. When the last declaration had been made, Lady Evelyn stepped forward.

‘The Renunciation is complete,’ she announced. ‘All participants have formally declared their primary allegiance to their sponsors and to the Orchard Circle. These declarations are recorded and witnessed. They are binding.’

She paused, her gaze moving across the assembled participants.

‘The final challenge will take place tomorrow at midnight. You are dismissed until dinner. Use this time wisely. Prepare yourselves for what is to come.’

The crowd began to disperse, observers rising from their seats, participants moving toward the exits. Isla remained in her place for a moment, letting the weight of what had just occurred settle over her.

Then Sebastian was beside her, his presence a familiar weight at the edge of her awareness.

‘Walk with me,’ he said, the same words he had spoken after the Dominance Trial.

She rose and followed him through the dispersing crowd, out of the ballroom, through the corridors of the estate. They did not speak until they had reached the terrace—the same spot where so many pivotal moments had occurred, the same view of gardens and lake and distant spires.

The day was overcast, the sky heavy with clouds that seemed to press against the earth. The air was cool, carrying the scent of rain that had not yet fallen.

‘You spoke with remarkable honesty,’ Sebastian said, his voice low.

‘I meant what I said.’

‘I know.’ He moved to stand beside her at the stone balustrade, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon. ‘The renunciation you made—the identity you named and released—that was more thorough than most participants achieve. You did not simply list obligations and relationships. You named the patterns that shaped your life. You acknowledged the ways you had been hiding.’

‘It felt necessary,’ Isla said. ‘As though anything less would have been a lie.’

‘It was necessary. The observers noted the difference. Your renunciation was not performative—it was genuine. That matters for what comes next.’

‘What comes next?’

Sebastian turned to face her, his grey eyes holding hers with an intensity that felt almost physical.

‘The final challenge is the Selection. Tomorrow at midnight, the remaining participants will face the last egg. Its contents will determine the outcome of the competition—who wins, who claims, what form the victory takes.’

‘And what does winning mean?’ Isla asked, the question that had been building since Camilla posed it days ago. ‘What do I actually get if I win?’

Sebastian was silent for a moment, his expression thoughtful.

‘You get what you have already begun,’ he said finally. ‘A relationship of structure and guidance. A sponsor who has committed to your development. A place in the Orchard Circle, with all the privileges and responsibilities that entails. And, if you choose to accept it, a contract that formalises the arrangement for one year.’

‘The Exclusive Claim.’

‘Yes.’ His voice was careful, measured. ‘The contract outlines the terms of the relationship—expectations, obligations, provisions for renewal or termination. It is not a document to be entered lightly. But it is not a prison, either. You retain agency. You retain the right to renegotiate, to set limits, to communicate your needs. The structure exists to support your growth, not to constrain your humanity.’

‘And if I don’t win?’

‘Then you leave the competition. The renunciation you made today would still be binding—you have formally declared your primary allegiance, and that declaration cannot be undone. But you would not enter the residency. You would not be bound to a sponsor for the contract period.’

The implications cascaded through Isla’s mind. Winning meant entering into a formal relationship with Sebastian—living at Harcourt Vale, submitting to his guidance, building the life that the competition had been preparing her for. Losing meant… what? Returning to the world she had renounced, but without the ties that had once anchored her? Beginning again, alone, without the structure she had come to need?

She realised, with a clarity that surprised her, that she did not want to lose. Not because she feared the alternative, but because she had come to want what winning would bring.

‘What do I need to do tomorrow?’ she asked. ‘To win?’

Sebastian’s expression shifted slightly, something that might have been approval flickering in his grey eyes.

‘The final challenge is different from what has come before,’ he said. ‘There are no tasks to complete, no performances to give. The Selection is a choice—you will be presented with options, and you must choose. The right choice leads to the claim. The wrong choice leads to exit.’

‘What kind of options?’

‘I cannot tell you that.’ His voice was gentle but firm. ‘The nature of the choice must be revealed in the moment. To prepare you for its content would undermine its purpose. But I can tell you this: the right choice is the one that aligns with the truth you have discovered throughout this competition. If you are honest with yourself—if you follow the thread of what you have learned about who you are and what you need—the path will be clear.’

Isla considered his words, turning them over in her mind. The final challenge was a choice. Not a test of skill or endurance, but a test of alignment. She would need to trust herself—to trust that the transformation she had undergone had revealed something true, something that could guide her toward the right decision.

‘What if I make the wrong choice?’

‘Then you leave. The competition ends for you, and you begin again elsewhere.’ Sebastian’s voice was neutral, but she detected something beneath it—a concern, perhaps, or a hope that she would choose correctly. ‘But I do not believe you will make the wrong choice. The honesty you have shown—the renunciation you made today—suggests that you are ready. You have stripped away the masks. You have named what you were hiding. You have acknowledged what you truly need.’

He stepped closer, his presence filling her awareness.

‘Trust yourself, Isla. Trust the truth you have discovered. And trust that whatever choice you make will be the right one for you—not because someone else has determined it, but because you will have made it with full awareness of who you are and what you want.’

The words settled into her, a combination of guidance and permission that felt like a gift.

‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. ‘For everything. For sponsoring me. For guiding me through this. For… seeing me.’

Sebastian’s expression shifted again, the careful control softening into something more vulnerable.

‘I told you before,’ he said, his voice low. ‘I see you. I have seen you from the beginning. And what I see is someone who has the courage to face herself, to acknowledge her truths, to choose transformation over comfort. That is rare. It is valuable. And it is exactly what I have been looking for.’

He stepped back, creating distance between them.

‘Rest tonight. Prepare yourself for tomorrow. The final challenge will come at midnight—when one day ends and another begins. Fitting, I think, for a transformation that crosses a threshold.’

He turned and walked away, leaving Isla alone on the terrace with the weight of his words and the quiet promise of what was to come.

The evening passed in a blur of activity and reflection. Dinner was a formal affair, the participants and their patrons seated together, the atmosphere thick with the weight of what the next day would bring. Isla ate mechanically, her attention divided between the food on her plate and the undercurrents that flowed through the room.

Camilla sat across from her, sponsored by Lady Diana, her expression as composed as ever. Their eyes met once during the meal, and Camilla raised her glass slightly—a gesture of acknowledgment, or perhaps of challenge. Isla returned the gesture, feeling the weight of the competition that still existed between them, even as the nature of that competition had shifted.

After dinner, the participants dispersed to their rooms. Isla walked slowly through the corridors, her mind churning with everything that had occurred, everything that was yet to come. The renunciation had stripped away layers of identity, had forced her to acknowledge truths she had avoided for years. The final challenge would demand that she choose—would present options whose content she could not anticipate, whose consequences she could not fully predict.

She entered her room and prepared for bed, her movements automatic, her mind still racing. Sleep seemed impossible—the weight of what tomorrow would bring pressing against her consciousness, refusing to let her rest.

But eventually, exhaustion won. She fell into a fitful sleep, her dreams fragmented and strange—visions of choices and thresholds, of paths branching in unexpected directions, of a voice calling her toward something she could not quite see.

She woke to darkness, the clock on her bedside table showing 11:30 PM. Thirty minutes until the final challenge. Thirty minutes until the Selection.

She rose from the bed and dressed with deliberate care, choosing clothing that felt both appropriate and meaningful—a simple dress in midnight blue, the colour of transition and possibility. Her hair she left loose, falling around her shoulders in a way that felt more authentic than the controlled styles she had worn throughout the competition.

She looked at herself in the mirror, seeing the woman who had emerged from five days of challenges—a woman who looked somehow both more vulnerable and more strong than the one who had arrived at the estate. The transformation was visible in her eyes, in the set of her jaw, in the way she held herself.

She was ready. As ready as she would ever be.

She left her room and began the walk toward the ballroom, her steps measured, her breathing controlled. The corridors were quiet, the other participants making their own ways to the final challenge, each lost in their own thoughts, their own preparations.

The ballroom had been transformed one last time. The platform had been removed entirely, replaced with a large circular space in the centre of the room. Around the perimeter, the observers stood in silence, their faces masked by shadows, their attention fixed on the space where the final challenge would unfold.

In the centre of the circle, a single egg rested on a pedestal—a large, ornate egg decorated with silver and gold, its surface gleaming in the candlelight that illuminated the space. The final egg. The last challenge. The Selection.

Lady Evelyn stood beside the pedestal, her silver hair catching the light, her expression formal and expectant. Sebastian stood near the edge of the circle, his grey eyes fixed on Isla as she entered, his presence a steady weight at the edge of her awareness.

The other participants filed in, taking their places around the perimeter. There were eleven of them—eleven people who had survived the winnowing process, who had passed through confession and isolation and dominance and renunciation, who now faced the final threshold.

Lady Evelyn raised her hand for silence.

‘Welcome to Egg Twelve,’ she said, her voice carrying easily across the room. ‘The final challenge. The Selection.’

The words hung in the air, weighted with significance.

‘This egg contains your choice,’ Lady Evelyn continued. ‘Each participant, in turn, will approach the pedestal and open the egg. Inside, you will find instructions—options presented to you. You must choose. The right choice leads to the claim. The wrong choice leads to exit.’

She paused, her gaze moving across the assembled participants.

‘The choice cannot be prepared for. It cannot be anticipated. It must be made in the moment, with full awareness of who you are and what you want. Trust yourselves. Trust the truth you have discovered throughout this competition. And trust that whatever choice you make will be the right one for you.’

She gestured toward the pedestal.

‘We will begin with the first participant. Marcus Whitmore, please step forward.’

Marcus walked toward the pedestal with measured steps, his face blank, his posture rigid. He stood before the egg for a long moment, his hands clasped at his sides, his breathing controlled.

Then he reached out and opened it.

Isla watched from the perimeter, her heart rate accelerating as she waited for whatever would happen next. The egg opened silently, revealing something inside that she could not see from her position.

Marcus reached in and withdrew a small card. He read its contents, his expression flickering with something she could not interpret.

Then he spoke, his voice flat.

‘I choose to continue.’

The egg glowed briefly—a soft light that pulsed once and faded. Lady Evelyn nodded.

‘Marcus Whitmore has chosen. The choice is recorded. Please take your place at the far side of the circle.’

Marcus walked to the designated spot, his face still showing nothing. Isla could not tell whether his choice had been right or wrong—whether he had passed the test or failed it. The system was opaque, its judgments hidden behind ritual and symbolism.

The ceremony continued, participant after participant approaching the pedestal, opening the egg, making their choice. Each one followed the same pattern: open, read, speak, receive the glow of acknowledgment. Some emerged with expressions of relief; others showed confusion or uncertainty. None revealed what choice they had been presented with or what decision they had made.

Camilla was called forward, her movements graceful, her expression composed. She opened the egg, read the card inside, and spoke her choice with the same clarity she had brought to every challenge.

‘I choose to accept.’

The glow pulsed, acknowledgment was given, and she took her place beside the others.

Then Lady Evelyn spoke again.

‘Isla Mercer, please step forward.’

Isla walked toward the pedestal, her legs steady despite the tremor in her chest. The egg loomed before her, its ornate surface gleaming in the candlelight, its contents waiting to be revealed.

She stopped before it and took a breath, centering herself, preparing for whatever choice lay inside.

Then she reached out and opened the egg.


CHAPTER TWELVE - Selection

The egg opened silently.

Inside, resting on a bed of deep crimson velvet, was a single card. Its surface was smooth, its edges gilded, its weight somehow more substantial than paper should be. Isla reached in with trembling fingers and lifted it from its resting place.

The card bore three words.

Kneel or Walk.

Isla stared at the words, her mind racing to understand their meaning. This was the choice—the final test, the Selection that would determine everything. Three simple words that somehow contained the weight of her entire future.

Kneel or Walk.

She understood immediately what was being asked. The choice was not between two equivalent options—it was between two fundamentally different paths, two ways of being in the world. To kneel was to accept the structure, the guidance, the surrender she had been moving toward since the competition began. To walk was to leave, to exit the competition, to return to the world she had renounced and begin again alone.

But there was more to it than that. She could feel the layers of meaning pressing against her, demanding deeper consideration.

To kneel was to accept not just the structure, but Sebastian specifically. It was to acknowledge that the relationship they had built throughout the competition—the trust, the guidance, the growing connection between them—was something she wanted to continue. It was to say yes to the Exclusive Claim, to the residency, to the year of structured life under his authority.

To walk was to reject all of that. To leave the estate, the competition, the transformation she had undergone. To return to the world as someone who had been changed but who had chosen not to complete the journey.

The weight of the choice pressed against her, demanding an answer.

She thought about the woman she had been when she arrived at the estate—controlled, competitive, hiding behind walls she had constructed over years of careful self-management. She thought about the confession that had cracked those walls open, the isolation challenge that had forced her to feel, the Dominance Trial that had formalised her surrender, the renunciation that had stripped away the identity she had performed for so long.

She thought about Sebastian—the grey eyes that saw through every defence, the calm voice that had guided her without pushing, the hand that had rested on her head during the kneeling with a tenderness she had not expected. She thought about the way he had spoken to her on the terrace, the vulnerability he had shown despite his careful control, the words he had said: I see you. I have seen you from the beginning. And what I see is someone who has the courage to face herself.

She thought about what she wanted. Not what the competition expected, not what the observers might judge, not what anyone else might think—but what she, Isla Mercer, actually wanted for herself.

The answer, when it came, was not a decision but a recognition.

She knew what she wanted. She had known since the isolation challenge, perhaps since the confession, perhaps since the moment Sebastian’s eyes had first held hers with that penetrating intensity. She wanted the structure. She wanted the guidance. She wanted the surrender that felt like coming home.

She wanted Sebastian.

The recognition settled into her with the weight of truth—a truth she could no longer deny, no longer hide from, no longer pretend did not exist. She had spent thirty-one years building walls, managing perceptions, controlling every aspect of her life to avoid the vulnerability of needing anyone. And now, standing before the final egg, she understood that the wall-building had been a prison of her own construction.

She did not want to walk. She wanted to kneel.

But the choice had to be made consciously, deliberately, with full awareness of what it meant. It could not be a surrender to impulse or a capitulation to expectation. It had to be a genuine choice—a decision that came from the deepest part of herself, the part that had been revealed through the stripping-away of the competition.

Isla closed her eyes and took a breath, letting the moment settle around her. She could feel the observers watching, could feel Sebastian’s presence at the edge of the circle, could feel the weight of everything that hung in the balance.

When she opened her eyes, she knew what she would do.

She turned to face the room, her spine straight, her chin lifted, her eyes finding Sebastian in the darkness at the edge of the circle. His grey gaze held hers, patient and steady, waiting for her to speak.

‘I choose to kneel,’ she said, her voice clear and steady. ‘I choose to accept the claim.’

The egg pulsed with light—a brilliant glow that seemed to come from within, illuminating her face, her hands, the card she still held. The light lasted for several seconds, then faded, leaving her standing in the circle with the weight of her choice settling around her like a mantle.

Lady Evelyn stepped forward, her expression formal but not unkind.

‘Isla Mercer has chosen,’ she announced. ‘The choice is recorded. The Selection is complete.’

She gestured toward the edge of the circle, where Sebastian was already moving toward her. He entered the circular space with measured steps, his grey eyes never leaving hers, his presence filling her awareness until nothing else existed.

‘You chose,’ he said, his voice low enough that only she could hear.

‘I chose.’

‘Knowing what it means?’

‘Knowing everything I understand it to mean. And trusting that there is more I do not yet understand.’

Something shifted in Sebastian’s expression—a softening that she had seen only rarely, a vulnerability that he usually kept hidden beneath his careful control.

‘Then the claim is yours,’ he said. ‘If you still want it.’

‘I want it.’

The words were simple, but they carried the weight of everything that had passed between them since the competition began. Isla felt them settle into her, formalising the commitment that had been building since the first moment she saw him, since the first challenge that had stripped away her defences, since the first time she had allowed herself to want something she could not control.

Lady Evelyn raised her hand for silence, her voice carrying across the room.

‘The Selection is complete. All participants have made their choices. Those who have chosen to accept the claim will proceed to the Midnight Ceremony, where the Exclusive Claim contract will be formally offered and signed. Those who have chosen to walk will be escorted from the estate with our gratitude for their participation.’

She consulted the document in her hand.

‘Participants who have accepted the claim: Marcus Whitmore, Camilla Ashworth, Eleanor Vance, Thomas Reed, James Chen, Margaret Liu, and Isla Mercer. Participants who have chosen to walk: David Moore and Sarah Knight. Please proceed as directed.’

The room began to move, observers rising from their positions, participants separating into their designated groups. Isla watched David and Sarah being escorted toward the exits, their expressions showing varying degrees of resignation and relief. They had made their choice—to walk, to leave, to return to the world outside the estate. They would carry the transformation they had undergone, but they would not complete the journey.

Isla felt a moment of something that might have been envy, or perhaps simply recognition. Walking was a valid choice—a choice that meant something, that represented a different kind of courage. But it was not her choice. She had chosen to kneel, and that choice had set her on a path that she could not see clearly but that she felt, with growing certainty, was right.

Sebastian appeared at her side, his presence a familiar weight.

‘The ceremony will begin in the chapel,’ he said. ‘Follow me.’

They walked together through the corridors of the estate, the other successful participants and their sponsors forming a procession that seemed both formal and intimate. The chapel emerged from the darkness ahead, its stone façade illuminated by torches that flickered in the night air, its spire reaching toward the star-scattered sky.

The interior of the chapel had been transformed. The pews had been removed, replaced with a large open space in the centre, its floor covered in deep crimson carpet that seemed to absorb the light of the hundreds of candles that illuminated the room. At the far end, a raised platform held a simple altar, its surface bare except for a large leather-bound book and a quill pen.

The observers filled the perimeter, their faces half-hidden in shadow, their attention fixed on the space where the ceremony would unfold. Lady Evelyn stood beside the altar, her silver hair gleaming in the candlelight, her expression formal and expectant.

Sebastian led Isla to the front of the procession, stopping just before the platform. The other successful participants arranged themselves behind her, each accompanied by their sponsor, each waiting for the ceremony to begin.

Lady Evelyn raised her hands, and the room fell into silence.

‘Welcome to the Midnight Ceremony,’ she said, her voice carrying easily through the intimate space. ‘This is the moment when selection becomes commitment, when choice becomes contract, when the transformation you have undergone is formalised and witnessed.’

She gestured toward the altar, toward the leather-bound book that waited there.

‘The Exclusive Claim contract outlines the terms of the relationship between sponsor and sponsored. It defines expectations, obligations, rights, and provisions for renewal or termination. It is a binding agreement, witnessed by the Orchard Circle, that establishes a formal structure for the year ahead.’

She paused, her gaze moving across the assembled participants.

‘The contract is offered, not imposed. Each participant may read its terms before signing. Each participant may ask questions, seek clarification, or request modifications to specific clauses. The signature must be given freely, with full understanding of what is being agreed to.’

She turned to Isla, her expression expectant.

‘Isla Mercer, please step forward.’

Isla approached the altar, her legs steady despite the tremor in her chest. The leather-bound book lay open before her, its pages filled with text that seemed to glow in the candlelight. She could see headings, clauses, paragraphs of careful language that would define the terms of her new life.

‘You may read the contract in full,’ Lady Evelyn said. ‘Take whatever time you need.’

Isla leaned over the book and began to read.

The contract was more thorough than she had expected. It began with definitions—clear, precise language that established the meaning of terms like “Sponsor,” “Sponsored Party,” “Orchard Circle,” and “Residency.” Each definition was carefully constructed, leaving little room for ambiguity or misinterpretation.

Then came the clauses.

Clause I: Nature of Agreement

This Agreement establishes a consensual relational framework between the Sponsor and the Sponsored Party. The relationship is built on mutual respect, clear communication, and the recognition that authority is held in trust and must be exercised with care and integrity.

The Sponsored Party retains full legal autonomy and civil rights. This Agreement does not supersede civil law or relieve either party of their legal obligations.

Isla read the clause carefully, noting the emphasis on consent and the explicit statement that her legal rights remained intact. The contract was not a surrender of personhood, but a framework for relationship—a distinction that felt important.

Clause II: Exclusivity

The Sponsored Party agrees to exclusive relational and intimate alignment with the Sponsor for the duration of the term. The Sponsor agrees to reciprocal exclusivity unless otherwise negotiated.

The Sponsored Party agrees to disclose any prior entanglements that might conflict with this exclusivity clause. Failure to disclose constitutes breach of this Agreement.

The exclusivity clause was direct but not surprising. Isla had understood, from the moment she chose to kneel, that the relationship with Sebastian would be exclusive. What surprised her was the reciprocal nature of the commitment—Sebastian was also bound to exclusivity, unless they negotiated otherwise.

Clause III: Authority Framework

The Sponsor holds defined decision-making authority within the following domains:

— Residence environment

— Public presentation at Orchard events

— Scheduled appearances

— Structural behavioural expectations

The Sponsored Party retains autonomy over:

— Professional career decisions

— Personal finances

— External friendships (subject to disclosure if conflict arises)

Authority is structured, explicit, and reviewable quarterly. Either party may request modification of the authority framework during quarterly reviews.

This was the core of the arrangement—the explicit delineation of where Sebastian’s authority began and ended. Isla noted that her professional career and finances remained under her control, along with her external friendships. The authority Sebastian would hold was specific, bounded, and subject to regular review.

Clause IV: Residency Requirement

The Sponsored Party agrees to:

— Relocate to Harcourt Vale Estate for designated residency blocks

— Minimum residency: 10 days per calendar month

— Participate in Orchard Circle gatherings when scheduled

— Provide advance notice of any scheduling conflicts

Failure to attend without prior notice constitutes breach of this Agreement.

The residency clause established the physical dimension of the relationship. Isla would live at Harcourt Vale for at least ten days each month, participating in whatever activities the Orchard Circle required. The remaining days were unspecified—presumably she could maintain her own residence, her own life, outside the estate walls.

Clause V: Performance and Representation

The Sponsored Party acknowledges that the Orchard Circle is a private society with standards of conduct. Select events involve observational attendance, where the Sponsored Party’s behaviour and presentation reflect on the Sponsor.

The Sponsor may:

— Assign attire for specific occasions

— Define social positioning at events

— Issue corrective instruction privately

Public humiliation without prior negotiated consent is prohibited.

The performance clause was carefully worded, establishing expectations for behaviour while explicitly prohibiting humiliation that had not been negotiated. The distinction felt significant—a recognition that the relationship was built on consent, not on the abrogation of dignity.

Clause VI: Behavioural Compliance

The Sponsored Party agrees to:

— Respect established authority signals

— Complete designated relational exercises

— Participate in quarterly evaluation

— Communicate openly about difficulties or concerns

Non-compliance protocol:

1. Private review

2. Written warning

3. Performance probation

4. Termination review

The Sponsor agrees to provide clear expectations and reasonable time for compliance.

The compliance clause established both expectations and a process for addressing difficulties. The four-step protocol suggested that termination was not immediate—that there would be opportunities for correction and communication before the relationship ended.

Clause VII: Confidentiality

Both parties agree to absolute confidentiality regarding:

— Orchard Circle structure and membership

— Intake procedures and rituals

— Private matters disclosed within the relationship

— Internal disputes or grievances

Breach of confidentiality constitutes immediate grounds for termination and may result in legal remedy.

The confidentiality clause was comprehensive, covering not only the Orchard Circle but also the private matters that would be disclosed within the relationship itself. Isla understood the necessity—the society depended on discretion, and the relationship depended on trust.

Clause VIII: Termination and Exit

Early termination is permitted if:

— Both parties agree

— Significant breach occurs

— Emotional incompatibility is demonstrated at review

— Safety concerns arise

Exit Penalty (if initiated by Sponsored Party before six months):

— Forfeit of Sponsor sponsorship

— Disqualification from future Orchard intake for two years

— Confidentiality obligations remain binding

No Exit Penalty applies if termination is initiated by Sponsor or is mutual.

The termination clause was balanced, providing clear pathways for ending the relationship while establishing consequences for early departure initiated by the Sponsored Party. The exit penalty was significant—disqualification from future intake for two years—but not punitive beyond that.

Clause IX: Renewal

At Day 330, a formal renewal discussion will occur. Options include:

— Renewal for an additional term

— Tier Advancement within the Orchard Circle

— Transfer to independent member status

— Release with gratitude

Renewal terms are negotiated based on the experience of the preceding term.

The renewal clause provided a clear endpoint and a range of possibilities for what might follow. Isla noted that release was an option—that the contract was not a permanent commitment, but a defined term with a natural conclusion.

Clause X: Amendments

This Agreement may be amended by mutual written consent. Amendments must be witnessed and added to the official record.

No verbal agreement shall modify the written terms.

The final clause established the process for modification—mutual written consent, witnessed and recorded. Nothing could be changed without both parties agreeing.

Isla read the contract twice, then a third time, ensuring she understood every clause, every implication, every pathway forward. The document was thorough, balanced, and clear. It established a structure that was authoritative but not abusive, demanding but not degrading.

When she finished, she looked up to find Sebastian watching her, his grey eyes patient, his expression open in a way she had rarely seen.

‘Do you have questions?’ he asked.

Isla considered. There were details she wanted to clarify—expectations she wanted to understand more fully. But the fundamental structure was clear, and the questions that remained could be addressed through conversation rather than contract modification.

‘What happens if I struggle with compliance?’ she asked. ‘Not refusal, but difficulty. If I find something hard to do, or need time to adjust.’

Sebastian’s expression softened slightly.

‘Then we talk about it,’ he said. ‘The contract establishes a process for a reason. Difficulties are expected—they are part of growth. What matters is communication, honesty, and genuine effort. I am not looking for perfect compliance from day one. I am looking for willingness, openness, and trust that builds over time.’

‘And if I need to modify something? If a clause doesn’t work the way I expected?’

‘Then we negotiate an amendment. The contract is a framework, not a prison. It exists to support the relationship, not to constrain it beyond what serves both parties.’

Isla nodded, feeling the weight of the commitment settling into her bones. This was real—a binding agreement that would shape her life for the next year. But it was also reasonable, balanced, built on principles of consent and mutual respect.

‘I have one more question,’ she said.

‘Speak freely.’

‘Why me?’ The question that had been building since the competition began finally emerged. ‘You’ve never sponsored a candidate before. The observers were surprised. Why did you choose to sponsor me?’

Sebastian was silent for a moment, his gaze moving away from her, then back.

‘Because I saw you,’ he said finally, his voice low. ‘From the first moment you walked into the ballroom for the opening ceremony, I saw something in you that I have been looking for—perhaps for my entire life.’

He stepped closer, his voice pitched for her ears alone.

‘Most people perform what they think others want to see. They play roles, construct images, hide behind masks they have built over years of careful management. You did that too, at first. But underneath the performance, I saw something else—a hunger for something you couldn’t name, a need for structure you wouldn’t admit, a capacity for surrender you had spent your entire life running from.’

His grey eyes held hers with an intensity that felt almost physical.

‘You have courage, Isla. Not the courage of fearlessness, but the courage to face what frightens you and move toward it anyway. The courage to be honest when lies would be easier. The courage to kneel when walking away would be safer.’

He reached out and took her hand—the first deliberate touch he had initiated since the Dominance Trial, his fingers warm against her skin.

‘I chose to sponsor you because I believe in who you are becoming. And I want to be part of that becoming—not as a master controlling a subject, but as a guide walking alongside someone on a journey that matters to both of us.’

The words settled into Isla, filling spaces she had not known were empty. She had expected authority from Sebastian—expected structure, guidance, the formal exercise of power. She had not expected this: the vulnerability, the honesty, the recognition that the relationship they were building was something they would create together.

‘Okay,’ she said, her voice steady. ‘I’m ready to sign.’

Lady Evelyn stepped forward, the quill pen extended.

‘The contract is offered,’ she announced. ‘Isla Mercer, do you accept its terms freely, without coercion or reservation?’

‘I do.’

‘Then please sign.’

Isla took the quill and pressed it to the page. Her signature flowed across the line at the bottom of the contract—her name, written in her own hand, formalising the commitment she had chosen.

When she finished, she passed the quill to Sebastian. He signed beside her, his handwriting strong and confident, his name appearing beneath hers on the page.

Lady Evelyn nodded, her expression satisfied.

‘The contract is signed and witnessed,’ she announced. ‘Isla Mercer, you are now formally claimed by Sebastian Harcourt for a term of one year, subject to the terms outlined in the Exclusive Claim agreement.’

She turned to address the assembled witnesses.

‘Let it be recorded that on this night, Isla Mercer has entered the Orchard Circle as a Tier II Intake Candidate. Her residency will begin in thirty days. Until then, she remains under the provisional guidance of her Sponsor and is expected to prepare accordingly.’

The announcement settled over the room, formalising Isla’s new status. She was claimed. She was contracted. She was part of the Orchard Circle.

The ceremony continued, each successful participant approaching the altar to sign their own contracts. Marcus signed with Lady Catherine watching, his face blank. Camilla signed with Lady Diana beside her, her expression serene. Eleanor signed with tears streaming down her face, her sponsor’s hand resting gently on her shoulder. Each signature formalised a commitment, each contract established a relationship that would shape the year ahead.

When the last signature had been recorded, Lady Evelyn raised her hands for silence.

‘The Midnight Ceremony is complete,’ she announced. ‘All contracts are signed and witnessed. The Orchard Circle welcomes its new intake candidates.’

She gestured toward the doors at the back of the chapel.

‘Refreshments are available in the Orangery. Candidates and Sponsors are encouraged to spend time together before the evening concludes. Tomorrow, you may depart the estate and begin your preparations for residency.’

The crowd began to disperse, observers moving toward the exits, participants and sponsors pairing off for private conversations. Isla remained at the altar for a moment, looking down at the contract she had signed, the commitment she had made.

Then Sebastian was beside her, his hand extended.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘Let’s find somewhere quiet.’

She took his hand and let him lead her out of the chapel, through the corridors of the estate, to the terrace where so many pivotal moments had occurred. The night was clear, the stars scattered across the sky like diamonds on velvet, the moon a silver crescent that cast pale light across the grounds.

They stood at the stone balustrade, looking out over the gardens, the lake, the distant spires. The silence stretched between them, comfortable rather than awkward, filled with the weight of everything that had passed.

‘Thirty days,’ Isla said finally. ‘That’s how long I have before residency begins.’

‘Yes.’ Sebastian’s voice was low. ‘Thirty days to settle your affairs, to prepare yourself, to say whatever goodbyes you need to say. The time is yours to use as you see fit.’

‘What should I prepare for? What will residency actually look like?’

Sebastian was quiet for a moment, considering the question.

‘It will look like structure,’ he said finally. ‘Daily schedules, clear expectations, regular check-ins. You will have duties—some related to the Orchard Circle, some related to our relationship, some related to your own development. There will be events to attend, exercises to complete, evaluations to undergo.’

He turned to face her, his grey eyes catching the moonlight.

‘But it will also look like support. Guidance when you need it. Conversation when you want it. Space to explore who you are becoming, with someone watching to ensure you don’t lose yourself in the process.’

‘And what about…’ Isla hesitated, unsure how to articulate the question.

‘The intimate dimension of our relationship?’ Sebastian finished for her.

She nodded, feeling heat rise to her cheeks.

‘That develops according to your readiness,’ he said, his voice careful. ‘The contract establishes exclusivity, but it does not mandate a specific timeline or set of activities. Physical intimacy is part of the relationship I envision, but it must be built on trust that develops over time. I will not rush you. I will not demand what you are not ready to give.’

‘And if I’m ready?’

The question emerged before she could stop it, and Isla felt the weight of its implications settle between them.

Sebastian’s expression shifted, something flickering in his grey eyes that might have been desire, or perhaps simply recognition.

‘Then we will explore that together,’ he said quietly. ‘When the time is right. When the trust has been built. When you can give yourself without reservation, knowing that what you give will be honoured and protected.’

He reached out and touched her face—his fingers light against her jaw, tilting her chin upward until her eyes met his.

‘You have given me a gift tonight,’ he said, his voice barely above a whisper. ‘Your trust. Your submission. Your commitment to a relationship whose full dimensions neither of us can yet see. I will not take that gift lightly. I will not rush it, or cheapen it, or treat it as anything less than the precious thing it is.’

He leaned closer, his breath warm against her skin.

‘And when you are ready,’ he murmured, ‘when you can give yourself completely, without fear or hesitation, I will receive that gift with all the honour it deserves.’

His lips brushed her forehead—a touch so light it might have been imagination—and then he stepped back, creating distance between them.

‘Thirty days,’ he said, his voice returning to its normal register. ‘Use them well. Rest. Prepare. And know that when you return to Harcourt Vale, I will be here waiting.’

He turned and walked away, leaving Isla alone on the terrace with the stars scattered above her and the weight of the night settling into her bones.

She stood there for a long time, processing everything that had occurred—the choice, the contract, the commitment she had made. She had walked into the estate five days ago as Isla Mercer, corporate litigator, a woman in control of every aspect of her carefully managed life. She would walk out tomorrow as someone different—claimed, contracted, part of a world she was only beginning to understand.

The transformation was not complete. In many ways, it had only just begun. But the threshold had been crossed, the choice had been made, and the path ahead—uncertain though it might be—felt like the right one.

She thought about the contract in the chapel, her signature beside Sebastian’s. She thought about the thirty days that stretched before her—time to settle affairs, to prepare, to become ready for whatever the residency would bring. She thought about the intimacy that Sebastian had described, the gift she would eventually give when she was ready to give it.

And she thought, with a clarity that surprised her, that she was already beginning to feel ready. Not for everything, not all at once—but for the next step, for the next threshold, for whatever the residency would require.

She had chosen to kneel. She had signed the contract. She had committed herself to a year under Sebastian’s authority, in a relationship whose shape they would build together.

It was terrifying. It was liberating. It was exactly what she needed.

She returned to her room as the first light of dawn began to touch the sky, the night’s ceremony finally complete. Her bags were packed, her departure imminent, her new life waiting just beyond the horizon.

She slept fitfully, her dreams filled with images of thresholds and choices, of kneeling and walking, of a man with grey eyes who saw through every defence she had constructed.

When she woke, it was late morning, the sun streaming through her windows, the estate beginning to stir with the activity of a new day. A note had been slipped under her door during the night, its handwriting elegant and precise.

Ms Mercer,

A car will be waiting for you at noon to return you to the city. Your contract begins officially in thirty days, on the first of May. Until then, you may contact me through the Orchard Circle secure channel if you have questions or concerns.

I look forward to your return.

S Harcourt

Isla read the note twice, feeling the weight of its formality, the distance it established. Sebastian was her sponsor now, her authority figure, the man who would guide her through the year ahead. The intimacy of the terrace conversation seemed already like a dream—something that had occurred outside the boundaries of their formal relationship, in a space that might not exist again.

But she remembered it. She remembered his touch on her face, his breath against her skin, his words about the gift she would eventually give. Those memories would sustain her through the thirty days ahead, would remind her of what was waiting when she returned to Harcourt Vale.

She dressed, gathered her bags, and walked through the estate one last time. The ballroom where the challenges had occurred. The chapel where the contract had been signed. The terrace where so many pivotal moments had unfolded.

Each space held memories, held pieces of the transformation she had undergone. She would carry them with her, would return to them in her mind during the days ahead.

The car was waiting at the front of the estate, its driver silent and professional. She climbed inside, settled into the leather seat, and watched through the window as Harcourt Vale receded into the distance.

Thirty days. Thirty days until residency began. Thirty days until she would return to the estate, to the Orchard Circle, to Sebastian.

Thirty days until the next chapter of her life would begin.

She leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes, feeling the movement of the car carrying her away from everything she had known and toward everything she had chosen.

The Egg Hunt was over. The Selection was complete.

What came next was just beginning.


EPILOGUE

The letter arrived three weeks later, delivered by private courier to Isla’s apartment in the city. The envelope bore the Harcourt Vale crest—its wax seal unbroken, its contents waiting to be revealed.

Isla opened it carefully, unfolding the thick parchment inside.

Dear Ms Mercer,

Your residency begins in seven days. Enclosed please find your orientation materials, including a schedule for your first month, a list of recommended preparations, and the secure channel information for communication with your Sponsor.

The Orchard Circle welcomes you to Tier II Intake. We look forward to your full participation in our community.

Sincerely,

Lady Evelyn Morecroft

Chair, Orchard Circle Admissions

Isla read the letter twice, then set it aside and opened the accompanying materials. The schedule was detailed, outlining daily activities, weekly evaluations, and monthly events. The list of preparations was thorough, suggesting practical matters to address and psychological considerations to contemplate.

And at the bottom of the materials, handwritten in elegant script, was a note from Sebastian.

I look forward to seeing you again. Use these final days wisely. And remember: the trust you have given me is a gift I will not take lightly.

I will be waiting.

S.

Isla set the materials down and moved to the window, looking out over the city that had been her home for so long. In seven days, she would leave it behind—or at least leave behind the version of herself that had existed here. She would return to Harcourt Vale, to the Orchard Circle, to the man who had seen through every defence she had constructed.

She was ready. Not perfectly ready, not completely ready—but ready enough. Ready to begin. Ready to learn. Ready to discover who she would become under the structure she had chosen.

She picked up the secure communication device that had been included in the materials, its screen glowing softly as it powered on. A single message waited, its sender identified only as “Sponsor.”

Welcome to the Orchard Circle. Your journey continues.

Isla smiled, feeling the weight of the coming days settle around her like a mantle.

The Egg Hunt was over. The Residency was about to begin.

And she was exactly where she was meant to be.
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Roman Vale is an independent author of erotic romance and kink-forward fiction, writing stories shaped by control, consent, and desire that deepens rather than resolves. His work unfolds in deliberate, intimate spaces — contracts, rituals, confined dynamics, and chosen imbalances — where surrender is negotiated slowly and power is exercised with intention.
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Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale
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She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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She was chosen because she could not be compromised.

She fell because she believed it.

Detective Superintendent Mara Ellison has built her career on one unassailable truth: she does not bend.

Not to money.

Not to pressure.

Not to desire.

When a powerful mafia organisation begins quietly destabilising a high-profile investigation, Mara is brought in as the ultimate safeguard — a legendary anti-corruption officer tasked with protecting the case from influence, seduction, and collapse.

At the centre of it all stands Isabela Moretti.

Elegant. Patient. Untouchable.

A woman whose power does not announce itself — and does not need to.

From their first meeting, Isa does nothing wrong.

She makes no threats.

Offers no bribes.

Crosses no lines.

And yet, something begins to shift.
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Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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