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every bargain that became, against all odds, a promise worth keeping.
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Chapter One
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Eleanor Hartley had attended eleven balls this Season without securing a single offer of marriage worth accepting, and she stood now at the edge of Lady Faversham's ballroom calculating, with the same cold precision she once reserved for her father's account books, exactly how many weeks remained before the Hartley name could no longer honor its debts.

"You are doing the arithmetic face again," her cousin Sophie murmured, appearing at her elbow with two glasses of ratafia neither of them particularly wanted. "I can always tell. Your whole countenance goes very still, as though you are subtracting Mr. Pembroke's income from Papa's debts in your head."

"I was subtracting the Duke of Renfrew's income, actually, but the exercise proved equally dispiriting." Eleanor accepted the glass without truly wanting it. "Papa tells me the Wexford debt comes due at Michaelmas. I have perhaps two months to secure a match respectable enough to cover it, or we lose the London house entirely, and quite possibly Hartley Grange besides."

Sophie's face fell with genuine sympathy. "Surely it cannot come to that."

"It has already come to that. I am simply the last person informed of it, as usual." Eleanor watched the dancers turn beneath the chandelier's cold brilliance, and thought, not for the first time this Season, that she had been raised for exactly one purpose — to be traded, eventually, for the solvency of a family whose finances she had never once been permitted to actually manage — and found the thought considerably less bitter than it ought to have been, mostly from sheer exhaustion at carrying it.
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Chapter Two
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Gabriel Ashworth, seventh Duke of Ashworth, had not wanted the title, had not wanted the estate that came with it, and had certainly not wanted the particular flavor of scandal that had followed him into every drawing room in London since his elder brother Marcus's death eight months prior — a fall from a horse that half the ton quietly, viciously suspected had not been an accident at all.

"You are aware," his solicitor, Mr. Whitfield, told him with the particular weary patience of a man who had delivered this same speech three times already, "that no family of standing will risk a daughter on a man the papers have all but accused of fratricide, however unfounded the accusation. You require a wife, Your Grace, whose family's own respectability might blunt the whispers. I would not ordinarily suggest such a mercenary calculation, but your circumstances no longer permit ordinary courtship."

"You are suggesting I purchase a wife the way one purchases a defensive alliance." Gabriel's voice carried the particular flatness he'd cultivated since Marcus's funeral, a deliberate armor against feeling any of it too closely.

"I am suggesting you consider Baron Hartley's daughter. The Baron owes a considerable debt of honor to your late brother, from a card game some years past that Marcus never called in. Settling that debt through a marriage instead of a demand would solve both families' difficulties at once, and Miss Hartley is, by every account, intelligent, composed, and entirely unlikely to believe every scandalous rumor she's told at her first dinner party." Whitfield met his employer's eyes steadily. "I know you did not want this life, Your Grace. I am simply suggesting the most survivable way through it."
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Chapter Three
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Baron Hartley delivered the proposal to his daughter with considerably less grace than the arrangement deserved, cornering Eleanor in his study the morning after the Faversham ball with the particular nervous energy of a man who already knew he was asking too much and intended to ask it quickly, before his own conscience could object.

"The Duke of Ashworth has proposed settling my old debt to his brother through a marriage to you," he said, without preamble. "I know what they say of him. I do not believe it myself — Marcus Ashworth was reckless with horses long before his brother ever inherited a single acre — but I cannot pretend the arrangement comes without risk to your reputation."

"And without the marriage?"

"Without it, the Wexford debt comes due at Michaelmas, and I have no honest means of covering it." Her father would not meet her eyes, an old man's genuine shame considerably more convincing than any performance he might have attempted. "I would not ask this of you if I saw any other road, Eleanor. I know precisely how much I am asking. I have asked it of you your entire life, in smaller ways, and I am not proud of any of it."

Eleanor considered the study's familiar shelves, the ledgers she had balanced in secret for years without ever being trusted to manage them openly, and felt the same cold, precise calculation settle over her that she'd brought to every account book she'd ever quietly corrected. "I will meet him," she said finally. "Before I agree to anything, I want to hear the terms from the Duke himself, not filtered through gossip or your own guilt. If I am to be traded for a debt, I would at least like to choose the terms of my own trading."
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Chapter Four
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They met in the Hartleys' modest drawing room, chaperoned at a careful distance by Eleanor's aunt, who occupied herself with needlework and the particular studied deafness of a woman well-practiced in allowing delicate negotiations to proceed unheard.

Gabriel was not what she expected — not the leering scoundrel the broadsheets implied, but a tall, guarded man with genuine grief still visible beneath his careful composure, dressed with a plainness that suggested a man who had stopped caring what impression his clothing made some months ago. "Miss Hartley. I understand your father has explained the proposed arrangement."

"He has explained that I am to settle a debt with my hand in marriage. I confess I would like to hear the remainder of the terms from you directly, Your Grace, since it is my future being negotiated." Eleanor met his eyes without flinching, and saw something flicker there — surprise, she thought, at being addressed so plainly by a woman half the ton would have expected to simper through the whole interview.

"The terms are these," Gabriel said, matching her directness with evident relief. "Marriage, immediate settlement of your father's debt to my late brother's estate, and a duchess's establishment considerably more comfortable than anything currently available to you. In exchange, I ask only that you conduct yourself as a respectable duchess in public, and that you extend me the courtesy of believing I am not, whatever the papers print, a man who murdered his own brother for a title he never wanted."

"Did you murder your brother?"

Gabriel's jaw tightened, old grief flashing raw across his careful composure. "No," he said, quiet and absolute. "I loved my brother considerably more than I have ever loved this title, Miss Hartley, and I would give up every acre of it gladly to have him back. That is the only honest answer I have to give you, and I understand entirely if it is not enough to satisfy the broadsheets."

Something in the rawness of it convinced her considerably more than any polished denial could have. "It is enough to satisfy me," Eleanor said. "I will need a fortnight to consider the rest. But I do not believe, Your Grace, that you are lying to me about that particular question."
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Chapter Five
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The wedding, when it came three weeks later, was a quiet affair by ton standards — a small chapel, a handful of witnesses, no wedding breakfast beyond a modest gathering neither family could properly afford to make grander — and Eleanor stood at the altar in her mother's altered wedding gown, marrying a man she had spoken with exactly three times in her life, and felt, strangely, less frightened than she had at any ball this Season.

"You looked considerably more composed than I felt," Gabriel admitted afterward, in the carriage carrying them toward Ashworth House, the two of them alone for the first time as husband and wife.

"I have had considerable practice appearing composed while calculating disaster," Eleanor said, dry, and was rewarded with something that might, in a man less guarded, have been an actual laugh. "I understand we are to maintain separate apartments, per the arrangement my father negotiated."

"For as long as that suits you," Gabriel confirmed. "I did not marry you to claim rights over your person, Eleanor. I married you to settle a debt and silence gossip that was making my late brother's memory considerably harder to protect. I intend to conduct myself as a considerate husband regardless of what the arrangement's original purpose was. I hope, in time, you will find that a fair bargain, even if it began as a cold one."

Eleanor studied him in the carriage's dim light — this careful, grieving stranger she'd just bound her whole future to — and found
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