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Chapter 1


"I am off to Langmere's. The carriage should be ready."
"In this weather?" her brother glanced toward the windows, where rain had begun to pelt against the glass. "You'll be soaked through."
"Nothing a good umbrella can't handle, brother dear."
Upon arriving at Langmere, Blythe and Co…
The wind nearly tore the carriage door from its hinges as the lady’s footman, Peter, struggled to hold both the door and an enormous black umbrella steady. Rain lashed down in sheets, turning the London streets into rivers of mud and making the short journey from the carriage to the bank’s entrance treacherous.
"Careful, my lady," her maid, Ellie, fretted from behind her.
The brass plaque beside the door read, Langmere, Blythe & Co., in elegant script, partially obscured by the downpour.
Peter managed to navigate his mistress to the entrance, the umbrella providing scant protection against the wind-driven rain.
As they reached the door, Peter fumbled with the handle while simultaneously trying to control the unwieldy umbrella.
They'd barely crossed the threshold when chaos erupted.
A gentleman, soaked to the bone and clearly desperate to escape the deluge, came rushing through the door behind them.
He collided squarely with Peter, who let out a startled, "Oof!"
The impact sent Peter stumbling forward, his grip on the umbrella loosening at precisely the wrong moment.
The mechanism, stressed by the wind and now Peter’s failing grip, sprang open violently.
Snap!
Water sprayed in every direction like a miniature explosion.
But worse — far worse — the suddenly expanding canopy struck a man who had been standing a few paces inside the entry hall.
The man had just emerged from an office, carefully balancing a steaming porcelain cup of morning coffee brought to him moments earlier. The blow caught him squarely in the arm, causing him to jerk forward just as he was raising the cup to his lips.
The result was spectacular.
Hot coffee arced through the air in a perfect parabola before splashing down the entire front of the gentleman's crisp white shirt and dove-grey waistcoat.
For a moment, no one moved.
The lady stared down at the disaster blooming across the stranger's chest.
Then, slowly, her gaze traveled upward to his face.
And stopped.
He was, she realised with a start, remarkably handsome.
Broad-shouldered and athletic in build, the light brown strands tousled from the weather into an artful disarray that only sharpened the symmetry of his features. A strong jaw, a straight nose, and arresting blue eyes completed the picture.
Even dripping with coffee and wearing an expression of profound dismay, he was striking.
The gentleman, in turn, found himself momentarily undone.
Despite the scalding liquid now seeping through to his skin, despite the ruination of his favourite waistcoat, he couldn't quite look away from the woman before him.
She was beautiful in a way that made one forget practical concerns like coffee stains and morning appointments.
Dark hair artfully arranged, intelligent eyes, and a face that managed to convey both mortification and amusement in equal measure.
Their gazes held for a heartbeat. Then another.
"Sir! Let me help—" A young bank clerk appeared as if summoned, brandishing a small linen towel like a weapon against the forces of chaos.
The spell broke.
The gentleman accepted the towel and began dabbing at his shirt, only to watch in growing horror as the coffee stain spread further across the fabric.
The towel seemed to be working in conspiracy with the coffee, transforming what might have been a contained disaster into something a generous critic might call a work of considerable, if unwanted, abstract artistry.
He stopped wiping. Looked down at his shirt. Then at the towel. Then back at his shirt.
With a sigh of profound resignation, he lowered the towel and simply stood there, a monument to sartorial catastrophe.
She felt heat creeping up her neck.
"I am so terribly sorry, sir. My footman—the umbrella—the rain—"
She gestured helplessly, as if the universe itself were to blame.
The gentleman looked at his ruined shirt one more time, as if hoping it might have improved in the last three seconds.
It had not.
He gave up entirely, tossing the useless towel to the hovering clerk.
"Well," he said, his mouth quirking into a wry smile despite everything, "that's one way to start the morning."
He straightened, attempting to salvage some dignity, and turned his attention fully to the lady before him.
A most inconveniently lovely creature, his thoughts supplied, unhelpfully.
"Welcome to Langmere, Blythe & Co. How may I help you?"
"I'm here to open an account," she replied, grateful for the change of subject.
The gentleman glanced at the clock on the wall.
Eight forty-five AM.
The regular staff wouldn't arrive until nine, and their head clerk was down with a putrid fever. His replacement wasn't due until half past nine at the earliest. The professional thing to do would be to ask her to wait, perhaps offer her tea in the small receiving room.
But something about her made him want to extend the encounter.
"Of course," he heard himself say. "Right this way."
He gestured toward the teller windows, then made his way around the counter with what he hoped was an air of competent professionalism, rather than that of a man who'd never actually processed an account opening in his entire life.
How hard could it be?
She watched him with barely concealed amusement as he took his position behind the counter.
She was even more beautiful when she smiled, he thought.
It did nothing to help his concentration.
He frowned, surveying the area behind the counter as if seeing it for the first time. Which, from this particular angle, he rather was.
Where on earth did they keep the forms?
"Everything all right?" the lady asked, leaning slightly over the counter, one elegant eyebrow raised.
"Perfectly fine," the gentleman said, waving a dismissive hand while simultaneously opening drawers at random. "Just, ah, familiarising myself with the morning's organisation. You know how it is."
She didn't, but she nodded politely nonetheless.
"Ah ha!" he said.
He produced a sheaf of papers with the triumph of an explorer discovering new lands. "Here we are."
He handed her a form, painfully aware of the coffee stains now drying into crusty patches on his waistcoat.
“And how much would you like to deposit, madam?” he asked politely.
“Oh… ten pounds,” she replied and proceeded to hand him the funds.
When he turned to search for an inkwell, she noted the breadth of his shoulders beneath the coffee-stained shirt, the capable hands, the way he moved with unconscious grace despite the morning's mishaps.
She hastily returned her attention to the form just as he turned back around.
He returned with the inkwell and she nodded her thanks as she bent her head to complete the paperwork.
As she did so, he allowed himself a surreptitious glance.
The way she held her pen, the concentration in her expression, the delicate—
Stop that, he told himself firmly. She’s a customer.
"I do apologise again about your shirt," she said, signing her name with a flourish. "I hope your employer won't reprimand you for your state of dress. It truly was an unfortunate accident."
The gentleman looked confused for a moment before following her meaningful glance to his ruined attire.
"My empl…? — Oh. Indeed. Can be an absolute bear."
"Please, if there's any trouble, you must let me speak to your supervisor. I'll explain the entire situation. I'll take full responsibility."
A slow smile spread across the gentleman’s face.
"Rest assured madam. I suspect my employer will be quite understanding about the matter."
"But what if he's not?" the lady persisted, surprising herself with her own boldness. "How could I possibly make it up to you?"
The air between them seemed to alter, charged with something neither quite wanted to name.
"I'm sure we could think of something," the gentleman said softly, holding her gaze.
Before she could respond — before she could even process the flutter in her chest that had nothing to do with financial matters — a short man gently cleared his throat, interrupting them.
"I beg your pardon, sir. You’re needed in the conference room."
"Thank you, Collins. I'll be right there," the gentleman said, momentarily tearing his attention away from the lady.
The clerk disappeared.
She passed her form to him.
Their fingers brushed, just barely and only for a moment, and he went still.
He was aware, with unreasonable clarity, of the exact point of contact: the edge of her glove against his bare hand. A small thing.
It was nothing. He told himself firmly.
His eyes dropped to the form, searching for her name—
"Ashworth?" a voice boomed from down the hall. "We haven't got all day!"
The gentleman sighed.
“Duty calls. If you’ll excuse me, madam. I’ll ensure we get this form processed right away,” he inclined his head, briefly held her gaze one last time before handing the form to a clerk who  had just arrived with instructions and made his way to the conference room.
The conference room of Langmere, Blythe & Co. was an impressive space, all dark wood paneling and leather chairs arranged around a massive table.
Four men sat waiting, various degrees of impatience evident on their faces.
Mr. Joseph Langmere, at thirty the eldest grandson of the bank's founder Phillip Langmere, sat at the head of the table with the ease of inherited authority.
Beside him, Mr. Carlton Blythe, thirty-eight and representing the other founding family, drummed his fingers on the table's polished surface.
Then three silent partners — the "& Co." that gave the bank its name — completed the group.
Lord Jonathan Tunnbridge lounged in his chair with aristocratic indifference, while Mr. Martin Woolich, scion of a merchant shipping dynasty, reviewed papers with a businessman's focus.
And then there was himself — Lord Andrew Pine, Viscount Ashworth, whose pale blue eyes could reportedly cut through any amount of nonsense or artifice. Those eyes were currently being used to assess the coffee damage to his person.
"Good Heavens, Ashworth," Langmere said, looking up as Lord Andrew entered. "What happened to you?"
"Umbrella accident," Lord Andrew said shortly, taking his seat.
"We’re meeting the Duke of Hartwick’s man today," Langmere said, shaking his head.
"We’re trying to convince them to fund the continental expansion, not ask for charity. What's the matter? Need a bib for our breakfast meetings?"
"Perhaps we should get you a pinafore," Tunnbridge added. "Can't have you greeting the Duke’s man looking like you've been in a street brawl with a beverage cart. Back in my day, a gentleman duelled before breakfast — not with it."
"Very amusing, gentlemen" Lord Andrew said dryly. "Shall we discuss business, or would you like me to do a turn about the room like a prize stallion up for auction at Tattersalls?"
"Business, yes." Langmere cleared his throat, straightening in his chair.
"Gentlemen, today we welcome what we hope will be a new partner to our enterprise. The Duke of Hartwick's backing would allow us to expand our lending operations significantly. With the industrial revolution gathering pace, manufacturers are desperate for capital. Canals, factories, shipping concerns—the opportunities are extraordinary."
"The Duke's wealth is legendary," Woolich added.
"His family has been building their fortune for generations. They're shrewd, careful, and most importantly, they understand that business requires a certain... pragmatism," he continued, waving a hand in the air.
"We were quite fortunate to secure his interest," Lord Andrew murmured, though his mind was still partly on the beautiful woman he'd left at the teller window. He really should have found her name on that form.
"Indeed," Blythe agreed.
Blythe steepled his fingers. “Naturally, we concluded that you, Lord Andrew, are best suited to… ah… cultivate the Duke’s representative.”
“Cultivate,” Woolich echoed, deadpan. “Charm the socks off him, more like.”
Langmere nodded gravely. “We needed someone with impeccable breeding, effortless manners, and the sort of face that makes people sign contracts they haven’t fully read.”
“Langmere and I,” Blythe added, “are, as you’re aware, occupied with the tedious business of actually running the bank.”
“And Woolich,” Langmere said, “is busy running half of London.”
Woolich sniffed. “Well, enough of it.”
“And Tunnbridge?” A faint, knowing smile touched Lord Andrew’s lips.
“—Tunnbridge is rather... distinguished, but not precisely the sort to sway a Duke’s envoy with charm alone.”
“Ah,” Lord Andrew said dryly. “Too old? Too gruff? Or simply too fond of his slippers to risk leaving the armchair?”
“Perhaps all three,” Langmere admitted, grinning.
Tunnbridge coughed, a smile touching his lips.
“In any case, the Duke’s alliance would secure our expansion for the next decade. We require someone who can inspire confidence.”
Woolich gestured at Lord Andrew. “That would be you. Our resident silent partner and decorative lure.”
Lord Andrew raised a brow, “So I am to be dangled like a sugared plum before a Christmas goose.”
“You,” Langmere pointed a finger at Lord Andrew, “are our envoy to the Ton. You speak their language. The Duke needs to feel he’s entering a private arrangement between gentlemen, not a counting house. We’re relying on you to make this alliance feel like a foregone conclusion over brandy, while we handle the vulgarity of the math.”
A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts.
"Enter," Langmere called.
Collins poked his head in. “Sirs, the Duke's representative has arrived.”
“Excellent!” Langmere stood, the others following suit. “Show him in at once.”
The door opened wider.
Just as the men began to rise, an unexpected figure entered the room, rain-damp and composed.
Her gaze swept the table… then collided with Lord Andrew’s.
His breath stalled.
For a suspended moment he simply looked at her — the beautiful woman from the teller's window, standing perfectly at ease and rain-damp at the entrance to his conference room.
She held herself with a stillness that had nothing to do with uncertainty. Something shifted in his chest, rapid and inconvenient.
The timing could not have been worse.
“Madam,” Lord Andrew said lightly, gesturing toward Collins while looking at her. “I'm afraid we're in a rather important meeting. We’re expecting—”
Her smile thinned. Then disappeared.
A cold, sharp disappointment twisted in her chest.
For a moment at the teller’s desk, she had thought his eyes held a rare spark of sense, and perhaps something more.
Now, it seemed she had credited him with more discernment than he possessed.
“If this establishment requires appointments for its tellers, you might have mentioned it earlier,” she said.
Langmere blinked. “Ashworth… you know this lady? This is hardly the moment for one of your… social engagements,” he said pointedly.
Then Lord Andrew laughed — a short, confused sound, the kind a man makes when the universe presents him with a puzzle he very much wants to solve.
“Ah…” Lord Andrew replied, “this lady is our newest customer having recently opened up an account. She’s had a dizzying morning, I will escort her—”, he said, slowly rising from his seat.
"How gallant, but that won’t be necessary," she said, the word dripping with enough sarcasm to etch the table.
A faint cough sounded from somewhere to Lord Andrew’s left.
She walked forward.
"And I was just thinking how fortunate I am that the bank employs such... attentive clerks. Though I fear your talent for patronising your clients far outstrips your talent for filing paperwork."
“Madam—” Lord Andrew started, his brow furrowing with a mix of irritation and a strange, sudden heat.
Tunnbridge made a strangled sound.
“Whatever further banking queries you may have, our clerical staff outside would be happy to assist you. But as it is, these gentlemen and I have a very important meeting,” Lord Andrew held firm as he tried to gently steer her to the door.
But she held fast.
He added stiffly. “A gentleman of considerable importance will be arriving shortly and we cannot keep him waiting.”
“Naturally,” the lady inclined her head.
She met his gaze steadily.
He studied her more closely now. The composure was not theatrical. Nor accidental.
Her expression was one of challenge and something else—disappointment, perhaps—flickering in her dark eyes.
“Though I fear you are mistaken in one respect, sir,” she said coolly.
She reached into her reticule and produced a letter, which she placed on the table.
The Duke of Hartwick's seal was clearly visible.
“I am Lady Jane Winterset. I handle matters pertaining to my family's investments. And since I’ve already seen your bank's 'clerical' skills, shall we move straight to the numbers? That is… if you can focus on the projections without worrying about my 'dizzying' morning?”
Chapter 2


Lady Jane settled into the leather chair with practised ease, while Ellie took her place on the couch in the far corner. She smoothed her skirts, aware of five pairs of eyes locked on her.
The silence stretched taut, as unyielding as a drawn bowstring.
Lord Andrew's jaw worked as if testing several responses before discarding them all.
Finally, he managed, "Lady Jane, I believe there's been a misunderstanding—"
"Indeed there has been, Mr.—" Lady Jane paused, her gaze sharpening as it swept over his coffee-stained attire, then back to his face. "Forgive me, but what exactly is a clerk doing in a board meeting with the partners?"
A muffled sound escaped Lord Tunnbridge — hastily passed off as a cough.
Blythe pressed his lips together, though his eyes gleamed with barely suppressed amusement.
"Perhaps," he said smoothly, rising from his seat, "we should begin again. Properly, this time."
He gestured to the man at the head of the table.
"Lady Jane, may I present Mr. Joseph Langmere. His grandfather, Phillip Langmere, founded this establishment."
Langmere inclined his head, his expression warming with professional courtesy.
"Lady Jane. An honour to make your acquaintance."
A ghost of a smile played at her lips.
"And I am Mr. Carlton Blythe," the man continued. "My grandfather partnered with Mr. Langmere's to establish our institution some decades past."
"Mr. Blythe." Lady Jane inclined her head.
"Our silent partners—" Blythe gestured to a portly gentleman with sharp eyes, "—Mr. Martin Woolich, whose family's shipping concerns span three continents."
Woolich half-rose from his chair, offering a slight bow. "My lady."
"Lord Jonathan Tunnbridge," Blythe continued, indicating an older aristocratic gentleman.
"Charmed," Tunnbridge murmured, though curiosity gleamed in his expression.
"And—" Blythe said, a slight twist to his mouth, "—Lord Andrew Pine, Viscount Ashworth, whom I gather you’ve met. Also a partner. And, it seems, somewhat prone to coffee-related mishaps."
Lady Jane's eyebrow arched as her gaze locked onto Lord Andrew. He felt the cooling dampness of the coffee against his chest—a sticky, tactile reminder that while he held the title of Viscount, in this room, she held the absolute advantage.
"These were the bears you were referring to?"
“The grizzliest,” Lord Andrew’s mouth twitched before he cleared his throat and straightened in his chair.
He then met her eyes with what might have been chagrin—or perhaps admiration. "I may have slightly misrepresented my position."
"Slightly," Lady Jane agreed. “Though I confess it was performed with admirable confidence.”
"But in fairness," Lord Andrew added, unable to resist, "you never actually asked."
"True. I assumed the gentleman serving me at the counter was, in fact, employed to do so." She tilted her head. "Silly of me to rely on such conventional logic."
Lord Andrew asked, "Lady Jane, might I ask — why did you wish to open an account if you were in fact here to meet with the partners?"
Lord Andrew watched her expression shift into something focused, analytical.
“If I'm considering a significant investment in an institution, I prefer to observe the operations firsthand. How efficient are your procedures? What measures ensure the satisfaction of your patrons? Profit margins tell one story, but customer retention tells another. A bank may be profitable today and bankrupt tomorrow if it fails to maintain loyalty."
Langmere's eyebrows rose. He exchanged glances with Blythe, who nodded slowly.
"That's," Woolich leaned forward, his merchant's mind clearly engaged. "—remarkably astute, Lady Jane."
"Indeed," Tunnbridge added. "Most investors concern themselves solely with returns."
"We pride ourselves on customer relationships," Langmere said, warming to his subject.
"In fact, we host an annual event — a ball and hunting party at my country estate. Our families and those of our most valued customers and their families attend. It creates a sense of community, of family. They return to us not merely because our rates are competitive, but because they feel..."
He paused, clicking his fingers, searching for the word.
"Valued," Lord Tunnbridge finished. "As more than simply a ledger entry."
"Precisely!" Langmere slapped the table with satisfaction. "Lady Jane, you must attend this year's event. Two weeks hence. I insist."
"I would be delighted," Lady Jane replied.
Lord Andrew noticed she didn't hesitate, didn't demur nor suggest she'd need to consult her brother. She simply accepted, as if accustomed to making such decisions.
Because she was, he realised.
This wasn't a woman playing at business.
This was a woman who conducted business.
The thought was... unexpectedly intriguing.
“I would also like the opportunity to examine the bank ledgers  to better understand your business.”
Blythe nodded enthusiastically, “Absolutely. Our accountant, Mr Gregory Hargreaves and of course Lord Andrew here will be available to assist. Will you be examining them yourself or will there be a steward acting on your behalf?”
“Mr Blythe,” Lady Jane replied carefully, “When it comes to making significant investments such as this one, my brother and I do all our investigations ourselves. We only use third parties for maintenance. Never the initial investment decisions.”
“How very clever of you, my lady,” Lord Tunnbridge replied, visibly impressed.
“Indeed,” Blythe beamed. “You are the first female investor I have had the pleasure of meeting — and a pretty one. Though I warn you, Lady Jane, there is an abundance of ledgers filed away for Langmere’s has been running for decades. Are you ah… sure you want to examine them yourself?”
"I'm certain, Mr Blythe. Though I confess — no one has ever suggested my appearance might interfere with my ability to read a column of figures."
Twenty minutes later, the board meeting concluded. Langmere, Tunnbridge and Woolich excused themselves.
"My lady, I would be happy to show you the operations," Lord Andrew offered, rising from his seat. "If you'd like to see how the day to day operations run."
Lady Jane stood, smoothing her skirts and collected her reticule. "I would very much like that, my lord."
The way she emphasised his title — a silent reminder of his "clerical" performance earlier — made Lord Andrew’s jaw tighten.
Blythe paused, glancing at his pocket watch before tucking it back into his waistcoat.
“I’ve a few minutes before my next meeting. Ashworth, I’ll join the tour to ensure the Lady doesn't leave with the impression that we run our business on guesswork and coffee spills.”
Lord Andrew gave him a dry look. "Your devotion to accuracy is, as always, exhausting, Blythe."
They began in the front reception area, where the morning chaos had now resolved into orderly efficiency. A middle-aged clerk sat at the teller window, processing a deposit for an elderly gentleman in a mud-splattered greatcoat.
"Mr. Harrison," Blythe explained, nodding toward the clerk. "Fifteen years with us. Knows every regular customer by name, remembers their children's birthdays."
Lady Jane watched Harrison work — the way he smiled, asked after the customer's wife, made a small joke about the weather. The elderly gentleman left laughing.
"You see?" Lord Andrew said quietly, standing closer than strictly necessary. "Profit and warmth need not be mutually exclusive."
She glanced at him, and for a moment the professional mask slipped. Something flickered between them, brief as lightning.
His nearness unsettled her more than she cared to admit.
She could feel the warmth of him beside her — entirely improper, entirely distracting.
He caught the flicker in her eyes and felt something tighten low in his chest.
Blythe, oblivious to it, led them down the corridor. "The loan officers are this way."
They passed through the threshold to an area lined with smaller private rooms. Through one open door, Lady Jane glimpsed a well-dressed man concluding business with a loan officer — papers being shuffled, a handshake exchanged.
"Ah, perfect timing," Blythe said as the gentleman emerged. "Lady Jane, may I present Lord Cedric Wren. One of our most valued clients."
“My Lord, this is Lady Jane. We are showing her the bank so she may judge the soundness of our operations for herself.”
Lord Cedric was perhaps thirty-five, with the kind of polished handsomeness that suggested careful grooming and expensive tailors. His hair gleamed with pomade, his cravat was tied in the latest fashion, and when his gaze landed on Lady Jane, his entire demeanour shifted into something practised and predatory.
"Lady Jane."
He reached for her hand, captured it, and brought it to his lips without breaking eye contact.
His mouth lingered against her glove. "What a pleasure to make your acquaintance."
For reasons she refused to examine, she was suddenly aware of Lord Andrew standing very still beside her.
Lord Andrew’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. Irrational, he told himself. Entirely irrational.
"Lord Cedric," Lady Jane replied, smiling politely.
"Indeed I can vouch for the integrity of this establishment,” Lord Cedric said, warmly.
“I would not be doing business here otherwise. My family have been excellent customers of the bank for generations. I… hope that continues for many more," Lord Cedric said smoothly, his gaze briefly flicked between Lord Andrew and Blythe though he still held her hand.
Lord Andrew's fingers flexed at his sides. He told himself it was simply professional concern.
Nothing to do with the way Lord Cedric was looking at Lady Jane as if she had suddenly caught his interest.
Nothing to do with the connection Lord Andrew had felt that morning, umbrella disaster and all.
None whatsoever.
"An unfortunate morning?” Lord Cedric asked, taking in Lord Andrew’s attire.
“Not at all. Pray tell, whatever gave you that impression?” Lord Andrew muttered, with a smile as if all was right in the world, when it clearly wasn’t.
Blythe merely rolled his eyes.
Lord Cedric’s gaze raked over her once more.
“Lady Jane, I do hope we'll meet again."
"My lord." Lady Jane allowed with a nod.
Lord Cedric departed with a final lingering glance, leaving a faint trace of expensive cologne in his wake.
Lord Andrew discovered he disliked expensive cologne intensely.
“What business does Lord Cedric do with Langmere’s?” Lady Jane asked as her gaze lingered past the threshold he vacated moments before.
“He has taken loans to establish numerous ventures,  pioneering new irrigation techniques for his family’s estate,” Blythe said. “A forward thinking man. His estate holdings are vast and our loans are fully collateralised against his estates. He has been one of our finest customers.”
Lady Jane nodded in thought.
"Shall we continue?" Blythe suggested, gesturing down the corridor. "The vault is just ahead."
The door alone was a statement — iron, three inches thick, requiring two keys turned simultaneously. Lord Andrew produced one. Blythe the other. They stood six paces apart to work the locks together.
"On three," Blythe said.
The mechanism released with a sound like a held breath.
Lady Jane stepped inside ahead of them. Her eyes moved quickly — not with the wonder most visitors showed, but with the focused sweep of someone taking inventory.
The vault was not large. The three of them made it smaller.
The safe holdings room was narrow, lined floor to ceiling with locked boxes. Blythe launched into the standard explanation — security measures, insurance, identity verification — but Lady Jane had already moved ahead of him.
She crouched slightly to examine the lock mechanism on the lowest tier.
"These are Chubb locks," she said, not as a question.
Blythe nodded. "They are."
"And if a key is forced — the lock seizes." She straightened, brushing her glove against her skirt. "Smart. Though it places considerable faith in the honesty of whoever holds the duplicate."
She said it lightly. But her eyes cut briefly to Lord Andrew.
He held her gaze a beat longer than was strictly necessary.
She turned to respond and found him closer than expected. For a fraction of a second neither moved. The air between them held the particular stillness of a room with no windows and very thick walls.
"We've never had a theft," Blythe said, unable to keep the pride from his voice.
"Because you choose your staff carefully?" Lady Jane asked, glancing at him.
"Precisely so," he confirmed with a nod.
Lord Andrew gestured toward a back room. "This way, my lady."
As they entered, it was buzzing with activity. Rows of desks were set and clerks were busily working through papers of forms. Some stamping documents with the bank seal.
“You have reached the heart of our operations,” Blythe said as they stepped onto the clerks’ floor.
Quills moved in steady rhythm. Pages were turned. Sand was shaken lightly across fresh ink.
He gestured toward the row of high desks. “These gentlemen review every draft, bond, and account before a single pound is advanced.”
A faint crease formed between his brows. “In years past, a handshake might have sufficed.”
His fingers rested on a stack of neatly tied papers.
“But we’ve kept pace with what’s happening to other counting houses. Too many fortunes have vanished on a gentleman’s word alone. So we require rather more now.”
A clerk approached with a ledger; Blythe glanced over the column of figures before nodding him on.
"Estates, trade, reputation," Blythe said. "Everything is examined." His gaze settled briefly on Lady Jane. “We lend where there is substance.”
He straightened.
“For we are not a charitable society. The stability of this institution depends upon our loans being repaid.”
Lady Jane’s gaze swept the room.
“Most impressive. The size of your staff indicates loans are plentiful?”
“Indeed,” Lord Andrew replied, proudly.
In that moment, a clerk appeared. "Mr. Blythe, sir—your ten o'clock appointment has arrived early."
Blythe glanced at his pocket watch and sighed. "My apologies, Lady Jane. Duty calls. Please let us know when you would like to examine the ledgers and we will have everything ready for you. Lord Andrew can see you out?"
"Of course," Lady Jane responded.
Blythe disappeared, his footsteps carrying him back into the bustle of the bank floor, leaving them momentarily standing together amid the steady hum of clerks and customers.
They made their way back through the corridor in silence.
Their footsteps fell at the same pace — she noticed it without meaning to. The corridor was wide enough for three, yet somehow they walked closer than that. Not improperly so. Simply... closer than the space required.
She kept her eyes forward.
He did not look at her either, which she found, inexplicably, more unsettling than if he had.
At the door, Lady Jane paused, turning to face him.
Rain still pattered against the windows, softer now, the storm's fury spent.
"It is no wonder you thought nothing of troubling your employer," Lady Jane said, teasingly. Her voice was light but her gaze searching. "You are the employer."
Lord Andrew had the grace to look sheepish.
"In my defence, my lady, I did not know who you were and I did not want to come off as a pompous ass. I very much wanted to make a good impression."
“Because your reputation is to ensure patron satisfaction, is it not?” she said, lifting a brow.
“That wasn’t the reason,” he said faintly, holding her gaze.
The sincerity in his voice caught her off guard. For an instant, the world outside their exchange went quiet.
Colour touched her cheeks, barely visible but there. For a moment, neither spoke. The steady murmur inside the bank as patrons filed in could be heard in the background.
"I apologise for earlier. For questioning your right to be here, for assuming..." He ran a hand through his hair, disturbing it further. "For being an absolute fool, frankly."
"You need not apologise. It is I who should apologise for the," she gestured up and down at the coffee stains on his shirt, “inconvenience I put you through this morning.”
They both chuckled.
“My lady, since you will be attending the Langmere ball, perhaps I might claim a dance?”
She hesitated. For one dangerous moment, she imagined saying yes — imagined his hand at her waist, the warmth of his palm, the way he might look at her under candlelight. The thought alone was enough to make her spine stiffen.
Then she cut him off, firmly.
"That would be unwise, my lord."
The words landed like a door slamming shut.
He was not accustomed to refusal.
Yet somehow this one stung more than it should have.
Lord Andrew felt something sink in his chest. "I see."
"Do you?" Lady Jane tilted her head, studying him with those intelligent eyes.
"My family has a motto, Lord Andrew. Commerce is never muddied with personal affairs. It's served us remarkably well for generations.  I don't intend to be the one who breaks that tradition. I will be attending as a potential partner to this bank. Nothing more."
He tried again, "Even if the business is concluded?"
"The business is far from concluded, and if my family becomes a partner in Langmere’s, our business arrangement would be ongoing possibly indefinitely."
She tugged at her gloves with precise, measured movements.
"Good day, Lord Andrew. I shall be back next week to review the ledgers."
With that, Lady Jane stepped out into the grey morning, her maid materialising with an umbrella—this one, thankfully, behaving itself.
Through the large window facing the main street, Lord Andrew watched her settle into her carriage, watched it pull away into traffic.
Lord Andrew met Lord Tunnbridge back in the boardroom.
“How did the tour go?” Tunnbridge asked.
Just at that moment Woolich walked in. “She looked visibly impressed,” he said.
Blythe had returned to the conference room after concluding his meeting. He turned pointedly to Lord Andrew.
“I saw how you looked at her, Ashworth. I will warn you now to stay away. We need the Winterset backing for our expansion. Do not let your emotions get in the way of business. London is full of eligible women — Just. Not. Her,” he said, with emphasis.
“One misstep with the Lady Jane, Ashworth, and we don't just lose an investor. We lose our credibility. If you want to hunt, do it on your own time. In this building, she is a wolf, not a deer. Treat her accordingly.”
Lord Andrew squeezed his eyes shut.
She would be back, that was for certain.
And if she did invest? That would mean seeing her often — too often.
His good sense had already declared war.
The trouble was, sentiment appeared determined to win.
Chapter 3


“You’re late,” Sophie announced the moment Lord Andrew stepped into the parlour. “Mother has worn a path in the carpet watching the drive the past half hour.”
Lady Tiffany, the Dowager Viscountess, set her embroidery down beside her. “I’ve done no such thing. I merely glanced out once or twice.”
“Liar,” Sophie’s cheerful voice rose from the settee.
Lord Andrew turned to find his younger sister sprawled out across the blue damask cushions, a novel abandoned beside her.
The Honourable Sophie Pine, entirely too clever for anyone's comfort, grinned up at him with unrepentant mischief.
"Sophie," he said gravely, "has no one taught you that young ladies of quality do not lounge about like hunting dogs after a long run?"
"They did. I wasn't listening." She sat up just enough to be marginally proper, tucking her feet beneath her skirts.
Lady Tiffany picked up her embroidery again with studied casualness.
"Where were you this morning?"
She had asked lightly, but Lord Andrew recognised the tone beneath it — the one that meant she already suspected she would not approve of the answer.
He settled into his father's old chair.
Still borrowing it, he thought.
He wondered if achievement — real, undeniable achievement — might finally make it his.
"Some business at Langmere’s."
The memory of a woman behind the counter flickered briefly across his mind. He dismissed it immediately.
The needle paused mid-stitch. His mother's expression shifted from maternal interest to maternal concern, a transition he'd learned to
