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(Filed in triplicate, witnessed by Toni the Goose)

Dearest Reader,

Before you lies a compilation so scandalous it was once banned from polite drawing rooms, church basements, and at least one post office. These are the early chronicles—what historians now refer to, with trembling quills, as The Foundational Calamities.

They begin innocently enough: a duke, a chandelier, and gravity.
Then come a rake and a lady whose virtue could shatter glass, followed shortly by an infant who may or may not have diplomatic immunity. Together, these events formed the cornerstone of the modern romantic disaster.
You may ask, “Surely, these accounts cannot all be true?” To which I can only reply: they have been goose-certified.

Toni, the Tufted-Roman Goose of record, was present at nearly every incident. Her testimony, while composed primarily of honks and menacing glares, has been deemed legally binding by no fewer than three Regency tribunals and one modern committee on improbable courtships. She insists the chandelier incident was “a turning point for avian oversight,” though she refuses to elaborate.

These pages have been painstakingly reconstructed from misplaced marriage licenses, smoldering love letters, and the occasional eyewitness confession written under duress. Each tale has been verified for historical inaccuracy and emotional overinvestment.

You will find within:

	A Duke, whose relationship with chandeliers remains under active investigation.

	A Lady, whose pearl-clutching was later recognized as an Olympic sport.

	A Rake, whose sudden proximity to a baby caused widespread alarm and at least one conversion to Methodism.


It is my solemn duty—and Toni’s enthusiastic honk—to preserve these accounts for future generations who wish to understand how civilization toppled so elegantly beneath the weight of its own corsetry.

Should you find yourself laughing, swooning, or questioning the judicial authority of a waterfowl, please remember: every word herein has been filed, notarized, and regretted.

Yours in bureaucratic devotion and mild scandal,
Verity Farcett
Keeper of Unhinged Histories
(Endorsed by Toni, who has added an illegible signature and a small feather as proof of authorship.)
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By Verity Farcett

Love Your Stories Deliciously Unhinged?

Join Verity’s reader circle and claim your free exclusive novella—plus behind-the-scenes lore, new release updates, and the occasional goose scandal.

Download your free book here:
https://verityfarcett.com/free-book/

An Earnest and Entirely Sensible Preface

Dear Reader,

This account has been assembled with the utmost historical rigor, guided by the finest sources available—including but not limited to half-remembered gothic novels, wildly inaccurate period dramas, and the author’s own deep and unwavering commitment to nonsense.

Should certain details appear improbable, I urge you to consider that history is often far stranger than fiction, and the British aristocracy was, as a rule, dramatically unwell. If a chandelier should fall at a crucial moment, or a duel be fought over what appears to be a staggering miscommunication, rest assured that such events are not exaggerations, but rather inevitable consequences of excessive wealth and unchecked emotions.

This is, of course, a work of fiction—but if one were to stumble across a duke with a dubious past, a lady frequently in peril, or an inexplicably omniscient goose, I would advise against questioning it too deeply. Some things, dear reader, are simply meant to be.

Yours in absolute sincerity,
Verity Farcett

Chapter 1

Dorian Blackthorn Ravenshade, Duke of Hawksmoor, knew with a bone-deep certainty that the universe conspired against him. Not in any metaphorical sense—no, this was a systematic, meticulously planned assault on his very sanity, choreographed by some divine entity with a particularly cruel sense of humor.

The ballroom stretched before him like a battlefield, its gilt-edged mirrors and crystal chandeliers bearing silent witness to his impending doom. His muscles—each one a testament to generations of noble breeding and countless hours of calculated physical perfection—tensed beneath the impeccable cut of his evening coat. The wool, imported from the finest mills in England, seemed to whisper of restraint and barely contained masculine power with every subtle movement.

And there she was.

Lady Seraphina Fawnwhisper.

She was not merely suspended from the chandelier. No. She had become one with the crystalline monstrosity, her gossamer gown tangled in its intricate framework as though she had been purposefully designed by some mad artist to create maximum social catastrophe.

Why me? The thought thundered through his mind with the force of a thousand rebellious cavalry charges. Of all the ballrooms in London. Of all the women in society. Why must it always be her?

His internal monologue was a tempest of frustration, a cyclone of aristocratic suffering that would have made even the most dramatic of poets weep with its intensity. 

A single bead of sweat—hidden from the assembled guests by an iron will honed through years of ducal training—threatened to betray his inner turmoil.

Her golden ringlets cascaded downward, each curl a weapon more dangerous than any blade, more devastating than any cannon. They caught the candlelight like spun sunlight, creating a halo that suggested divine innocence while concealing a capacity for chaos that would make the most hardened military strategist weep.

And she was looking at him.

Not with the terror one might expect when dangling six feet above a marble floor. Not with the desperation of someone in genuine peril.

No.

She was looking at him as though they were sharing a pleasant afternoon tea.

Good God, his mind roared, she is smiling.

"Ah, good evening, Your Grace," she called down, her voice a melodious symphony of absolute unconcern.

Around him, the ballroom hummed with the collective intake of horrified breath. Lorgnettes snapped to attention like military rifles. Fans fluttered with the synchronized precision of a naval fleet's signal flags.

Hawksmoor moved forward, each step calculated to express both reluctance and nobility. His boot heels struck the marble floor with the finality of cemetery dirt hitting a coffin.

"Lady Seraphina," he said, the words emerging from somewhere deep within the well of aristocratic composure that had sustained his bloodline through countless wars, famines, and social disasters. "Why are you in the chandelier?"

She shifted slightly, sending a cascade of crystal droplets tinkling in musical protest. "The most extraordinary sequence of events, really." Her explanation flowed with the casual certainty of someone recounting a mundane shopping expedition. "I reached for a canapé—"

"As one does," he interjected, his voice as dry as ancient parchment.

"—and then the most peculiar breeze caught my skirts—"

"Naturally."

"—and before I could gather my wits, here I was!"

Hawksmoor inhaled with the careful control of a man who knew his next breath might be his last grasp at sanity. A tremor of something dangerously close to amusement threatened to crack his impassive façade. Not amusing. Absolutely not amusing.

He cast his gaze around the room, noting Lord Waldermere's expanding chest with the weary recognition of a general spotting enemy reinforcements on the horizon.

"Do not trouble yourself, Waldermere," he commanded without deigning to look at the man directly.

In one fluid movement that contained generations of aristocratic grace, he removed his coat. The garment slid from his shoulders with such sublime masculine poetry that a nearby debutante's eyes rolled back, her limbs surrendering to gravity.

The assembled crowd gasped as one, the sound a chorus of aristocratic appreciation for the ducal physique now on display. His shirtsleeves, though still properly buttoned at the wrists, hinted at the controlled power beneath. Someone moaned his name with religious fervor.

Seraphina clapped her hands with childlike delight. "Oh! You're rather magnificent at this, aren't you?"

Hawksmoor paused, one eyebrow arching toward his hairline. "I beg your pardon?"

"Rescuing me," she clarified, as if explaining a simple concept to a particularly dense child. "You've had quite a lot of practice lately."

The muscle in his jaw clenched with such force it threatened to crack a tooth. The past three months unspooled in his mind like a particularly absurd theatrical production: the stationary "runaway" phaeton, the ankle-deep "treacherous" fountain, and—most infamously—the geese. Those goddamned geese who had pursued Lady Seraphina through Hyde Park with a vengeance so personal, so calculated, that Hawksmoor remained convinced she had committed some terrible waterfowl atrocity in this or a previous life.

Stepping onto a chair with the care of a man approaching a guillotine, he reached upward. His fingertips brushed the silk of her gown, and the chandelier emitted a sound of metallic distress that echoed through his soul.

A crystal droplet detached itself from the fixture, plummeting toward the floor with fatalistic determination. It shattered upon impact, the sound a portent of impending catastrophe.

"Oh dear," Seraphina observed, tilting her head like a curious bird.

Hawksmoor did not sigh. Sighing would be too obvious. Instead, he stretched higher, his hand finding purchase on the curve of her waist. The moment his fingers closed around her, a strange electrical current seemed to pulse through the room.

The air stilled.

The chandelier groaned.

Somewhere, buried deep within the ancestral wing of Ravenshade Manor, a portrait of his great-grandfather slid from its hook and crashed to the ground, as if the very spirits of his lineage were protesting this contact.

"Oh, Your Grace," Seraphina exclaimed, her voice breathless with admiration rather than fear, "how strong you are!"

The chandelier issued one final, catastrophic protest—a deathbed confession of metal surrendering to fate—and then, God help them both, it happened.

They fell.

Not with the choreographed grace of romantic literature. Not with the poetic symmetry of star-crossed lovers. They plunged like two sacks of aristocratic potatoes, limbs entangled, dignity abandoned, while crystals rained around them like the tears of mocking deities.

They crashed onto the marble floor in a tangle of expensive fabric and dishonored limbs. Hawksmoor, by some instinct he would later curse, had twisted during their descent, ensuring his body cushioned her fall. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs, leaving him sprawled beneath her like a defeated warrior.

A dozen ladies succumbed to overwhelmed sensibilities.

The orchestra conductor, seized by the raw emotion of the moment, collapsed across his harpsichord in a cascade of discordant notes.

And Hawksmoor, whose existence had become a prolonged exercise in dignified suffering, found himself pinned beneath the most catastrophic woman in all of England.

Her body pressed against him with warm, undeniable femininity. His arms—treasonous appendages that they were—had instinctively wrapped around her to protect her from harm. He could feel her breath against his neck, rapid and warm.

She smelled of jasmine and impending social ruin.

His cravat, once a fortress of propriety, now hung loosened and debauched, as if even his clothing had surrendered to Lady Seraphina's chaos.

In the distance, beyond the terrace doors, a goose honked.

Lady Seraphina, flushed, tousled, and utterly unrepentant, gazed down at him with eyes that contained the destructive power of a thousand naval bombardments.

"Oh, Your Grace!" Her voice emerged breathless, intoxicated with the thrill of near-death. "You've saved me. Again!"

Hawksmoor remained motionless, his arms still full of her, his reputation balanced on the knife-edge of scandal. And somewhere deep within him, beneath layers of aristocratic restraint and genuine annoyance, lurked the disturbing certainty that this would not be the last time.

The whispers erupted like wildfire, spreading through the ballroom with unstoppable force.

"He's holding her!" "Did you witness his heroic catch?" "Such raw masculinity!" "Is that—good heavens—is that a goose at the terrace door?"

Hawksmoor closed his eyes and prayed for swift death. This was going to be a very, very long night.

Hawksmoor did not move.

He dared not move.

The ballroom had transformed into a theater, and he—pinned beneath Lady Seraphina's disastrous femininity—had become the unwilling centerpiece of tonight's performance. Every eye watched. Every ear strained to catch the slightest whisper.

It was not her physical weight that paralyzed him. That was negligible—a feather's touch compared to the crushing pressure of social expectation descending upon him.

"The way he cradles her—" 

"He hasn't released her!" 

"I daresay he can't bear to—passion has consumed him entirely!" 

"Someone fetch my vinaigrette—no, that's not—my vinaigrette—"

"Vinegar, Lady Wetherby."

"Yes! Quickly! I shall faint directly!"

A long-suffering breath escaped through his nostrils, carrying with it the collective restraint of eight generations of dukes.

"Seraphina." His voice emerged with clipped precision. "Remove yourself. Now."

She blinked down at him, her lips slightly parted, cheeks flushed pink with exertion or excitement—he refused to contemplate which.

She didn't move.

It dawned on him with horrifying clarity that she might have forgotten how to extricate herself from this position. Her brow furrowed slightly, as if she were attempting to recall some complex mathematical equation rather than the simple mechanics of standing upright.

"Seraphina." He repeated her name with the measured patience one might use when addressing a particularly willful child.

Revelation dawned across her features. She shifted her weight, rising slightly onto her elbows, bringing their faces to a proximity that threatened what remained of his composure. Her breath, scented with champagne and social catastrophe, caressed his face like the warm winds of his impending doom. His traitorous heart—that muscular clock of manly fortitude—thundered with such violence that he feared his waistcoat buttons might fly off as deadly projectiles. Every square inch of his chiseled torso, sculpted by generations of noble breeding and occasional fencing, tensed with the primal awareness of her closeness.

The place where her thigh pressed against his—separated by layers of silk and wool that suddenly seemed as insubstantial as morning mist—burned hotter than the great fire of London. His blood rushed southward with such alarming enthusiasm that he briefly wondered if his extremities might suffer permanent damage from the sudden diversion.

Worse. Infinitely, catastrophically worse.

The assembled aristocracy erupted in fresh gasps.

His jaw clenched. If she didn't remove herself immediately, they would find themselves wed before the supper course was served.

A shadow fell across his face.

"May I be of assistance, Your Grace?"

Hawksmoor tilted his head just enough to see Lord Waldermere hovering above them, hand extended toward Seraphina like a shopkeeper reaching for merchandise.

A list of things Hawksmoor detested scrolled through his mind: morning callers, social obligations, the lingering memory of that fateful duel in Vienna that had somehow resulted in his acquisition of a particularly judgmental lapdog.

But Lord Waldermere occupied a special place in his catalog of contempt.

"Touch her, Waldermere, and I shall meet you with pistols at dawn."

Waldermere blanched. The ladies sighed in collective ecstasy.

And Seraphina—goddamn her—beamed with undisguised delight.

"What a gallant defender you are!" Her voice rang with pleasure. "I would be utterly ruined without your intervention!"

A sound escaped him—not quite a groan, not quite a whimper, but the audio manifestation of his soul attempting to flee his body.

"Get. Up."

Finally, mercifully, Seraphina moved. With a rustle of expensive silk and far more physical contact than propriety allowed, she shifted her weight, attempted to stand, immediately stepped on the hem of his discarded coat, and teetered on the precipice of a fresh disaster.

Hawksmoor's hand shot out, steadying her waist with reflexive precision.

The ballroom audience responded with a symphony of scandalized sighs.

A champagne glass shattered somewhere in the distance.

And then, as if summoned by malevolent fate, a sound echoed through the sudden silence.

Honk.

Hawksmoor froze, a muscle twitching beneath his eye.

No.

Not now.

Not here.

The crowd parted like waters before Moses, heads turning in unified horror. Someone yelped.

Framed in the moonlit archway of the terrace doors stood a goose.

Not just any goose.

The goose.

Its beady eyes surveyed the assembled aristocracy with cold calculation, its beak slightly open, as if contemplating which noble to destroy first.

Hawksmoor remained perfectly still, a bead of cold sweat tracing a path down his spine.

Seraphina gasped softly. "Oh!"

And Hawksmoor?

Hawksmoor had never before considered the benefits of immediate emigration to the colonies until that moment.

Not a single breath disturbed the ballroom's hushed terror.

The goose stood silhouetted against the backdrop of the night gardens, its feathers catching the candlelight with an unnatural gleam that suggested otherworldly malevolence. It surveyed the room as a general might assess a battlefield, its gaze calculating, merciless.

Someone whimpered.

A violin string snapped with a sound like a dying scream.

"Dear God," Lady Wetherby whispered, clutching her throat.

Hawksmoor knew. With bone-deep certainty, he knew.

This was the same goose.

The memories flooded back with traumatic clarity: Hyde Park, three months ago, this very creature pursuing Lady Seraphina with single-minded determination. Her desperate attempt to scale a statue of King George III to escape its wrath. Hawksmoor's own reluctant intervention, the beating wings against his greatcoat as he'd lifted Seraphina to safety.

The unspoken promise in those soulless eyes: This isn't over.

And now, here they stood, adversaries reunited.

Panic rippled through the assembled aristocracy. No one dared flee—not in their finest attire, not with so many witnesses, not with reputations hanging by such delicate threads.

Hawksmoor straightened his shoulders, meeting the goose's gaze with the grim determination of a man who had already endured unprecedented humiliation this evening.

Seraphina tilted her head, seemingly unbothered by the avian harbinger of doom. "Oh," she said, her voice light and conversational. "It's you."

The goose took one deliberate step forward.

The collective intake of breath sounded like wind before a storm.

A church bell tolled in the distance, though it was far too late for evening services.

"I shall perish where I stand," Lady Beatrice announced, pressing a handkerchief to her brow.

Hawksmoor remained perfectly still.

The goose matched his stillness.

For one eternal moment, they faced each other across the ballroom, locked in silent recognition: only one of them would leave this encounter with dignity intact.

And by all that was holy, Hawksmoor was determined it would not be the goose.

The tense silence stretched to breaking point.

The damaged chandelier creaked ominously.

A teacup clattered against its saucer—a sound that cracked through the silence like gunfire.

And the goose...

...turned.

Without sound, without ceremony, without a single vindictive honk, it simply pivoted and strutted back into the darkness.

The ballroom dissolved into whispered relief.

Lady Wetherby collapsed into her husband's arms. Lord Pembroke dabbed sweat from his brow with a trembling hand. A footman silently crossed himself.

It was over.

For now.

But as the waterfowl disappeared into the night, Hawksmoor knew—with the certainty of a man marked by fate—that their paths would cross again.

It would return.

And next time...

It would not retreat so easily.

Hawksmoor should have seized the opportunity to escape.

Any rational man would have used the goose's dramatic exit as a tactical diversion, slipping away into the night before further catastrophe could unfold.

But he hesitated.

Just for one fatal moment.

And in that heartbeat of indecision, his fate was sealed.

The whispers surged like floodwaters breaching a dam once the terror caused by the goose receded.

"Did you observe his protective embrace? Like a man possessed by elemental passion!"

"He held her for an eternity! The implications cannot be denied!"

"They are certainly engaged by now. Possibly even wed. Has anyone seen the Archbishop?"

Hawksmoor's fingers twitched with suppressed agitation. He needed to leave. Immediately.

He turned sharply toward the exit, but before he could take a single step, delicate fingers wrapped around his forearm like a silken shackle.

"Your Grace!"

He turned, bracing himself for whatever fresh hell awaited.

Seraphina stood before him, flushed and radiant, her eyes sparkling with the delight of a woman who had not just suspended herself from a chandelier, fallen into the arms of a duke, and faced down her avian nemesis.

"What an exhilarating evening!" she exclaimed, as if they'd just enjoyed a particularly satisfying quadrille. "I trust you found it as enjoyable as I did!"

Hawksmoor stared at her, watching the destruction of his carefully constructed reputation reflected in her bright, oblivious eyes.

"Enjoyable," he repeated, the word flat and lifeless. "Yes. Precisely the term I would have chosen."

She beamed up at him. "Splendid! And to think, this marks only the beginning!"

His stomach plummeted like a stone dropped from a cliff. "The beginning of what, exactly?"

Seraphina linked her arm through his with casual intimacy, utterly unconcerned by the shocked murmurs rippling through the ballroom.

"Why, our courtship, of course!"

A sound escaped him—the death rattle of his dignity.

Lady Beatrice, lingering nearby, collapsed into a nearby chair, overcome by the romantic implications.

Hawksmoor extracted his arm from Seraphina's grasp with the careful precision of a surgeon removing a bullet.

"Lady Seraphina, I regret to inform you that pressing matters require my immediate—"

"Oh! But you simply must escort me to the gardens first!" she interrupted, eyes wide with innocent expectation.

"I... what?"

"The gardens, Your Grace!" she insisted. "The night is so lovely, and I desperately need a breath of fresh air after our adventure!"

Hawksmoor experienced a sensation similar to his soul departing his physical form.

"I assure you, Lady Seraphina, the air inside is perfectly adequate for respiration."

"But it isn't garden air," she countered, as if this distinction held profound significance.

His jaw tightened to the point of pain. "Lady Seraphina, you mistake me for a man who distinguishes between varieties of air based on their geographic location."

She laughed—a musical sound entirely unsuited to the gravity of his suffering—and turned toward the terrace doors, effectively ending the conversation.

Hawksmoor watched her go, knowing with grim certainty that if left unattended for even thirty seconds, she would inevitably tumble into an ornamental pond, provoke a decorative peacock, or accidentally ignite a topiary.

With the resigned air of a condemned man approaching the gallows, he knew he had to follow.

The gardens of Ravenshade Manor unfurled before him like a dream spun by a delirious poet—moonlight cascaded across the landscape in silver rivers, bathing each leaf and petal in ethereal luminescence. Rose bushes bloomed with flagrant disregard for the proper season, their velvet petals unfurled in shameless invitation, their perfume hanging in the air like the sighs of a hundred lovesick maidens. Ancient oaks stood sentinel, their gnarled limbs reaching toward the star-strewn heavens like supplicants begging for divine intervention. Fountains bubbled and whispered secret promises, their waters catching starlight and transforming it into liquid diamonds that danced and shimmered in the gentle evening breeze. Nightingales—surely imported at ruinous expense—trilled melodies so achingly beautiful that grown men had been known to weep upon hearing them, their tiny avian hearts somehow capturing the very essence of romantic yearning and distilling it into song.

The gardens of Ravenshade Manor were not mere horticultural arrangements.

They were tactical nightmares: a labyrinthine expanse of precisely trimmed hedges, imported marble statues with too many exposed limbs, and narrow, winding paths explicitly designed to facilitate scandalous encounters away from chaperones' watchful eyes.

In short, they were a disaster waiting to happen.

Hawksmoor expected to find Seraphina admiring the rose trellises like a normal human being.

She was nowhere in sight.

He froze, panic seizing his chest. No. No, no, no—

A distant rustling sound reached his ears, followed by a startled yelp.

Then: "Oh! Oh dear!"

Hawksmoor closed his eyes, sending a silent prayer to whatever deity might be laughing at his expense.

"Of course."

He found her in the hedge maze, because where else would she be?

She sat on the ground, skirts entangled in a sprawling mass of ivy, looking genuinely perplexed by her predicament, as if the laws of physics had suddenly changed without proper notification.

She glanced up at his approach, her expression brightening. "Your Grace! I was merely—"

"I have no interest in what you were 'merely' doing."

"—admiring the extraordinary symmetry of the hedges, when suddenly—"

"I refuse to hear this."

"—I must have taken a slight misstep—"

"Not another word."

"—and then, quite unexpectedly, I found myself here!"

"Because naturally, that is how sitting works."

A moment of silence stretched between them.

Seraphina blinked up at him. "Are you planning to assist me, or shall I remain here as a garden ornament?"

Hawksmoor dragged a hand down his face, inhaled deeply through his nose, and knelt to untangle her skirts from the vegetation.

The moment his fingers brushed against the gossamer fabric, he recognized his mistake.

A terrible, irreversible mistake.

Because Seraphina smelled of temptation incarnate—jasmine, honey, and something indefinably feminine that bypassed his brain entirely and spoke directly to more primitive parts of his anatomy.

His hands froze. He was too close. He needed to retreat.

He did not retreat.

She exhaled softly, seemingly unaware of the internal war raging within him.

It was intolerable.

The heat between them scorched the very air, transforming the oxygen into a thick, heady elixir of forbidden desire. His fingertips, mere inches from the gossamer fabric of her gown, trembled with the restraint of a thousand stoic ancestors. The moonlight, conspiring against him, bathed her skin in alabaster perfection, turning each pore into a sublime poem of feminine allure. Her scent—sweet heaven above!—invaded his nostrils like a conquering army, dispatching his rational thoughts and leaving only primitive, masculine hunger in its devastating wake.

His body betrayed him most treacherously. His loins—those traitorous architects of ducal downfall—stirred with such vigor that he feared the buttons of his falls might launch themselves into the night like cannonballs. Heat surged through his magnificent form, liquefying his spine and forcing his majestic heart to pound with such force that nearby flowers trembled in rhythm with its thunderous beat. His breath caught in his throat, trapped by desire so potent it could be bottled and sold as smelling salts to revive unconscious debutantes across London.

Every fiber of his being cried out to claim her lips—those plump, rose-petal orbs of scandalous temptation—and brand them with the scorching seal of aristocratic passion. To crush her delicate form against his marble-hewn chest and allow his hands—large, commanding ducal hands that could span her tiny waist with insulting ease—to wander the dangerous cartography of her curves.

It had to end.

With swift, decisive motion, Hawksmoor grasped her hand and pulled her upright—

Only for Seraphina to immediately step on her own hem and lose her balance.

And so she fell.

Again.

Directly against his chest.

Again.

With enough force to send them both crashing into the nearest hedge.

Branches snapped. Leaves exploded into the air. Somewhere, a night bird fled in terror.

Hawksmoor found himself flat on his back in the dirt, staring up at the indifferent stars.

A man could only endure so much.

A long, painful silence descended.

Seraphina, positioned atop him once more, propped herself on her elbows and peered down at his face with genuine concern.

"Are you quite well, Your Grace?"

Hawksmoor, whose patience had disintegrated beyond any hope of recovery, took a slow, measured breath.

"You must understand, Lady Seraphina," he said, addressing the night sky rather than her face, "I cannot allow myself to care. My past is too dark. My family perished in a terrible fire—"

He paused, noticing her frown.

"A fire? But I distinctly recall you mentioning they were lost in a devastating earthquake."

Hawksmoor's expression remained perfectly neutral.

"The earthquake caused the fire."

Seraphina's eyes narrowed with suspicion.

Hawksmoor offered no further explanation.

He simply continued contemplating the stars as if they might deliver him from this nightmare.

A fallen leaf drifted onto his forehead, settling there like nature's final mockery.

This, he concluded with grim resignation, was his life now.


Chapter 2

Dawn arrived at Ravenshade Manor with the subtlety of a theatrical entrance, golden light spilling across the Palladian windows and illuminating the immaculate bedchamber of Dorian Blackthorn Ravenshade, Duke of Hawksmoor. The morning breeze—as if specifically instructed by the Almighty to torment him—carried the scent of jasmine through his open window, a perfumed reminder of last night's catastrophe.

Hawksmoor lay perfectly still, eyes fixed upon the intricate plasterwork of his ceiling. His magnificent form remained unmoved, like a marble sculpture of masculine suffering, while his mind reeled with the horror of the previous evening's events. He had not slept. Sleep had become a luxury beyond his aristocratic reach, replaced instead by an endless procession of images: crystalline chandeliers crashing to marble floors, an impossibly persistent goose, and—most disturbing of all—Lady Seraphina Fawnwhisper's luminous eyes gazing up at him from the depths of a hedge.

The memory of her warm weight pressed against him sent a traitorous surge of heat through his perfectly sculpted form, pooling with alarming intensity in his aristocratic loins. His manhood—that rebellious appendage of ducal lineage—stirred with such vigor that the silk of his nightshirt tented like a military encampment preparing for glorious battle. The betrayal of his own flesh sent blood thundering through his veins with the deafening roar of a cavalry charge, turning his marble-hewn chest into a furnace that threatened to incinerate the Egyptian cotton sheets beneath him. His jaw clenched with such force that lesser men would have shattered their teeth, ground to powder by the crushing pressure of denied desire.

"Unacceptable," he informed the empty room, his voice a low rumble of ducal disapproval.

A discreet knock interrupted his brooding. His valet, Winfield—a man whose discretion rivaled that of the grave—entered with the quiet efficiency of a shadow.

"Good morning, Your Grace," he murmured, placing a silver tray bearing the morning's correspondence beside the bed. "I trust you slept well?"

The look Hawksmoor leveled at his servant would have wilted forests. "Do not test me, Winfield."

"Indeed, Your Grace." Winfield's expression remained as impassive as death itself. "I've taken the liberty of preparing your black coat today. The one that expresses profound suffering."

Hawksmoor nodded curtly. "Excellent choice."

Winfield cleared his throat with practiced delicacy. "There is... talk, Your Grace."

"Talk." He held his breath.

"Throughout London, sir." Winfield's voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper, though they were alone. "Regarding Your Grace and a certain Lady Seraphina Fawnwhisper."

Hawksmoor closed his eyes, allowing the news to wash over him like the cold tide of inevitable doom. "How bad?"

"I believe 'catastrophic' would be the appropriate term, sir." Winfield's eyelid twitched—the closest he ever came to displaying emotion. "Lady Wetherby's lady's maid informed our third footman that wedding arrangements are already being discussed. The Morning Post is said to be preparing an announcement."

"The Morning Post?" Hawksmoor sat upright with such violent swiftness that Winfield took an involuntary step backward. "On what grounds?"

"It appears that your heroic rescue of Lady Seraphina from the chandelier, followed by your intimate garden tête-à-tête, has been interpreted as..." Winfield paused, selecting his words with the care of a man defusing explosives, "...a declaration of intentions."

"We fell into a hedge."

"Indeed, sir. However, I'm told the fall has been recast as 'an impassioned embrace beneath the stars.'"

Hawksmoor's magnificent chest rose and fell with the controlled fury of gathering thunderclouds, each breath expanding his torso with such volcanic intensity that the buttons of his nightshirt trembled like virgins on wedding nights. Righteous indignation surged through his noble veins, turning his blood to liquid fire that threatened to erupt from his pores in a spectacular display of aristocratic wrath. His nostrils flared with the primal savagery of a thoroughbred stallion detecting a rival, while his fingers—those instruments of both pleasure and potential violence—curled into fists so tight that his knuckles gleamed whiter than his ancestral marble statuary. The very air around him seemed to crackle with the electric energy of his displeasure, causing nearby candle flames to bend away as if cowering from the sheer force of his ducal outrage.

"Who," he demanded, his voice rumbling from depths so profound it might have originated in the very core of the earth itself, "is responsible for this slander?"

"I believe, sir, that would be approximately six hundred aristocrats, their servants, and now, the general public of London."

A muscle in Hawksmoor's jaw spasmed. "Send for my carriage."

"Your destination, sir?"

"Anywhere." Hawksmoor's voice emerged from the depths of aristocratic despair. "Anywhere she is not."



The morning was impossibly, offensively perfect. Birdsong filled the air with symphonic precision, as if each feathered creature had been personally instructed in the art of melodious torture. Sunlight bathed the cobblestones of Covent Garden Market in a golden glow that mocked Hawksmoor's darkening mood with every passing moment.

He had chosen his carriage with strategic precision—the unadorned black one, lacking his ducal crest—in hopes of moving through London unrecognized. The vehicle rolled to a halt at the edge of Covent Garden Market, and Hawksmoor descended with the grim determination of a man approaching his own execution.

"Wait here," he commanded his driver, who nodded with the solemn understanding of a servant who had witnessed his master's suffering firsthand.

Hawksmoor adjusted his greatcoat with military precision and strode into the bustling marketplace. The choice of carriage was a futile attempt at anonymity, as it turned out. Heads turned as he passed. Whispers erupted in his wake. A flower seller had the audacity to wink.

"Congratulations, Your Grace!" she called, waving a bouquet of orange blossoms—the traditional flower for weddings—in his direction.

Hawksmoor quickened his pace, the heels of his Hessian boots striking the cobblestones with the rhythmic finality of a funeral march. His greatcoat billowed behind him like the wings of an avenging angel, the black wool a testament to both impeccable tailoring and profound existential dread.

He had come to Covent Garden seeking refuge among the common folk—people too occupied with commerce to care about aristocratic scandals.

How wrong he had been.

A fishmonger's wife curtseyed as he passed her stall. "Will ye be needin' fresh oysters for the weddin' feast, Your Grace?" she inquired with a suggestive waggle of her eyebrows. "Known for their... stimulatin' properties, they are."

Hawksmoor did not break stride. "I am not engaged, madam."

"Oh, o' course not, milord," she replied, winking with such exaggeration that it must have strained her facial muscles. "I understand perfectly."

He pressed onward, desperate to escape the market's suffocating familiarity. Up ahead, the ornate marble fountain that marked the center of the square offered a momentary vision of serenity. Hawksmoor quickened his pace, seeking the peaceful sound of water to drown out the whispers that pursued him.

And then—like a recurring nightmare—he saw her.

Lady Seraphina Fawnwhisper stood at the fountain's edge, the morning sunlight transforming her golden curls into a halo of metallic fire. Her gown—a confection of pale blue muslin that clung to her form with unseemly persistence—fluttered in the gentle breeze like a flag of feminine defiance. She appeared to be admiring her reflection in the water, leaning forward at an angle that defied both gravity and propriety.

Hawksmoor froze, every muscle in his body tensing with the instinct of imminent catastrophe.

"No," he whispered. "Not again."

As if summoned by his despair, Seraphina's head turned. Their eyes met across the crowded marketplace. Her face—that dangerously beautiful face—lit with a smile of such genuine delight that several nearby gentlemen clutched their hearts. A fish merchant's apprentice, caught in the direct path of her radiance, experienced seventeen simultaneous emotions so powerful that his eyebrows shot off his face entirely, rocketing upward with such velocity they impaled a passing pigeon. The unfortunate bird squawked once in dignified protest before exploding into a cloud of feathers that rained down upon the awestruck crowd like confetti at a particularly violent celebration.

She waved, the movement causing her to sway precariously on the fountain's edge.

Hawksmoor's heart—that treacherous organ—seized with foreboding. He took an involuntary step forward.

What happened next unfolded with the terrible inevitability of Greek tragedy.

Seraphina, in her enthusiasm, stepped backward. Her delicate slipper encountered the fountain's edge. Her arms pinwheeled in a valiant but doomed attempt to maintain balance.

And then—

She fell.

Not with the graceful, poetic descent of a fallen angel, but with the chaotic flailing of a woman utterly betrayed by physics. She plunged backward into the fountain with a splash so magnificent it sent nearby pigeons into panicked flight. Water erupted skyward in a crystalline explosion, catching the sunlight and transforming into a momentary rainbow—nature's own ironic commentary on the unfolding disaster.

Hawksmoor moved without conscious thought, his body responding to some primal instinct beyond rational control. He crossed the distance between them in seven precise strides, each footfall echoing with grim determination. The market crowd parted before him like waves before Moses, their collective gasp creating a vacuum of sound in his wake.

He reached the fountain just as Seraphina surfaced, sputtering and gasping. Her golden curls lay plastered against her head like drowned serpents. Her gown—that flimsy, insubstantial garment—now clung to her form with such scandalous transparency that it may as well have been constructed of dewdrops and wishful thinking.

"Your Grace!" she exclaimed, her voice bright with surprise rather than embarrassment. "What a delightful coincidence!"

Hawksmoor stared down at her, his expression as immovable as a granite cliff face. "Is it a coincidence, Lady Seraphina? Or is it the universe's sick joke at my expense?"

She tilted her head, sending a cascade of water droplets sparkling through the air. "I don't understand."

"No," he agreed grimly. "You wouldn't."

Without further deliberation, he removed his greatcoat, laid it aside with great care and precision, and descended into the fountain. The water, barely knee-deep, soaked through his impeccable buckskin breeches and ruined his hand-crafted boots—a material sacrifice that burned through his soul like Greek fire.

He reached for her, his hands closing around her waist with authoritative certainty. She felt impossibly small beneath his touch, her rib cage delicate as a bird's beneath his large hands. Her skin, even through the sodden fabric, radiated an unnatural warmth that seemed to burn through his gloves.

"Oh!" she gasped, her eyes widening. "Your Grace, your boots!"

"My boots," he confirmed with lethal calm, "are the least of my concerns."

With the effortless strength of a man who had spent years perfecting the exact musculature required for lifting disaster-prone women from public fountains, he lifted her. Water streamed from her gown in silver rivulets, creating a secondary downpour that soaked him further.

The market crowd, which had gathered with the alacrity of vultures circling a wounded animal, erupted into applause.

"How romantic!" someone sobbed.

"He's ruined his boots for love!" another declared, voice choked with emotion.

"I've never witnessed such devotion!" a third announced, before promptly bursting into tears.

Hawksmoor, ignoring the spectacle around them, carried Seraphina to the fountain's edge. His shirt—imported Egyptian cotton of such fine weave that it had cost the annual income of several tenant farmers—clung to his chest with indecent transparency. The defined contours of his aristocratic musculature, honed through years of fencing and horsemanship, were now on vulgar display for all of Covent Garden to witness.

A young flower girl fainted.

An elderly dowager began fanning herself with alarming vigor.

A passing clergyman covered his eyes, but peered through his fingers.

Hawksmoor set Seraphina on her feet with the careful precision of a man handling nitroglycerin. "Lady Seraphina," he began, his voice pitched low to avoid further public spectacle, "this cannot continue."

She gazed up at him, water droplets clinging to her eyelashes like diamonds. "What cannot, Your Grace?"

"This." He gestured between them, encompassing their soaked forms, the gathered crowd, and the general catastrophe of their existence. "Whatever curse has bound us together."

"Curse?" She blinked, sending another droplet cascading down her cheek. "I think of it as serendipity."

A shiver coursed through her delicate form—a tremor so pronounced that it transferred through his hands where they still (why were they still?) rested at her waist.

"You're cold," he observed, the words emerging more accusation than concern.

"I'm perfectly—" She was interrupted by her own teeth chattering, a sound that echoed through his soul like the rattling of chains in a ghost story. "—fine."

With a sigh that contained generations of ducal suffering, Hawksmoor retrieved his greatcoat and draped it around her shoulders. The garment—designed for his substantial frame—swallowed her entirely, transforming her into a small, bedraggled creature peering out from a cave of expensive wool.

"Thank you," she murmured, huddling into its warmth. Her voice had softened to a tone that threatened to awaken something primitive in his chest. "You're most gallant, Your Grace."

"It's a coat, not a declaration of undying devotion," he corrected, but the damage was done.

The market crowd, which had been watching their exchange with the focused attention of theatergoers at a Drury Lane premiere, sighed collectively.

"He's given her his coat!"

"Just like in Mrs. Radcliffe's latest novel!"

"They'll be wed before the Season ends—mark my words!"

Hawksmoor glared at the crowd with such concentrated fury that several people took involuntary steps backward. "Don't you have vegetables to purchase?" he demanded. "Lives to lead? Any occupation whatsoever beyond spectating my personal torment?"

No one moved.

Seraphina, oblivious to his mounting irritation, smiled up at him. "You really shouldn't frown so intensely, Your Grace. You'll develop lines."

"Lines," he repeated flatly, "are the least of my concerns at present."

She reached up—dear God in heaven, she was actually reaching up—and with a single delicate finger, attempted to smooth the furrow between his brows. The contact, unexpected and alarmingly intimate, sent an electrical current through his body that temporarily short-circuited his brain.

"There," she said, as if she'd accomplished something significant. "That's better."

It was not better.

It was, in fact, exponentially worse.

Because now, standing in the middle of Covent Garden, soaked to the skin and being touched by the woman who had single-handedly destroyed his reputation, Hawksmoor became acutely aware of several alarming developments.

First, her gown—that flimsy, transparent muslin—had become a second skin that concealed nothing and suggested everything. The outline of her legs, the curve of her waist, the swell of her—

He jerked his gaze away, fixing it on a point above her head with military discipline.

Second, his own shirt had undergone a similar transformation, clinging to his chest like a desperate lover. Each breath he took caused the fabric to stretch across his pectorals in a display so flagrantly masculine that three more bystanders promptly swooned.

Third, and most disturbing of all: despite the absurdity of their situation, despite the public humiliation, despite the certain knowledge that this woman was a walking disaster sent specifically to destroy him... he could not deny the molten heat pooling in his core. A heat that had nothing to do with embarrassment and everything to do with the way her fingers had felt against his skin.

"You mustn't grow attached, Seraphina," he said, his voice emerging as a gravel-rough command. "I am a man doomed to solitude. My family was lost at sea—"

Her brow furrowed in confusion. "Wait, I thought it was a fire caused by an earthquake?"

Hawksmoor didn't miss a beat. "A flaming shipwreck, then."

"But how would an earthquake at sea cause a—"

"My tragic past is not up for logical scrutiny," he interrupted, a muscle twitching beneath his left eye.

She stared at him for a long moment, water dripping from her curls onto his ruined greatcoat. Then, inexplicably, she smiled. "You're very mysterious, Your Grace. It's quite intriguing."

Before he could formulate a suitable response to this outrageous statement, a commotion erupted from the edge of the crowd. Heads turned. Gasps rippled through the assembled spectators like wind through wheat.

"Make way!" a voice commanded. "Make way for Lady Wetherby!"

The crowd parted, revealing Lady Agatha Wetherby—a matron of such impressive girth and social standing that she parted crowds through sheer force of personality. She barreled toward them with the unstoppable momentum of a runaway carriage, her enormous purple turban wobbling precariously with each determined stride.

"Duke of Hawksmoor!" she bellowed, coming to a halt before them with impressive suddenness. "And Lady Seraphina! Just as reported!" Her beady eyes took in their soaked appearance, Seraphina wrapped in his coat, Hawksmoor's transparent shirt. She inhaled so forcefully that the feather in her turban bent backward. "Good heavens!"

"Lady Wetherby," Hawksmoor acknowledged with frigid politeness. "What an unexpected displeasure."

She ignored the insult, her gaze fixed on Seraphina with predatory intensity. "My dear child! To be caught in such a... compromising position! And after last night's display! Why, your reputation is hanging by a thread!"

Seraphina blinked up at the woman, appearing genuinely puzzled. "Is it? I'm merely wet, Lady Wetherby. Hardly a fatal condition."

"Wet!" Lady Wetherby repeated, the word emerging as a scandalized shriek. "Wet in public! With a gentleman! Without gloves!"

Hawksmoor pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling a headache building behind his eyes with the unstoppable force of an invading army. "Lady Wetherby, I assure you, this is nothing more than—"

"Nothing?!" Her voice ascended to a pitch that sent nearby dogs into howling fits. "You call this nothing? The Duke of Hawksmoor, soaked to the skin, his... his..." Her hand fluttered toward his chest, then jerked away as if burned. "His person on display! And Lady Seraphina, wrapped in your greatcoat! Your greatcoat, sir! An article of clothing that has touched your... your aristocratic form!"

"It's a coat," Hawksmoor stated with deadly precision. "Not a marriage contract."

Lady Wetherby drew herself up to her full, considerable height. "The ton will hear of this!"

"The ton," Hawksmoor observed coldly, "appears to have arrived ahead of you."

Indeed, several carriages bearing aristocratic crests had pulled up at the edge of the market square. Faces peered from windows, lorgnettes raised in scandalized fascination.

Lady Wetherby turned, surveying the gathering audience with the tactical assessment of a general reviewing troops. She spun back to face them, her expression transformed from outrage to calculating excitement.

"Well!" she declared, clapping her hands together. "It appears the matter is settled!"

"What matter?" Hawksmoor demanded.

"Your engagement, of course!" Lady Wetherby beamed with the triumphant satisfaction of a woman who had just orchestrated a social coup. "After such a public display, anything less would be unthinkable!"

The blood drained from Hawksmoor's face with such speed that he momentarily feared he might join the ranks of those who had fainted. "There is no engagement," he stated, each word emerging with the weight of ducal authority.

"Of course, of course," Lady Wetherby agreed, nodding so vigorously her turban threatened to detach. "Very discreet of you! But rest assured, the announcement will be in tomorrow's papers. I shall see to it personally!"

Before Hawksmoor could respond, Seraphina swayed beside him. Her complexion, previously flushed from the fountain's chill, had paled to an alarming translucence.

"Your Grace," she murmured, her voice oddly distant. "I feel rather peculiar."

His irritation evaporated, replaced by a surge of concern so powerful it momentarily stunned him. "Seraphina?"

Her eyelids fluttered. "The world seems to be... spinning."

She pitched forward.

Once again—because fate was nothing if not consistent in its torment—Hawksmoor caught her. Her body collapsed against his chest with warm, limp surrender, her golden head tucked beneath his chin as if designed to fit there.

Another collective gasp rose from the crowd, followed by the distinct sound of Lady Wetherby hitting the cobblestones in a dead faint.

Hawksmoor stood frozen, Seraphina's unconscious form cradled against him, Lady Wetherby sprawled at his feet, and what appeared to be half of London's aristocracy watching from carriages. Water dripped from his ruined clothing onto the cobblestones with metronomic precision, counting down the seconds of his social execution.

And then—because the universe had apparently decided that his humiliation remained incomplete—a familiar sound cut through the market's hushed silence.

Honk.

Hawksmoor's head snapped up, his gaze scanning the crowd with predatory focus.

There, perched atop a nearby vegetable stall, sat the goose.

The same goose.

It regarded him with beady, malevolent eyes, its head tilted at precisely the angle to convey maximum avian contempt.

"You," Hawksmoor growled.

The goose's beak opened slightly, as if smirking.

Then, with deliberate insolence, it settled more comfortably on its perch, folded one leg beneath its body, and continued to watch him—like a theatergoer who had secured the perfect seat for a particularly entertaining performance.

Hawksmoor stared at the goose.

The goose stared back.

And in that moment, a terrible certainty crystallized in Hawksmoor's mind: this creature—this demon disguised as waterfowl—was somehow responsible for all of it. The chandelier. The fountain. The relentless, inexplicable disasters that plagued Lady Seraphina whenever he was near.

"I will end you," he promised softly.

The goose, unimpressed, merely settled its feathers with a subtle rustle.

A challenge.

As Hawksmoor stood in the middle of Covent Garden, holding an unconscious woman while the architect of his demise watched from atop a vegetable stall, one thought emerged with perfect clarity from the chaos of his mind.

He was going to need a bigger greatcoat.


Chapter 3

Lady Seraphina Fawnwhisper awoke to the melodic patter of raindrops against her bedchamber window, each crystalline tear of heaven cascading down the glass like the universe itself wept for her plight. Or perhaps it was merely raining. Either way, the meteorological phenomenon seemed terribly significant to her fevered mind.

Three days had passed since The Fountain Incident, as the ton had taken to calling it with breathless reverence. Three days of confinement to her bedchamber, nursing what her physician had diagnosed as "a feminine malady of the delicate constitution, exacerbated by excessive moisture and emotional overstimulation."

Seraphina found the diagnosis laughable. She had never felt more alive, more vibrant, more...cosmically aligned with her destiny.

"Millicent," she called to her lady's maid, who materialized from the shadowed corner like a particularly efficient phantom. "Has there been any word from His Grace today?"

Millicent's face—a masterpiece of controlled neutrality born from years of serving aristocratic eccentricity—betrayed nothing. "No, my lady. The Duke of Hawksmoor has not called, sent correspondence, dispatched flowers, commissioned poetry, or otherwise acknowledged your existence since carrying your unconscious form home three days ago."

Seraphina sighed, a sound so laden with yearning it caused the curtains to stir despite the closed windows. "How peculiar," she mused, twirling a golden ringlet around her finger with enough force to cut off circulation. "One would think that after rescuing a lady from certain death multiple times, a gentleman might inquire after her health."

"Indeed, my lady. Most perplexing." Millicent's tone suggested she found it about as perplexing as the rising of the sun or the fact that wet things eventually dried.

Seraphina flung the bedcovers aside with dramatic flair, revealing a nightgown of such diaphanous quality that it would have caused collective apoplexy among the matrons of the ton. "I must dress immediately."

"For what purpose, if I may be so bold as to inquire?"

"Why, to call upon the Duke, of course!" Seraphina announced, as if this were the most obvious conclusion in the world. "Something is troubling him—I can sense it in the very marrow of my being! His soul cries out for understanding, for compassion, for—"

"For the lady who has caused his name to be linked with scandal three times in the span of a week?" Millicent suggested delicately.

Seraphina nodded enthusiastically. "Precisely!"

Millicent's sigh extinguished candles across the room. "Which gown would you prefer, my lady? The one that might scandalize, or the one that will certainly scandalize?"

"Oh, the latter, definitely."

An hour later, Seraphina descended the grand staircase of her family home, a vision in emerald silk that clung to her form with such determined aspiration that it appeared to be auditioning for the role of second skin. Her golden curls had been arranged in an elaborate collection that defied both gravity and conventional understanding of hair architecture. She wore emeralds at her throat and wrists—family heirlooms that caught the light and scattered it like verdant stars.

"My lady," her butler intoned with the resigned air of a man who had long ago surrendered to the inevitable, "it is raining most forcefully."

"Is it?" Seraphina glanced toward the window, where water coursed down the glass in torrential rivers. "How convenient! I shall need my transparent rain cloak."

"Your... transparent rain cloak," the butler repeated, each word emerging with painful effort.

"The one made of that marvelous new material—what did the modiste call it? Ah yes, 'scandalously impractical but visually compelling.'"

The butler closed his eyes briefly, as if drawing strength from some internal wellspring of servile fortitude. "Of course, my lady. And shall I order the closed carriage?"

Seraphina waved a dismissive hand. "Oh no, that won't be necessary. I shall walk."

"In the torrential downpour."

"It will add a certain dramatic quality to my arrival, don't you think? Besides, Ravenshade Manor is merely two miles across the park, through the woods, and over the stone bridge."

The butler's face settled into the blank expression of a man contemplating career alternatives. "As you wish, my lady."

Thus it was that Lady Seraphina Fawnwhisper ventured forth into the tempest, wrapped in a rain cloak that offered all the protection of a gossamer thought while magnifying the emerald splendor beneath. The rain immediately set to work, plastering the transparent material against her gown, which in turn adhered to her form with enthusiastic dedication.

She hummed as she walked, utterly oblivious to the biblical deluge wreaking havoc upon her elaborate coiffure. In her mind's eye, she could see the Duke—brooding magnificently in some darkened chamber, his chiseled jaw clenched in masculine anguish, his powerful form silhouetted against a window as lightning illuminated his tortured profile.

What a fascinating creature he was! So commanding, so mysterious, so prone to rescuing her from situations that would have proved merely inconvenient to lesser women. There was something in his eyes—those stormy orbs of masculine mystique—that spoke of hidden depths, of secrets too terrible to voice, of a past so tragic it required multiple contradictory explanations.

Seraphina was certain, with the unshakable conviction that came from reading far too many gothic novels, that she alone could heal his wounded soul.

The rain intensified, as if the heavens themselves were attempting to dissuade her from this ill-conceived journey. Wind whipped through the trees, sending branches thrashing in violent protest. Lightning split the sky, illuminating the path ahead in brief, electric flashes.

Perfect weather for romance, Seraphina decided.

The path through the park narrowed as it entered the wooded section, ancient oaks forming a canopy that offered sporadic, largely symbolic protection from the deluge. Mud squelched beneath her delicate slippers—which had, predictably, been chosen for their aesthetic appeal rather than practical application.

A sudden rustle in the underbrush caught her attention. Seraphina paused, peering into the dim recesses between the trees.

"Hello?" she called, because in her experience, mysterious noises in foreboding woods during storms generally responded to polite inquiry.

The rustling intensified. A shadow moved between the trees—something low to the ground, moving with purpose.

Seraphina leaned closer, squinting through the rain.

A pair of beady eyes gleamed back at her.

"Oh!" she exclaimed, recognition dawning. "It's you!"

The goose—for indeed, it was the very same goose that had terrorized her in Hyde Park and made that dramatic appearance at the Ravenshade ball—emerged from the underbrush. It regarded her with an expression that, for a waterfowl, contained a surprising amount of calculation.

"What a delightful coincidence!" Seraphina exclaimed, as if encountering one's avian nemesis in a storm-lashed forest was the most natural thing in the world. "Are you also calling upon the Duke?"

The goose said nothing, which Seraphina took as confirmation.

"Splendid! We shall go together. Though I must warn you, he seemed rather perturbed by your presence at the market. Something about ending you? I'm sure it was merely the heat of the moment."

The goose's head tilted slightly.

"You're absolutely right," Seraphina agreed with the unspoken sentiment. "Men do say the most dramatic things when they're wet."

With this matter settled to her satisfaction, Seraphina continued along the path, the goose falling into step beside her like a feathered escort. They made an odd procession through the woods—the soaked, golden-haired vision in emerald and her waterproof companion, moving together with the surreal quality of a fever dream.

The stone bridge appeared ahead, spanning a usually placid stream that had transformed into a roaring torrent under the storm's influence. Ancient and narrow, the bridge offered just enough width for a carriage to pass—or in this case, a lady and her goose.

Seraphina stepped onto the slick stones, the hem of her gown trailing in puddles that had formed in the centuries-old dips and hollows. The wind howled across the open expanse, tugging at her cloak with greedy fingers.

"How exhilarating!" she declared to her feathered companion. "One can almost imagine being a heroine in Mrs. Radcliffe's latest novel!"

The goose, displaying a wisdom beyond its species, remained on the bank.

Halfway across the bridge, a new sound joined the symphony of the storm—the rhythmic thunder of hooves against mud. Seraphina turned, peering through the curtain of rain to see a horse and rider emerging from the trees at breakneck speed.

The rider—a massive, dark figure astride an equally massive, equally dark horse—spotted her at the same moment. A voice roared over the storm, carrying words that were torn away by the wind before they could reach her ears.

The horse, however, received the message quite clearly. It skidded to a halt at the bridge's entrance, rearing up with theatrical precision, its forelegs pawing at the air as if battling invisible demons.

Lightning chose that exact moment to strike, illuminating the scene with electric brilliance: Seraphina on the bridge, transparent cloak billowing around her like gossamer wings; the massive rider struggling to control his rearing mount; and the goose, watching from the bank with what could only be described as smug anticipation.

Several things happened in rapid succession.

The horse, having completed its dramatic display, returned its hooves to earth with such force that the ancient bridge trembled. The vibration, traveling through the rain-slicked stones, reached Seraphina's precarious footing.

Her slippers, which had been designed with the sole purpose of making her feet look as tiny and delicate as possible, betrayed her with contemptuous ease. Her left foot slid. Her right foot, in a show of solidarity, immediately followed suit.

Seraphina's arms pinwheeled in a valiant but ultimately futile effort to defy the fundamental laws of physics. For one suspended moment, she hung between balance and catastrophe, the outcome yet undetermined.

The goose honked.

And Seraphina fell.

Not forward onto the bridge, which would have been merely embarrassing.

Not backward toward the rider, which might have been romantically convenient.

No—she fell sideways, over the low stone parapet, plummeting toward the churning waters below with the determined trajectory of a falling star.

The world slowed to a dreamlike pace. Seraphina had time to observe, with academic detachment, how her cloak billowed upward, how raindrops seemed suspended around her, how the dark waters rushed to meet her with lover's eagerness.

She had time to think, with perfect clarity: The Duke will be most displeased.

Then reality reasserted its usual tempo, and she plunged into the torrent with a splash that was immediately swallowed by the roar of the storm.

Cold. Shocking, bone-deep cold enveloped her. The current caught her instantly, tumbling her beneath the surface with casual violence. Her lungs burned. Her elaborate coiffure collapsed entirely. Her beautiful emerald gown, now a sodden prison, dragged her deeper.

Seraphina did not panic. Panic, she had always maintained, was extraordinarily unbecoming. Instead, she attempted to swim, her arms cutting through the water with more enthusiasm than technique.

It made precisely no difference. The stream, engorged by the storm, carried her along like a golden-haired twig in its inexorable grasp.

Above the roar of water, she heard a distant splash, followed by powerful strokes cutting through the current. A strong arm encircled her waist, pulling her against a solid wall of masculine determination.

"Your Grace!" she gasped, water streaming from her lips. "How fortuitous!"

The Duke of Hawksmoor—for indeed, it was he, now as thoroughly drenched as she—did not respond. His magnificent jaw clenched with such force it was a wonder his molars didn't shatter. With powerful strokes, he fought the current, angling their bodies toward the bank.

Seraphina, pressed against the Duke's magnificently sculpted chest, found herself engulfed in a heat so scorching it defied the very principles of thermodynamics. The frigid water around them might as well have been boiling oil for the fire that blazed between their bodies. Her hands—traitorous, wanton things—splayed across the Herculean expanse of his shoulders with scandalous intimacy, her fingertips discovering terrain so exquisitely muscled that marble statues would weep with inadequacy. Through the sodden linen of his shirt, now rendered as insubstantial as gossamer by the water's assault, she could feel each magnificent sinew contracting and releasing beneath her touch—a symphony of masculine power that sent forbidden ribbons of molten desire coursing through her innocent form like liquid lightning. Each powerful stroke he took against the current pressed his godlike torso more firmly against the softness of her bosom, creating a friction so delicious her cheeks flamed scarlet despite the icy bath that had nearly claimed her life moments before.

"You're quite strong," she observed, as if they were taking tea rather than fighting for their lives in a storm-swollen stream. "Is it genetic, do you suppose, or the result of ducal exercise regimens?"

His only response was a grunt that contained multitudes of aristocratic suffering.

With a final, heroic effort, he dragged them both onto the muddy bank, collapsing onto his back with Seraphina sprawled across his chest. For several moments, they simply lay there, their ragged breathing barely audible over the continuing tantrum of the storm.

Seraphina propped herself up on her elbows, bringing her face inches from his. Water dripped from her golden curls onto his chiseled features, tracing paths down his aristocratic cheekbones like teardrops.

"We meet again," she said cheerfully. "Though I must say, I hadn't planned on swimming today."

The Duke's eyes opened—those stormy orbs of masculine torment—and fixed upon her with an intensity that might have incinerated a lesser woman. A muscle twitched in his jaw. A vein pulsed at his temple. His chest rose and fell beneath her with the controlled violence of a man desperately suppressing primal urges—though whether those urges involved kissing her or drowning her remained deliciously ambiguous.

"Lady Seraphina," he finally spoke, each word emerging with deadly precision, "what, exactly, were you doing on that bridge?"

"Walking to your estate, of course." She said this as if it were the most natural thing in the world, as if traversing miles in a biblical deluge were standard social protocol.

"In a storm."

"The weather seemed metaphorically appropriate."

His eyes narrowed. "Metaphorically appropriate."

"For the tumult of emotions I wished to discuss with you." She nodded solemnly, sending another cascade of water onto his face. "You see, I've had a realization."

The Duke closed his eyes briefly, as if seeking divine intervention. Finding none forthcoming, he opened them again. "And what realization might that be?"

"That you are the most fascinating man I've ever encountered."

His expression didn't change, but something flickered in the depths of his eyes—something dangerously close to panic. "You've known me for seven minutes."

"Seven minutes spread across multiple rescues," she corrected. "And near-death experiences are remarkably efficient at fostering intimacy, don't you think? Besides, there's your mysterious past."

"My past is not mysterious," he stated flatly. "It is private."

"It's also inconsistent," Seraphina pointed out. "First your family perished in a fire that was, apparently, caused by an earthquake, then they were lost at sea, and I'm quite certain there was something about a flaming shipwreck in there somewhere."

A droplet of water rolled down his temple with the slow inevitability of aristocratic doom.

"Damn it, Seraphina," he growled, his voice dropping to a register that sent pleasant shivers racing along her spine, "I cannot keep saving you! It is far too dangerous to be near me! You see... I was raised by wolves!"

Seraphina blinked. "That... that wasn't what you said before."

The Duke's expression remained perfectly impassive. "Wasn't it?"

She frowned, genuinely perplexed by his shifting narrative. "No, it most certainly was not. Unless the wolves were on the ship before it caught fire due to the earthquake?"

For a moment—just the briefest flicker—something that might have been amusement crossed his features. Then it vanished, replaced by his customary brooding intensity.

"The specifics are irrelevant," he declared with ducal finality. "The salient point is that you must stay away from me."

"But why?" Seraphina pressed, genuinely curious. "Because of the wolves?"

"Because—" He stopped abruptly, his gaze shifting to a point beyond her shoulder. His entire body tensed beneath her. "No," he whispered. "Not again."

Seraphina turned her head, following his line of sight.

There, standing on the bank not ten feet away, watching them with unblinking focus, was the goose.

It took one deliberate step forward, webbed feet squelching in the mud. Then another. Water beaded on its impenetrable feathers, rolling off without effect—unlike the two sodden aristocrats before it.

"Oh look," Seraphina said brightly, "it's my traveling companion! We walked here together."

"You... walked here... with the goose?" the Duke's voice emerged as a deadly whisper, his face paling to the shade of a fresh burial shroud. "Dear God, it's worse than I imagined. It's not merely following us—it's actively escorting you into peril."

The goose took another step closer. Its beak parted slightly, as if savoring their predicament.

"Don't be silly," Seraphina chided. "It's just a goose."

"That," the Duke informed her with gravitas that would have been comical in any other circumstance, "is not 'just a goose.' That is an agent of chaos. A harbinger of doom. A feathered manifestation of whatever cruel deity has decided to torment me specifically."

Seraphina stared at him, then back at the goose, then back at him. "You believe... a waterfowl... is orchestrating our misfortunes?"

"I don't merely believe it," the Duke replied, his tone suggesting this was the most rational conclusion in the world. "I know it."

The goose, as if understanding it was the topic of conversation, stretched its neck upward and released a single, triumphant honk.

Lightning flashed with the blinding intensity of a thousand chandeliers exploding simultaneously, so bright that somewhere in the cosmos, stars filed a formal complaint for copyright infringement. Thunder didn't merely rumble—it bellowed like a drunken opera singer who'd just been told the bar was closed, vibrating the very atoms of existence until even the worms underground checked their pocket watches to ensure the apocalypse wasn't running ahead of schedule. The rain, somehow defying every meteorological principle established since Noah took up carpentry, intensified to such biblical proportions that fish began swimming past at eye level, pausing only to ask for directions to the nearest ark. 

And Seraphina, still sprawled atop the Duke of Hawksmoor on a muddy riverbank in the middle of the universe itself having an existential tantrum, complete with foot-stomping and the celestial equivalent of holding its breath until it turned blue, with a supposedly malevolent goose watching them, had her second epiphany of the day.

She was utterly, irrevocably, catastrophically in love with this man.

It made perfect sense. His consistent rescues, his brooding demeanor, his magnificently inconsistent tragic backstory, his apparent blood feud with waterfowl—what woman of sense and sensibility could resist such a combination?

"Your Grace," she began, her voice taking on a breathy quality that had nothing to do with their recent aquatic adventure, "I believe I may be experiencing palpitations of a concerning nature."

His brow furrowed with what might have been concern. "Are you injured?"

"Only in my heart," she replied, pressing a delicate hand to her bosom with dramatic precision. "It seems to be beating with unusual vigor whenever I gaze upon your face."

Horror dawned in his expression—pure, undiluted horror that transformed his features into a masterpiece of aristocratic dread. "Lady Seraphina," he began carefully, as if addressing a particularly unstable explosive, "you are experiencing the natural physiological response to nearly drowning."

"I don't believe so," she countered, shaking her head for emphasis. "It feels distinctly like the passion described in Lady Winterbourne's 'Midnight Confessions of a Duke's Secret Mistress'—which I absolutely did not read, as it would be most improper."

The Duke closed his eyes, a tremor passing through his powerful frame that might have been a suppressed shudder. "We need to get you warm and dry. You're becoming delirious."

"I assure you, I've never been more clear-headed." She leaned closer, bringing her face mere inches from his. "Your eyes contain such fascinating depths. Like... like storm-tossed oceans on the edge of midnight. Or perhaps like rain-soaked slate in twilight's embrace. Or—"

"Enough," he interrupted, his voice strangled. "Get
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