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For Book the Fifth

Dear Reader,
This fifth volume arrives not with fanfare, but with a politely repressed gasp—followed by immediate scandal. It is a tale of spinsterhood, society pages, and a marriage that technically occurred before the protagonists met. Rest assured, this is not fabrication. This is legal documentation, albeit written in fountain pen and mild confusion.
You may notice a cat with aggressive paper-based opinions, a black goose with editorial control, and a colonel who can face cannon fire but not courtship. These are not inventions. They are inconveniences of history.

What follows is not a satire. It is a historical inevitability.

Painstakingly compiled from misplaced betrothal announcements, a tea-stained marriage certificate, and a bonnet box full of threats.

Yours in matrimonial mayhem,
Verity Farcett
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CHAPTER 1: A Very Proper Spinster and an Improper Registry
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Agatha Primrose Bellweather adjusted her spectacles and regarded the punch bowl as one might eye a diseased badger that had wandered into a christening. The ruby liquid sloshed about, catching the light of a hundred candles while harboring secrets no decent beverage should keep. She mentally rearranged the furniture, placing herself far away from it, preferably in another county.

"Punch?" inquired a hopeful young man whose mustache appeared to have been drawn on with a shaky hand.

"I'd rather drink the bathwater of seventeen sailors," Agatha replied with a smile that could curdle milk at twenty paces.

The Marchmont ballroom heaved with humanity, each person more determined than the last to achieve matrimony through the strategic deployment of dance cards and weaponized small talk. The chandeliers hung too low—much like everyone's expectations for her future. At thirty-two, Agatha had cultivated her spinsterhood with the same attention most women devoted to their complexions.

She smoothed her gray-streaked hair, coiled tightly enough to withstand a naval attack. Her gown—a shade of green that suggested an alliance with mossy tombstones—had been selected for its ability to repel both compliments and suitors. The neckline rose to her chin in open defiance of fashion, while her sleeves boasted enough fabric to shelter a family of four.

"Cousin Agatha! You came!" squealed a voice that violated several ordinances on public disturbance.

Daisy Marchmont, eighteen and cursed with the buoyancy of an untethered hot air balloon, bounced toward her. The girl's blonde curls defied gravity and good taste in equal measure, while her pink gown released glitter with each movement, as though she were molting joy.

"Daisy," Agatha acknowledged. "I see you're wearing... enthusiasm."

"Oh, but you must dance! There are so many eligible gentlemen!" Daisy scattered adjectives like birdseed. "Handsome! Wealthy! Available!"

"Yes, and so are several communicable diseases." Agatha lifted her teacup to her lips. "Yet I avoid those too."

Daisy pouted, an expression she had perfected to collapse the willpower of fathers and dancing masters alike. "You're intentionally being difficult."

"No, I'm effortlessly being difficult. There's a distinction." Agatha took a fortifying sip. "If I were trying, your ribbons would be on fire."

Daisy huffed but was distracted by a passing lieutenant whose epaulets had hypnotic properties. She flounced away, leaving a trail of glitter like breadcrumbs marking her romantic campaign.

Agatha exhaled. Spinsterhood was not a condition to be pitied but an achievement to be celebrated, like surviving smallpox or an afternoon with one's relatives. She had built emotional armor from bone china and withering remarks, polished daily and rarely dented.

Yet optimism lurked everywhere, a persistent weed in the garden of sensible thoughts. Marriage. Love. The stubborn hope that someone might look at her and see not a sharp-tongued spinster but a woman worth choosing. Such thoughts were dangerous, like leaving scissors around toddlers or Daisy near flammable objects.

She circled the perimeter of the ballroom, a reconnaissance mission conducted with military efficiency. Her destination: a conveniently shadowed alcove containing an unoccupied chaise lounge—the promised land for those who preferred observation to participation. Three more steps and—

The dancers parted like the Red Sea having a moral crisis.

A man stood across the ballroom, tall enough to make the ceiling nervous. His face appeared carved from something expensive and possibly illegal to import. Dark hair fell too long against his forehead, perpetually damp as though his thoughts were so intense they caused localized weather systems. His jacket strained across shoulders built for carrying burdens, regrets, and possibly small carriages.

Agatha's stomach performed maneuvers not recommended by medical professionals.

The stranger's eyes—hazel galaxies containing multitudes—locked onto hers like a duelist selecting his mark. They widened slightly, as though he'd discovered something unexpected and vaguely alarming behind the potted palm.

Which was ridiculous. Men like him didn't notice women like her, except perhaps to request directions to more decorative females. Yet his gaze held hers prisoner with shocking disregard for habeas corpus.

Agatha became uncomfortably aware of her heartbeat, which had apparently decided to audition for a military drum corps. Worse, her cheeks warmed with the betrayal of a blush, that most treasonous of bodily functions.

"Who," she muttered to her teacup, "is that monument to masculine disquiet?"

Mrs. Fitzherbert, a woman whose gossip could outpace carrier pigeons, materialized beside her. "Colonel Lucien Hargrave," she supplied, though Agatha hadn't realized she'd spoken aloud. "Just returned from the Peninsula. They say he's... complicated."

Complicated. The word people used when they meant "interesting enough to ruin one's life over."

"He looks like he argues with furniture," Agatha observed, trying to reclaim her composure.

"Widower," Mrs. Fitzherbert continued, undeterred. "They say his wife was French. Or possibly Spanish. Or perhaps imaginary. No one's quite certain."

"Fascinating," said Agatha, who found it irritatingly so. "Does he always look like he's contemplating the violent overthrow of joy, or is that reserved for special occasions?"

The colonel moved through the crowd with surprising stealth for a man his size. People shifted from his path unconsciously, like small animals sensing an apex predator. His cravat hung around his neck in a state of open rebellion, tied with what appeared to be active contempt for the entire concept of neckwear.

"He's coming this way," Mrs. Fitzherbert hissed, then evaporated into the crowd like dew under judgment.

Agatha's mind emptied of all useful thoughts, replaced by the observation that Colonel Hargrave smelled of gunpowder and bad decisions from fifteen feet away. Her lungs executed a partial strike, refusing to process oxygen until their demands for explanation were met.

He stopped before her, and Agatha discovered a new crisis: he was even taller up close, forcing her to tilt her head at an angle that exposed the vulnerability of her throat. His eyes contained shipwrecks and sonnets and something that might have been humor, had it not been buried under several layers of manly repression.

"You're staring at my cravat," he said, voice like distant thunder wrapped in velvet.

Agatha's tongue unstuck itself from the roof of her mouth. "It appears to be seeking asylum from your neck."

A sound escaped him—not quite a laugh, more the ghost of amusement that had died tragically young.

"It refuses to cooperate," he admitted, one corner of his mouth twitching upward in what, for him, probably constituted wild abandon.

"Perhaps it objects to being strangled before dinner," Agatha suggested, wondering when she had developed the ability to speak to attractive men without running away or pretending to be mute.

"You don't care for dancing." It wasn't a question, but a statement delivered with unsettling certainty.

"What gave me away? The fact that I'm hiding behind a potted plant, or my expression of barely contained horror?"

"Both," he said, "and the way you watch the dancers as though cataloging tactical errors."

Agatha blinked. People rarely noticed her observations, let alone correctly identified them. "The blonde in blue has stepped on her partner's foot seventeen times," she said. "I'm keeping count."

"Eighteen now," Colonel Hargrave corrected, his gaze never leaving her face. "You missed one while you were adjusting your spectacles."

Heat climbed Agatha's neck like an invading army. This was unprecedented. Men didn't notice her. They certainly didn't count footwork errors alongside her. And they absolutely never looked at her as though she were a puzzle they urgently needed to solve.

"Do you always observe so closely, Colonel?" she asked, trying to sound unaffected and failing spectacularly.

"Only when something interests me." His voice dropped lower, a sound felt rather than heard.

The room wobbled dangerously. Agatha blamed the punch, though she hadn't touched it.

"And what interests you about a spinster hiding from dancers?" The word "spinster" flew from her lips like a shield, daring him to flinch.

He didn't.

"Everything," he said simply.

Agatha's internal organs rearranged themselves in panic. This was not how conversations with handsome men proceeded. They were supposed to make polite inquiries about the weather, realize she possessed opinions, and retreat to safer conversational partners. Colonel Hargrave, it seemed, had not read the manual.

"I don't recall introducing myself," she managed.

"You didn't." A shadow of something crossed his face. "Miss Agatha Bellweather, if I'm not mistaken. Your reputation precedes you."

"How alarming. What reputation would that be?" The walls seemed to be breathing in a manner walls generally avoided.

"They say you've rejected more proposals than most women receive."

"Gross exaggeration. It was only seven." She straightened her spine. "Eight if we count Lord Pemberton, but as he was actively dying at the time, I consider it more of a reflex than a proposal."

His mouth twitched again. "They also say you're the most intelligent woman in three counties."

"Another exaggeration. It's at least four counties." Agatha's heart hammered against her ribs like it was trying to escape and introduce itself properly.

"They failed to mention your modesty."

"It must have slipped their minds, along with my renowned beauty and docile temperament."

This time, he did laugh—a sound like rusty machinery remembering its purpose. "You're everything they said you weren't."

Before Agatha could demand clarification of this bewildering statement, Colonel Hargrave leaned closer. The scent of him—woodsmoke and leather and something indefinably male—wrapped around her like an embrace. His eyes, this close, contained universes. Dangerous ones.

"Miss Bellweather," he said, voice dropping to a rumble that seemed to vibrate through her bones, "would you do me the honor of—"

The world tilted.

Agatha's vision tunneled to a pinpoint centered on his face. Her knees, those treacherous hinges, chose this moment to resign their post. Blood rushed from her head with the enthusiasm of French aristocrats fleeing the Revolution.

"Are you suggesting—" she began, but never finished.

The last thing Agatha saw before unconsciousness claimed her was Colonel Hargrave's improperly tied cravat—a sartorial cry for help if ever she'd seen one—and his eyes widening in alarm as she crumpled toward the floor like a marionette whose strings had been severed.

She toppled sideways, taking down a floral arrangement of such aggressive cheerfulness it deserved its fate. A passing footman, caught in her trajectory, went down with a squawk of surprise.

The darkness claimed her with the cool efficiency of a naval blockade.

The mortification, Agatha knew with absolute certainty, would be waiting when she awoke.
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CHAPTER 2: A Case of Mistaken Identity (And Inflamed Loins)
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Lucien Hargrave awoke to sunlight assaulting his face with the enthusiasm of a French cavalry charge. His head throbbed as though a small but dedicated blacksmith had set up shop behind his eyes, hammering with rhythmic malice against his skull. The wound in his leg burned with the righteous fury of a spinster at an orgy.

"Morning, sir," chirped his valet, Higgins, a man whose cheerfulness bordered on sedition. "Lovely day, wouldn't you say?"

"If by 'lovely' you mean 'an affront to human existence,' then yes, Higgins. Splendid."

Lucien sat up, and his brain sloshed about like seawater in a capsizing dinghy. Last night's ball at the Marchmont estate remained a fog, punctuated by moments of alarming clarity. A woman. Not just any woman, but one with spectacles and eyes that could exsanguinate a man from across a ballroom. The memory of her voice—sharp enough to slice diamond yet somehow melodic—echoed in his mind.

"The correspondence, sir," Higgins announced, presenting a silver tray laden with envelopes, each one containing the written equivalent of a social obligation.

Lucien grunted his acknowledgment, a sound reminiscent of furniture being dragged across floorboards. His fingers, calloused from years of swordplay and emotional suppression, rifled through the pile.

Then, like a serpent lurking among innocent mice, he spotted it.

A document of such official pomposity it could only mean trouble. His name, printed with damning clarity, beside another: Miss A. P. Bellweather.

Lucien's stomach plummeted like a cannonball fired from a cliff.

"Higgins," he said, voice dropping to the tonal range typically reserved for announcing deaths and tax increases, "what is this?"

Higgins peered over his shoulder, his eyebrows climbing toward his hairline with alarming velocity. "That appears to be a marriage license, sir."

"I can see that it's a marriage license, Higgins. What I cannot fathom is why my name adorns it alongside..." His eyes narrowed at the feminine script. "Miss A. P. Bellweather."

The name struck a match in the woodpile of his memory. Bellweather. The woman from last night. The one with hair coiled tighter than his moral code and a tongue sharper than his regimental saber.

"Agatha," he murmured, the name emerging unbidden from his lips like a prayer or a curse—possibly both.

Fragments of the evening slotted together in his mind like puzzle pieces assembled by a drunken toddler. The ball. The woman behind the potted plant. The conversation that had left him feeling simultaneously flayed and fascinated. And then... nothing. A blank space where memory should reside.

Lucien pinched the bridge of his nose, hoping to squeeze sense from the situation. Had he, in some fit of brandy-induced lunacy, proposed to a woman he'd barely met? Had she accepted? Did she even remember? He considered his reflection in the mirror, noting that he looked like a man who'd recently been trampled by emotional livestock.

"Fetch Worthington," he commanded, referring to his solicitor, a man whose moral compass consistently pointed toward personal profit. "And coffee. Enough to drown in."

Higgins vanished with the silent efficiency of a man accustomed to crisis management.

Left alone, Lucien stood, wincing as his wounded leg shrieked objections. The Peninsula had given him many things: a collection of impressively horrific scars, a permanent distrust of Spanish cooking, and nightmares that arrived with the punctuality of German clockwork. Now, it seemed, he could add "possible matrimonial fugue state" to the list.

He limped to the window, staring out at a countryside offensive in its pastoral charm. Bellweather. The name rang bells of recognition. An old family, landed gentry with a modest estate bordering his own newly inherited lands. He'd returned to England precisely to claim that inheritance—a title and property left by a distant cousin who'd had the consideration to die childless.

A title that, now he considered it, required him to marry with unseemly haste.

The memory hit him with the force of a cavalry charge. The solicitor's letter. The legal requirement. The title would revert to the Crown if he didn't wed by his thirty-ninth birthday—a mere three months away.

"Dear God," Lucien whispered to his reflection, "did I panic-marry a spinster?"

His mind drifted back to Miss Bellweather. To her eyes, which had regarded him with the cautious appraisal one might direct at an unexploded shell. To her wit, which had sliced through social nonsense with surgical efficiency. To the strange tightening in his chest when she'd looked at him.

And to the moment when she'd crumpled like battle plans after first contact with the enemy.

"She fainted," he said aloud, memory clearing like fog burned away by morning sun. "She collapsed right into a display of flowers aggressive enough to be court-martialed."

That was the last he'd seen of her. He'd stepped forward, intending to help, but had been blocked by a wall of concerned matrons materializing from the ether. Then his leg had seized, pain lancing through the old wound, and he'd been forced to retreat to a chair.

After that... what? The brandy. Too much of it, dulling the ache in his leg. Conversations with men he barely remembered. Something about a registry. Papers to sign.

Lucien's blood ran colder than a Russian winter.

A knock at the door heralded Worthington's arrival. The solicitor entered like a man attending a funeral where large sums might be inherited. His clothing—so fashionable it bordered on violent—strained against a frame perpetually swollen with self-importance. His cologne arrived several seconds before he did, a scent so assertive it could be classified as an act of chemical warfare.

"Colonel Hargrave," he oozed, bowing with the flexibility of a man whose spine had been replaced with financial ambition. "How delightful to see you this morning."

"Worthington." Lucien thrust the document toward him. "Explain."

The solicitor adjusted spectacles that magnified his eyes to the dimensions of a startled owl's. "Ah! The marriage license! Congratulations are in order, I see."

"You see incorrectly. I have no recollection of agreeing to marry anyone."

"But you signed the document." Worthington's finger jabbed at a scrawl that, Lucien had to admit, resembled his signature if it had been written during an earthquake. "Last night. After the ball. At the registry office."

"I went to a registry office?" Lucien's voice climbed an octave higher than military dignity permitted.

"Indeed. We both did. You were quite..." Worthington paused, searching for the least offensive term, "...determined. Said something about roses and intelligence and a woman who didn't simper. Most unusual requirements, if I may say."

Lucien's mind performed gymnastics worthy of a circus performer. Had he, in some brandy-soaked haze, decided that Miss Bellweather—a woman he'd spoken to for perhaps ten minutes before she lost consciousness—was the solution to his impending title forfeiture?

"This cannot stand," Lucien declared, pacing like a caged predator. "It must be nullified immediately."

Worthington's expression shifted to one of practiced concern. "I'm afraid that's not advisable, Colonel. Given your... situation."

"My situation?"

"The entailment. Your cousin's will. The rather pressing deadline regarding your matrimonial state." Worthington coughed delicately. "Three months remaining, I believe."

"I'm aware of the deadline," Lucien growled.

"Then you'll also be aware that finding another suitable bride in that timeframe would be challenging. Especially given your... reputation."

"What reputation?" Lucien demanded, though he knew perfectly well. Difficult. Taciturn. Possibly haunted. Definitely dangerous. The whispers followed him like well-dressed specters.

"Let's just say you're not considered the most approachable of gentlemen. Women find you..." Worthington gestured vaguely, "...intimidating."

"Not her," Lucien murmured, the memory of Miss Bellweather's unflinching gaze surfacing again. She hadn't cowered. Hadn't fluttered her lashes or offered insipid agreement. She'd matched him, thrust for verbal thrust, as though they'd been fencing partners for years.

Worthington seized the opening like a terrier spotting an unguarded lamb chop. "Indeed! Miss Bellweather is known for her... fortitude. A woman of considerable intelligence and breeding, if unconventional tastes. Her family's lands adjoin your new estate. The marriage would consolidate your holdings quite advantageously."

Lucien's tactical mind, trained by years of warfare, automatically assessed the strategic benefits. Combined lands. Social stability. A wife who wouldn't bore him to madness with vapid chatter. The immediate silencing of matchmaking matrons.

A strange warmth spread through his chest at the thought of Miss Bellweather becoming his wife. Her sharp wit at the breakfast table. Those eyes meeting his across a drawing room. That mouth forming his name.

His body reacted to the image with embarrassing enthusiasm. Blood rushed downward with such speed he felt momentarily lightheaded, his breeches suddenly constraining in ways that would scandalize the Royal Society if they knew.

Worthington, mercifully oblivious to Lucien's physical predicament, continued his sales pitch with the fervor of a man who billed by the word. "Furthermore, the lady in question is unlikely to secure another match at her advanced age. Thirty-two, I believe. Practically fossilized in matrimonial terms. She might be grateful for—"

"She is not 'fossilized,'" Lucien snapped with unexpected vehemence. "She's..." He searched for the appropriate description and failed to find anything that wouldn't reveal too much. "...adequate."

"High praise indeed, coming from you." Worthington smirked. "In any case, I took the liberty of placing an announcement in this morning's Gazette. The news is, shall we say, already circulating."

Lucien's internal organs performed a collective somersault. "You did what?"

"Standard procedure. Establishes the union in the public eye. Makes any subsequent... adjustments more complicated."

"You've announced to all of society that I'm married to a woman who may not even know about it?" Lucien advanced on the solicitor, who retreated with the alacrity of a man who recognized imminent violence when he saw it.

"I'm sure she's been informed by now," Worthington squeaked, his back hitting the wall. "These things travel quickly."

The clock on the mantelpiece chimed nine, each bell tone sounding oddly like mocking laughter. Lucien imagined Miss Bellweather at her breakfast table, perhaps sipping tea with the quiet dignity he'd glimpsed beneath her sharp exterior. Imagined her opening the Gazette to find herself suddenly, publicly wed to a man she'd met once.

His stomach clenched with an unfamiliar emotion. Was it guilt? Concern? Or something dangerously close to anticipation?

"I should call on her," he said, the words emerging before he'd fully formed the thought. "Explain myself."

"Excellent idea, Colonel!" Worthington enthused from a safe distance. "Though perhaps after you've shaved and changed? First impressions on one's bride and all that."

Lucien glared at him with the intensity
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