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Chapter 1 — The Intersection of Ruin
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The air inside Devonshire House possessed the distinct, suffocating quality of expensive perfume and desperate ambition. It was the sort of heat that wilted silk, ruined complexions, and made the very idea of a pleasant evening feel like a localized form of penance.

Lady Beatrice Heywood pressed her spine against the silk-damask wallpaper of the ballroom’s perimeter, endeavoring to achieve a state of molecular oneness with the floral pattern. For three seasons, she had refined this particular talent. If one stood perfectly still, kept one's gaze precisely four inches above the average height of a passing suitor, and wore a shade of beige that could only be described as ‘apologetic,’ one could become effectively invisible.

"Beatrice," a frantic whisper hissed from behind a potted palm.

Beatrice did not move her head. To move was to be perceived. "If you are about to tell me that the punch is spiked, Honoria, I am already aware. I saw Lord Alvanley hovering near the bowl with a suspicious flask."

"Worse," Honoria said, stumbling out from behind the greenery. Her younger sister’s silk sash was askew, and her eyes were wide with the kind of panic usually reserved for the arrival of a French invasion or a sudden shortage of chocolate. "The letter. It’s gone."

Beatrice’s composure, usually as rigid as a starch-dipped collar, suffered a hairline fracture. She turned, her voice dropping to a low, lethal hum. "The letter to Lord Frederick? The one you promised me you had burned before we left the house?"

"I meant to burn it," Honoria squeaked, twisting her gloves into something resembling a knot of misery. "But then the carriage arrived, and I tucked it into my bodice for safekeeping, and now—now the bodice is empty, Bea! It must have slipped out when I was dancing that dreadful quadrille with the Marquess of Vane."

Beatrice glanced at the crowded floor. A letter from a daughter of the nearly-bankrupt Earl of Heywood to a notorious rake like Frederick was not merely a scandal; it was an execution order. In the hands of the ton, it would be the final shove that sent their family from the precarious ledge of "shabby-genteel" into the abyss of "unmentionable."

"Where?" Beatrice demanded, already calculating the shortest route to the exit.

"The garden," Honoria choked out. "I thought I felt something slip when I stepped onto the terrace to escape the heat. Oh, Bea, if anyone finds it—Papa will be in the Fleet by Tuesday, and we’ll be teaching the alphabet to unruly children in some damp corner of Yorkshire."

"Go back to the punch bowl," Beatrice commanded, her mind whirring with the cold efficiency of a pocket watch. "Smile until your face aches. If anyone asks, I have a headache and have retreated to the cloakroom. Do not, under any circumstances, look like a woman who has just lost her reputation in a shrubbery."

Beatrice didn't wait for a response. She detached herself from the wall, moving with the practiced, silent grace of a ghost. She avoided the main terrace, instead slipping through a side door used by the footmen.

The garden of Devonshire House was a labyrinth of manicured boxwoods and moon-drenched gravel. It was beautiful, expensive, and currently the most dangerous place in England.

She moved quickly, her beige skirts catching the silver light. Her gaze swept the gravel paths, her mind playing back the movements of a dance she hadn't even been a part of. Honoria had been on the west terrace. The wind was from the south. The paper was light.

"Think, Beatrice," she muttered, her breath hitching. "If you were a piece of treasonous correspondence, where would you hide?"

She spotted it. A flicker of white caught in the shadow of a towering hedge of yew. It was snagged on a low-hanging branch, fluttering like a trapped moth.

Beatrice hiked up her skirts, abandoning every lesson her governess had ever instilled regarding the deportment of a lady, and plunged into the shadows. The ground was damp, the scent of crushed mint rising from her footsteps. She was five feet away. Four.

She reached out, her fingers straining toward the paper, when a voice like a sudden frost cracked the silence.

"Are you a horticulturalist, or are you merely an enthusiast of damp shrubbery?"

Beatrice didn't scream. Screaming was a luxury for women who weren't currently trespassing in the dark. Instead, she froze, her fingers inches from the letter, and felt the sudden, terrifying weight of being seen.

The man stood in the center of the path, a silhouette of sharp angles and absolute stillness. Even in the gloom, the breadth of his shoulders and the height of his frame identified him. There was only one man in London who radiated that particular brand of atmospheric hostility.

Arthur Penhaligon, the Duke of Marwick. The Iron Duke. A man who looked as though he had been carved out of a single block of granite and then polished with cold, hard logic.

"Your Grace," Beatrice said, her voice remarkably steady despite the fact that her safety-mask had just been incinerated. She did not retract her hand. "I was unaware the garden had been reserved for the exclusive use of the misanthropic."

Marwick stepped forward. The moonlight hit his face, illuminating a jawline that could have served as a structural support for a cathedral and eyes that were currently assessing her as if she were a particularly tedious accounting error.

"The misanthropic prefer the garden because the ballroom is currently occupied by five hundred people pretending to enjoy each other’s company," he said. He glanced at her outstretched arm, then at the white scrap of paper. "And what is your excuse? You are Lady Beatrice, are you not? The one who spends her evenings trying to apologize to the upholstery."

Beatrice pulled her hand back, the letter still snagged on the branch. To grab it now would be to admit its importance. "I am Lady Beatrice. And I was under the impression that a wallflower was allowed to inhabit a garden without being interrogated by the local wildlife."

Marwick’s mouth didn't move, but the air around him seemed to sharpen. "Wildlife? I assure you, I am far too disciplined to be classified as wild. Now, move aside. You are standing on a very expensive hybrid of rose, and I find the destruction of property to be immensely inefficient."

"I shall move when I am ready, Your Grace," Beatrice said, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She had to get that letter. If he saw it—if he read the name Frederick—it was over. Marwick was a man of cold rules. He would return it to her father, and the fallout would be catastrophic.

"You are hiding something," Marwick observed. He didn't move closer, yet somehow he seemed to occupy more of the space between them. "Your posture is defensive. Your breathing is shallow. And your hand is hovering near that hedge as if you expect it to provide you with an inheritance."

"I am merely enjoying the night air," she lied. "Is that against the sumptuary laws? Should I have applied for a permit to breathe?"

"You are a terrible liar, Lady Beatrice. It is your only redeeming quality." He took a step toward her.

"Stop," she said, her voice rising.

"Why? Are you afraid I might find whatever scandalous trifle has lured you into the muck?" He reached past her.

Beatrice didn't think. She lunged.

Her intent was to snag the letter and bolt. The reality was a chaotic tangle of silk, lace, and solid, unyielding Duke. Her foot slipped on the damp mint, her weight shifting forward, and she slammed directly into Marwick’s chest.

It was like hitting a wall. A wall that smelled of sandalwood, expensive tobacco, and a faint, cold metallic scent. His hands came up instinctively to steady her, his fingers biting into her upper arms through the thin silk of her sleeves.

For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to the space between them. The garden was silent. The distant music from the ballroom was a ghost of a sound. Beatrice was acutely aware of the heat of his palms and the way her own breath puffed against his cravat.

"Are you finished?" Marwick’s voice was a low rumble, vibrating through her own chest.

"I—I slipped," she stammered, her face heating.

"You collided," he corrected. His gaze moved over her shoulder to the hedge. His arm reached out, his long fingers plucking the white scrap from the yew branch before Beatrice could move.

"Give that back," she said, her voice trembling. "It is personal correspondence."

Marwick didn't give it back. He held it up, the moonlight catching the elegant, sloping hand of Honoria’s writing. He didn't open it, but his thumb brushed the seal.

"Correspondence of such importance that you were willing to tackle a Peer of the Realm to retrieve it," he mused. "How very intriguing. I didn't think you had a pulse, Lady Beatrice. I assumed you were merely an elaborate piece of clockwork designed to fill out a corner of a drawing room."

"My pulse is none of your concern," she snapped, reaching for the paper.

He held it just out of her reach. "On the contrary. In a garden this dark, with a woman this desperate, everything becomes my concern. What is in this? A confession of love? A list of debts? A recipe for a poison that only works on Dukes?"

"It is a private matter," Beatrice said, her voice dropping to a desperate whisper. "Please, Your Grace. If you have a shred of the nobility you claim to represent, you will return it unopened."

Marwick looked at her. Really looked at her. For the first time in three seasons, Beatrice felt the full, terrifying force of his attention. He wasn't looking at her green dress or her modest pearls; he was looking at the fear in her eyes and the set of her jaw.

"Nobility is a transaction, Lady Beatrice," he said softly. "One I have found to be largely unprofitable."

He began to unfold the paper.

"No!" Beatrice lunged again, her fingers catching the edge of the sheet.

"Marwick? Is someone there?"

The voice was thin, nasal, and belonged to Lord Alistair Vane—the man who would sell his own mother for a week’s worth of gossip and a seat at the right table.

Beatrice froze. Marwick’s grip on her arms tightened.

A lantern flickered at the end of the path. Vane was approaching, accompanied by the low, tittering laughter of two women Beatrice didn't recognize.

"We are ruined," Beatrice whispered, the words catching in her throat. To be found in a dark garden, entangled with the Duke of Marwick, with a letter in hand—there was no story she could tell that would save her. Her mother’s Ghost seemed to shimmer in the shadows, a silent reminder of how quickly a life could be dismantled by a single, public moment.

Marwick didn't hesitate. He didn't pull away. Instead, he shoved the letter into the pocket of his waistcoat and pulled Beatrice deeper into the shadow of the yew. He didn't hide her; he turned her, shielding her body with his own, his hand coming up to cup the back of her head, pressing her face into the crook of his neck.

"Stay still," he commanded in a breath so low she felt it more than heard it.

Vane stepped around the corner, the lantern light spilling across the gravel. "Good God. I say, Marwick? Is that you?"

Marwick didn't move. He kept his arm around Beatrice, his posture that of a man interrupted in the middle of a very private, very intense moment.

"Go away, Vane," Marwick said, his voice carrying the bored, dangerous edge of a predator who had been disturbed at a meal. "Unless you wish to explain to Devonshire why you are haunting her shrubbery with a light like a common watchman."

Vane stopped. Beatrice could hear his breath hitch. "I—beg your pardon, Your Grace. I didn't realize... I mean, I heard a noise..."

"The noise was my patience expiring," Marwick said. "Leave. Now."

"Of course. Certainly. My apologies to... er... the lady." Vane’s voice was thick with a mixture of shock and prurient delight. "We shall leave you to your... evening."

The lantern light receded. The footsteps scurried away.

The silence that returned to the garden was heavier than the one that had preceded it. Marwick didn't release her immediately. He waited until the sound of the ballroom doors closing echoed through the air before he stepped back.

Beatrice felt cold the moment his warmth left her. She took a staggering step away, her hands coming up to smooth her skirts.

"He saw us," she whispered. "He didn't see my face, but he saw us."

"He saw a woman in a green dress," Marwick said, his voice flat. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the letter. He didn't hand it to her. He held it between two fingers, his gaze fixed on her face. "And tomorrow, he will tell everyone in London that the Iron Duke was found in the bushes with a nameless mistress."

"Mistress?" Beatrice’s voice cracked. "I am a lady."

"You were a lady," Marwick corrected. "Now you are a scandal. Vane is a creature of habit. By noon tomorrow, he will have narrowed down the list of women wearing this particular shade of 'unremarkable green' at this ball. There were only three of you. One is sixty, one is his own cousin, and the third is you."

Beatrice sank onto a stone bench, her legs finally giving way. The reality of the situation washed over her like ice water. Her sisters. Her father. The house. It was all gone. "He’ll know. Everyone will know."

Marwick looked at the letter in his hand. He finally opened it.

"Don't," she said, but the word had no weight.

He read it quickly, his eyes tracking the lines of Honoria’s desperate, youthful longing for a man who would never marry her. He didn't scoff. He didn't laugh. He simply folded it back up and looked at Beatrice.

"Who is Frederick?"

"It doesn't matter," she said.

"It matters a great deal," Marwick said. "Because this letter isn't just a scandal for you. It’s a tragedy for your father. Lord Heywood is already under investigation by the committee for his... irregularities... with the canal funds. If a letter emerges suggesting his daughter is trysting with a man like Frederick, the committee will stop investigating and start arresting."

Beatrice looked up, her eyes wide. "How do you know about the committee?"

"I am the committee," Marwick said.

The silence grew claws. Beatrice looked at this man—this terrifying, cold man who held her family’s life in his hands. He knew about the letter. He knew about the canal funds. He knew everything.

"What are you going to do?" she asked, her voice barely a thread.

Marwick looked down at the letter, then back at her. He didn't look like a man who was about to show mercy. He looked like a man who was about to perform a surgery.

"Nobility is a transaction, Lady Beatrice," he repeated. "I need a Duchess. My grandfather’s will is quite specific, and the deadline is fast approaching. I require a woman who is quiet, who understands the value of a secret, and who has a vested interest in the stability of my reputation."

Beatrice felt the world tilt. "You can't be serious."

"I am never anything else," Marwick said. "You have spent three years proving you can fade into the background. You are intelligent enough to correct my legal phrasing, as I noticed during the debate at the Spencer musicales last month. And currently, you are the only woman in London whose silence I can absolutely guarantee."

"You want a marriage of convenience," she said, her voice hollow.

"I want a merger," Marwick corrected. "I will pay your father’s debts. I will ensure the committee’s investigation into the canal funds finds only 'clerical errors.' I will provide your sisters with dowries that will make their reputations bulletproof."

"And in exchange?"

"In exchange, you will marry me. You will manage Marwick Hall with the same terrifying efficiency you used to hunt this letter. You will provide the ton with the illusion of a devoted wife. And you will never, under any circumstances, allow your 'pulse' to interfere with the operation of my household."

Beatrice looked at the letter in his hand. Then she looked at the dark garden where her life had just ended. She thought of Honoria’s face. She thought of her father’s inevitable arrest. She thought of her mother’s Ghost, who had died in a room with the curtains drawn because she couldn't face the world’s judgment.

She stood up. Her beige skirts were stained with mud. Her hair was coming loose from its pins. She had never felt less like a lady, and more like a woman with a choice.

"A merger," she said.

"A merger," he agreed.

"I have conditions," she said, her voice regaining its edge.

Marwick’s brow flicked upward. "Conditions? You are hardly in a position to negotiate, Lady Beatrice."

"I am the only woman you can trust with your secrets, Your Grace. That makes me the most valuable asset you have." She took a step toward him, refusing to let his height intimidate her. "I want my own library. I want complete control over the household accounts. And I want your word that you will never mention my mother’s name with anything less than respect."

Marwick studied her. For a moment, the "Iron Duke" mask slipped, and something that wasn't coldness—something that might have been a flicker of genuine surprise—moved in his eyes.

"Agreed," he said.

"Then we have a contract," Beatrice said.

"We have a marriage," Marwick corrected. He reached out and took her hand. His skin was warm, his grip firm. He didn't kiss her knuckles. He didn't offer a romantic gesture. He simply held her hand as if he were sealing a deal on a piece of property.

"The letter," she reminded him.

He handed it to her. "Burn it. And then go back inside. Smile at your sister. Tell her the headache has passed."

"And you?"

"I," Marwick said, his gaze moving toward the ballroom, "have to go and find Lord Vane. I believe it is time I told him exactly what I intend to do with his 'discovery.'"

"He’ll tell everyone," she said.

"Let him," Marwick said, a dark, dangerous glint appearing in his eyes. "By tomorrow morning, the story won't be about a scandal in the shrubbery. It will be about the Duke of Marwick’s sudden, passionate engagement to the most overlooked woman in London."

"Passionate?" Beatrice raised an eyebrow. "I thought you said this was a merger."

"The ton doesn't buy mergers, Lady Beatrice. They buy romance. And if we are to survive this, we are going to have to give them the greatest performance of our lives."

He released her hand. Beatrice watched him walk away, his stride long and confident, the darkness of the garden swallowing him whole. She looked down at the letter in her hand—the scrap of paper that had cost her everything and saved her all at once.

She began to tear it into tiny, unrecognizable pieces.

The music from the ballroom drifted toward her, a jaunty waltz that felt like a mockery. She had spent her life trying to be invisible, trying to stay safe in the shadows. Now, she was bound to the most scrutinized man in England.

She wasn't a wallflower anymore. She was a Duchess-to-be.

Beatrice took a deep breath, straightened her beige skirts, and walked back toward the light. She had a sister to save, a father to protect, and a Duke to manage. And as she stepped onto the terrace, she realized that for the first time in three years, she wasn't hiding.

She was playing the game.

The ballroom was just as hot as she had left it, the scent of perfume just as cloying. But as she found Honoria by the punch bowl, her sister’s eyes searching hers with desperate hope, Beatrice didn't feel the panic she had expected.

She felt a cold, sharp clarity.

"Is it done?" Honoria whispered, her voice trembling.

"It is done," Beatrice said, her voice clear. "The letter is gone. Your reputation is safe."

"Oh, thank God! Bea, you’re a wonder! How did you find it? Was anyone there?"

Beatrice looked across the room. At the far end, near the Duchess of Devonshire herself, the Duke of Marwick stood. He wasn't looking at her. He was leaning down, whispering something into the ear of a pale, horrified-looking Lord Vane.

Marwick looked up then. His gaze caught hers across the crowded floor. He didn't smile. He didn't nod. But for a split second, the air between them seemed to vibrate with the sheer, impossible weight of the decision they had just made.

"Yes," Beatrice said, her gaze never wavering from the Duke's. "Someone was there. And Honoria?"

"Yes?"

"I think you should prepare yourself. We are going to be seeing a great deal more of the Duke of Marwick."

Honoria’s jaw dropped. "The Iron Duke? Why on earth would he want to see us?"

Beatrice watched as Marwick turned back to the crowd, his expression returning to its usual, unreadable granite.

"Because," Beatrice said, her voice a low, steady hum of newfound power, "he’s decided that I am exactly the sort of disaster he’s been looking for."

She didn't wait for her sister’s reaction. She turned and walked toward the exit, her head held higher than it had ever been. She didn't look at the wallpaper. She didn't look at the floor.

She walked out of the ballroom, and as the doors closed behind her, she realized that the one thing she hadn't expected from this night was the one thing she was currently feeling.

She wasn't afraid of the Duke of Marwick.

She was curious.

And as she reached the cloakroom, she realized that the Duke had kept something from her. When he had pulled her into the shadows to hide her from Vane, he had whispered something else—something she hadn't quite caught in the moment.

She closed her eyes, the memory of his voice vibrating in her ears.

“Don't let them see you blink,” he had said.

Beatrice opened her eyes and looked at her reflection in the small, gilded mirror by the door. Her face was pale, her hair was a mess, and there was a smudge of dirt on her cheek.

She looked like a woman who had just survived a shipwreck.

But her eyes—her eyes were bright.

She wiped the dirt from her cheek, tucked a stray hair behind her ear, and stepped out into the night. The merger had begun. And Beatrice Heywood was determined to make sure that in the end, it wasn't the Duke who held all the shares.

She climbed into the carriage, the door clicking shut with a finality that echoed in the quiet street. She looked out the window at the glowing lights of Devonshire House, and for the first time in her life, she didn't want to be anywhere else.

The game was afoot. And the wallflower was about to show the Iron Duke exactly how much it cost to buy a heart that had never been for sale.
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Chapter 2 — The Coldest Bargain
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The morning sun over Mayfair was entirely too cheerful for a woman who had spent the previous evening bartering her soul in a shrubbery.

Beatrice Heywood sat at the scarred mahogany breakfast table in the Heywood townhouse, staring with profound concentration at a piece of dry toast. Her father, the Earl of Heywood, sat opposite her, nursing a cup of tea with hands that shook just enough to make the china rattle. He hadn't asked questions when they had returned from Devonshire House. He had merely looked at Beatrice’s stained hem and the Duke of Marwick’s card, which had been delivered by hand at two in the morning, and retreated to his study with a bottle of brandy.

"He’ll be here at ten," the Earl muttered, finally breaking a silence that had lasted twenty minutes. "The Duke. To discuss the... arrangements."

"I am aware, Papa," Beatrice said, her voice sounding like it belonged to someone much calmer and significantly more hydrated. "I am the one who invited him."

"Invited him?" Her father looked up, his eyes bloodshot. "Beatrice, people do not invite the Duke of Marwick. He descends. Like an avalanche. Or a tax collector."

"On this occasion, he is both," Beatrice replied. She looked at the clock. Nine-forty. "You needn't worry about the conversation. I have already drafted a list of requirements."

The Earl stared at her as if she had suggested they relocate to the moon. "Requirements? For a Duke? Beatrice, you are a wallflower with a ruined hem and a father who is three weeks away from a cold cell in the Fleet. You don't have requirements. You have prayers."

"And he has a deadline," Beatrice said, standing up. She smoothed the skirt of her morning dress—a sensible, unremarkable blue. "His Grace is a man of logic, Papa. Logic dictates that a woman with nothing to lose is the most dangerous person at the table. I intend to be very dangerous indeed."

A knock sounded at the front door. It wasn't the polite, deferential tap of a neighbor. It was a heavy, rhythmic thud that seemed to vibrate through the floorboards.

The Duke had arrived.

Ten minutes later, Beatrice was ushered into the Heywood library—a room that smelled of old paper and the lingering scent of her father’s cigar smoke. Arthur Penhaligon stood by the window, his back to the room. He was dressed in a charcoal gray coat that fit his shoulders with aggressive precision. Even in the morning light, he looked less like a suitor and more like a man contemplating a siege.

"Your Grace," Beatrice said.

He turned. His expression was exactly as she remembered it from the garden: unreadable granite. "Lady Beatrice. You are punctual. It is a trait I find sadly lacking in your sex."

"And you are early," she countered, moving to the desk. "A trait I find typical of men who enjoy the advantage of surprise."

Marwick’s eyes narrowed slightly. He didn't offer a greeting to her father, who was currently trying to look invisible in a corner chair. Instead, he pulled a thin leather portfolio from beneath his arm and placed it on the desk.

"I have had my solicitors draft a preliminary agreement," Marwick said, his voice a low, cool rumble. "It covers the settlement, the clearance of your father’s outstanding obligations, and the timeline for the ceremony. I assume you will wish to sign it immediately so we can begin the business of damage control."

Beatrice didn't reach for the pen. She didn't even look at the paper. She looked at him. "I assume you have brought a second chair, Your Grace. Because this is not a surrender. It is a negotiation."

Marwick paused, his hand still resting on the portfolio. "A negotiation implies that both parties have something the other wants."

"You want a Duchess who knows how to be quiet," Beatrice said, her voice steady. "I want a future where my sisters do not have to sell their mother’s jewelry to pay for coal. We are perfectly matched."

She gestured to the chair opposite the desk. For a moment, she thought he might simply walk out. The air in the room grew heavy, the social friction between a Duke of the realm and the daughter of a failing Earl crackling like dry parchment.

Then, with a slight, stiff inclination of his head, Marwick sat.

"Very well," he said. "State your terms. Briefly."

Beatrice sat opposite him. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, neatly folded sheet of paper. "First, my sisters’ dowries. They are to be secured in a trust that neither my father nor any future husband can touch. Ten thousand pounds each."

Her father made a small, strangled sound in the corner. Marwick’s expression didn't change. "Agreed. Continue."

"Second, the canal funds," Beatrice said. "I want the original ledgers. The ones currently being held by the investigating committee. I want them moved to Marwick Hall, and I want your word that the investigation will be concluded with a finding of 'administrative oversight' by the end of the month."

"You are asking me to interfere with a parliamentary inquiry," Marwick noted.

"I am asking you to use the influence you already possess to prevent an unnecessary tragedy," she corrected. "If my father goes to prison, the Marwick name is dragged down with him. You said yourself, Your Grace: you need stability."

Marwick studied her for a long beat. "Agreed. What else?"

"Third," Beatrice said, her voice softening just a fraction. "I want my mother’s rooms at Marwick Hall to be opened and restored. And I want the piano I saw in the locked wing to be moved to the morning room."

Marwick’s jaw tightened. The "Iron Duke" mask flickered for a split second, a shadow of something dark and ancient passing behind his eyes. "The locked wing is locked for a reason, Lady Beatrice."

"A house with locked doors is merely a prison with better upholstery," she said. "If I am to be your Duchess, I will not live in a tomb. I require light. And music."

"Music is a distraction," he said.

"And silence is a symptom," she shot back. "I am offering you a partnership that will save your reputation. In return, I want a home that feels like one. Is that too high a price for the Iron Duke?"

Marwick leaned back, his gaze raking over her. He looked for the flinch, the blush, the stutter. He found none. Beatrice sat with her spine straight, her hands folded calmly on the desk. She was the picture of wallflower composure, yet her eyes were bright with a fierce, intelligent defiance.

"You are a very expensive accident, Lady Beatrice," he said.

"I prefer to think of myself as an unexpected investment," she replied.

Marwick reached for the portfolio and slid a document across the desk. "Read it. My solicitors have included a clause regarding the management of the household. It states that the Duchess shall have oversight of all domestic expenditures, provided they do not exceed the quarterly allowance."

Beatrice picked up the document. She didn't skim. She read every line, her eyes moving with the practiced speed of someone who had spent years proofreading her father’s disastrous legal correspondence.

Marwick watched her. He expected her to sign with a trembling hand, perhaps a tear of relief. Instead, she reached for the quill, dipped it in the
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