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  1
Prologue


Elise
Ilearned very quickly that a duke’s bedchamber was not made for modest women. 
It was too large, too warm, too quiet after midnight. The candles did not merely light the room; they exposed it. They touched the carved posts of the bed, the folds of dark velvet at the windows, the polished silver tray abandoned near the hearth, the white linen turned down with an intimacy that seemed indecent even before anyone had lain upon it. Everything in that chamber suggested wealth, privacy, and the terrible confidence of a man who had never once needed to ask permission to want anything.
Dominic Ashbourne, Duke of Ravensmere, stood between me and the door.
He had removed his coat. That was the first unforgivable thing. His waistcoat remained, dark and severe, but without the coat his body seemed less like a nobleman’s arrangement of tailoring and more like something alive beneath it. His shirt was open at the throat, his sleeves were rolled to his forearms, and the sight of him in that state of partial undress made every sensible thought in my head gather its skirts and flee.
I should have been in my own room.
I should have been asleep.
I should never have agreed to bring the corrected accounts to His Grace’s private chamber, no matter how urgently he had summoned them, and I certainly should not have remained after he had taken the papers from my hands, read precisely three lines, then looked at me as though the numbers had committed an offense and I was the only suitable punishment.
“Miss Hartwell,” he said, in that low voice that had first convinced me he was a dangerous man.
“Yes, Your Grace?”
“You are trembling.”
I looked down at my hands. They were clasped before me with such force that my knuckles had gone pale. “The hour is late.”
“That was not an answer.”
“No,” I said, because lying to him had never worked. “It was not.”
His mouth curved very slightly. Not a smile. Not kindness. Something worse. Recognition.
He stepped closer, and I did not step back. I told myself it was because the rug beneath my slippers had become impossibly thick, or because the air had grown too warm, or because a woman of good sense should not make sudden movements in the presence of a predator. All of those explanations were more comfortable than the truth.
The truth was that I wanted to know what he would do if I stayed.
His gaze moved over my face with unbearable patience. He looked at my mouth, then at the pulse beating in my throat, then lower, to the place where my bodice had risen and fallen too quickly beneath his notice. I felt the path of that gaze as surely as if he had touched me.
“You know why I asked you here,” he said.
My breath caught. “For the accounts.”
“The accounts are a poor excuse.”
“They are accurate.”
“I never doubted it.”
“Then perhaps Your Grace should read them.”
“Perhaps,” he said, “I am tired of pretending I summoned you for arithmetic.”
The silence after that sentence was so complete that even the fire seemed to hold itself still.
I had known. Some foolish, honest part of me had known from the moment his note arrived. Come at once. Bring the ledger. No explanation, no softness, no apology for the hour. It had been written like an order, and yet my body had answered it like an invitation.
That was the part I hated most. Not him. Not the chamber. Not the impropriety of standing alone with a duke after midnight while half the household slept unaware below. I hated the part of myself that had changed gowns before coming. I hated that I had noticed whether my hair was smooth. I hated that, when I had reached his door, I had paused not because I feared what he might want, but because I feared how badly I might want it too.
“I am your secretary,” I said.
“Yes.”
“You pay me to manage your correspondence and accounts.”
“Elise,” he said.
My name in his mouth was the end of several good intentions.
He had never called me that before. Miss Hartwell belonged to the daylight, to ledgers and ink-stained fingers, to proper distance and professional service. Elise was bare skin beneath linen. Elise was his voice lowered near my ear. Elise was the space between us disappearing.
I meant to say Your Grace.
Instead, I whispered, “Dominic.”
He crossed the remaining distance at once.
His mouth took mine without gentleness, and I discovered that I did not want gentleness first. I wanted the truth of him. I wanted the hunger he hid beneath good breeding and black wool and titles old enough to frighten entire families into obedience. His hand came to the back of my neck, holding me where he wanted me, while the other closed around my waist and drew me hard against him.
I had been kissed before.
Once, badly, by a cousin of a friend who had smelled of punch and overconfidence. Once, softly, by a curate’s son who had apologized immediately afterward. Those kisses had told me nothing useful about desire. Dominic’s kiss told me everything at once.
It told me desire was not delicate.
It told me my body had been waiting for a language no one had taught me.
It told me I was in grave danger of becoming honest.
I clutched his shirt because I needed something to hold. The linen was warm beneath my fingers, and beneath that warmth was the steady power of him. He groaned against my mouth when I touched him, and the sound went through me so sharply that my knees weakened.
He felt it. Of course he felt it. Dominic Ashbourne missed nothing.
His arm tightened around me, supporting me with insulting ease, and he broke the kiss just enough to look at my face.
“Tell me to stop,” he said.
I stared at him, breathing too hard.
“Tell me now,” he continued, his voice rougher than I had ever heard it, “because if you do not, I am going to put my hands on you, Elise, and I will not pretend afterward that it was an accident.”
There was my chance.
There was the door.
There was the respectable life I might still have if I stepped back at once, gathered what remained of my dignity, and left him with his fire, his velvet bed, his unread accounts, and his perfectly suitable future duchess.
I looked at his mouth.
Then I said, “Do not stop.”
His expression changed so swiftly that I almost lost my courage. The restraint in him did not vanish; it transformed. He did not become careless. He became focused.
That was worse.
Dominic kissed me again, deeper this time, slower and more devastating, as though he had heard my permission and intended to make me understand the cost of it. His fingers moved to the fastening at my bodice with a competence that made heat flood my face. I should have been embarrassed by how easily he managed the hooks. Instead, I was embarrassed by how much I wanted them gone.
“You are too calm,” I accused breathlessly against his mouth, because terror sometimes disguises itself as irritation.
He gave a low laugh. “I assure you, I am not.”
“You seem very practiced.”
“I am.”
The honesty of it should have shocked me. It did shock me. It also sent a wicked, unwanted thrill through my stomach.
His hand stilled at my gown. “Does that frighten you?”
“Yes.”
His eyes searched mine. “Enough to leave?”
I swallowed. “No.”
The next hook slipped free, and then the next, until the heavy fabric of my gown pooled at my feet. My corset and chemise followed with a swift, merciless efficiency. Cool air touched my bare skin, and his gaze followed. For a moment he did not touch me. He only looked, taking in my bared breasts, my shivering stomach, the curve of my hips. That pause undid me more thoroughly than haste could have done. I felt seen in a way that had nothing to do with prettiness. Dominic looked at me as though desire was not a compliment but a decision.
Then he bent his head and took the peak of my breast into his mouth.
I gasped, my back arching violently. His mouth was hot, his tongue circling the sensitive crest before he suckled hard. A raw, helpless moan tore from my throat. His hands gripped my waist, anchoring me as he laved and pulled at my flesh, sending sharp, electric bolts of lust straight down between my thighs.
He answered my moan by lifting me.
I made a small sound of surprise, but he had already carried me the few steps to the bed and set me upon the edge of it. The mattress dipped beneath my weight. I lay back against the coverlet, completely naked, watching him as he stripped away the rest of his clothing. He was magnificent in the firelight—broad-shouldered, scarred along his left ribs, his abdomen corded with muscle. And below, he was heavily, juttingly aroused. The sight of his thick erection made my breath hitch. I had no frame of reference for the sheer size and power of him.
He knelt between my spread thighs on the edge of the mattress.
“Dominic,” I said, my voice trembling, uncertain now for reasons I could not name.
He looked up. “Yes?”
“What happens after this?”
His hand paused as it traced the inside of my knee, moving inexorably upward.
For the first time that night, he did not answer quickly.
The delay told me enough. It told me there was no safe promise waiting behind his desire. No easy future, no sudden solution, no honorable declaration that could make this right before morning. He wanted me. I wanted him. The rest of the world remained exactly as cruel and practical as it had been before he kissed me.
“I do not know,” he said at last.
A better woman would have left then.
Then Dominic pressed his mouth to the inside of my thigh, his thumbs parting my slick folds, and every wise thought went quiet.
“Then know this,” I whispered, my hips lifting involuntarily against his touch. “I am not something you may regret in daylight.”
His gaze lifted to mine. His eyes were entirely black with lust.
“No,” he said, his voice fierce and ragged. “You are not.”
He lowered his head, his hot breath ghosting over my soaking folds, sending a violent shiver through my entire frame. I gasped, my hips instinctively arching toward him, begging for the contact. Then, his mouth clamped firmly over my clitoris, and I shattered instantly.
I screamed his name, my back bowing off the mattress, but Dominic’s large hands were already there. He gripped my thighs with a bruising, possessive force, pinning me wide open so he could feast on me without restraint. His tongue lashed at my swollen nub—firm, demanding, and relentless—lapping up the slick honey weeping from my core. He didn’t just tease; he devoured me, his lips sucking my clit into the heat of his mouth with a rhythmic intensity that made my vision blur.
As he worked his mouth, two of his fingers shoved deep inside my wet heat. I let out a choked sob as he stretched my walls wide, pumping in and out in a ruthless, driving rhythm. The combination of his tongue swirling on my clit and his fingers stretching me from the inside was too much; I thrashed wildly against the sheets, my fingers clawing at the fabric.
“Quietly, Elise,” he growled, his voice a low, vibrating rumble against my dripping pussy. The sound sent a fresh jolt of electricity straight to my womb. He buried his face in me again, sucking my clit harder, his tongue flicking with expert cruelty until I was drenched, desperate, and entirely at his mercy.
When the first climax finally ripped through me, it was violent. My thighs clamped tight around his head, locking him in as waves of blinding, white-hot pleasure crashed over me, leaving me shaking and breathless.
Before the tremors had even faded, Dominic rose, hovering over me like a predator. He braced one hand beside my shoulder, his heavy, muscular frame pinning me down, the sheer weight of him making my breath hitch in my throat. He leaned down and kissed me—hard, deep, and hungry—swallowing my whimpers as he guided himself toward me.
I felt the blunt, throbbing head of his cock press against my swollen, leaking entrance. He paused there for a heartbeat, rubbing the head of his shaft against my clit, teasing me with the promise of fullness. I whimpered, my hips bucking upward, desperate to be filled.
He didn’t make me wait any longer. With one powerful, unrelenting thrust, Dominic drove his thick shaft completely inside me.
I tore my mouth from his, a sharp, loud cry escaping me at the sudden, overwhelming fullness. I was stretched taut, filled to the absolute breaking point. He was so thick, so deeply seated, that I could feel the heavy, rhythmic throb of his pulse slamming against my internal walls.
“You are mine,” he ground out, his voice hoarse and filthy, his eyes burning into mine with a raw, primal hunger. “God, you’re so fucking tight.”
“Please,” I whimpered, my nails digging deep into the hard muscle of his back, pulling him closer, wanting every inch of him.
He withdrew slowly, pulling back until only the tip remained, teasing the very edge of my pussy, and then he slammed his hips forward with everything he had, burying himself to the hilt. The air rushed from my lungs, and a filthy, animal sound tore from his throat as he bottomed out inside me.
Dominic didn’t just enter me; he claimed me. He positioned himself between my trembling thighs, the broad, pulsing head of his cock rubbing against my swollen entrance. I gasped, my hips bucking upward, desperate for the fullness, the agonizing wait making my pussy weep a fresh flood of slickness. I looked up into his eyes—dark, blown-out, and predatory—and saw the raw hunger there.
“You are mine, Elise,” he whispered, his voice a jagged edge of desire. “Every inch of you.”
Then, with one powerful, decisive surge, he drove himself inside.
I let out a sharp, strangled cry as my walls were forced wide, the sheer thickness of him stretching me to my absolute limit. The sensation was overwhelming—a heavy, sliding pressure that filled every void within me, pushing deep until he hit my cervix with a blunt, breathtaking force. I felt my breath hitch, my spine arching as the fullness of him anchored me to the bed.
He didn’t give me time to adjust. Dominic established a punishing, passionate rhythm, thrusting into me with a ferocity that drove me backward into the velvet pillows. The sound of our union filled the room—the heavy, wet thwack of his balls colliding with my ass, a rhythmic, carnal percussion that echoed the pounding of my heart.
Each deep, violent thrust was a calculated assault, his cock sliding through my drenched folds with a loud, squelching friction. I wrapped my legs tight around his waist, locking my ankles behind his back to pull him even deeper, craving the feeling of him bottoming out inside me. I wanted to be consumed, to be broken open by him.
He was relentless, his hips driving forward with bruising force. I could feel the thick, rigid length of him dragging against the most secret, sensitive swell deep inside me with every plunge, sending shocks of blinding heat shooting through my blood. 
“Elise,” he chanted, his voice a rough, guttural prayer between ragged moans. “Elise, you feel so fucking tight… so fucking good.”
I clung to him, my fingernails digging into the muscles of his back, my mind dissolving into a blur of heat and friction. The feeling of his thick cock stretching my internal walls, the wet slap of skin on skin, and the scent of our combined musk drove me over the edge. I felt the tension coil in my gut, tighter and tighter, until it snapped.
I came with a violent, shattering intensity. My internal muscles clamped around his length in rhythmic, milking spasms, squeezing him with a desperate force that made him groan. The pleasure was so acute it felt like a physical weight, crushing the air from my lungs as I shook beneath him.
Dominic felt my climax, and it broke his last shred of restraint. With a deep, primal roar that vibrated through my chest, he drove his cock to the hilt one last time, burying himself as deep as humanly possible. He held it there, his body going rigid, his muscles locking as he surrendered to his own release.
I felt it—the hot, scalding jets of his seed pulsing deep inside my womb, filling me to overflowing. The heat of his cum flooded my core, a heavy, liquid brand that marked me as his.
We collapsed into each other, chests heaving in unison, our skin slick with sweat and sex. We lay there in the wreckage of the sheets, entwined and exhausted, bound together by the aftermath of a ruinous, soul-consuming release.
The chamber seemed to shrink around us. There was no estate, no family arrangement, no future bride, no ledger waiting open on the desk. There was only his heart hammering against my chest, his heavy cock still buried deep inside me, his breath warm against my neck.
And then there was the sound. Three sharp knocks at the outer door.
Dominic went completely still above me. I froze beneath him, my legs still tangled with his, my body utterly laid bare to the world.
The knocks came again, louder this time.
“Your Grace?” called a woman’s voice from the corridor.
lady Lydia.
My blood turned cold.
Dominic’s eyes held mine, and in that single suspended moment, with his body still buried intimately inside mine and scandal standing on the other side of the door, I understood the full measure of what I had done.
I had not merely entered a duke’s bedchamber.
I had entered his life.
And women like me were not supposed to survive there.






  
  2
A Duke’s Intervention


Elise
Mr. Aldous Pembridge had a habit of accusing women in a tone that suggested he had been personally wronged by the existence of female handwriting. 
I knew this because I had worked for him for eleven months, which was long enough to learn the rhythm of his displeasures. A smudge on a copied deed became carelessness. A late payment from a client became evidence that the front office lacked discipline. A woman asking whether her wages might be paid on the promised date became ingratitude, which he pronounced as though it were a contagious disease.
By the time he accused me of theft, I had already spent most of that morning preparing myself not to flinch.
The front office of Pembridge & Locke was narrow, dim, and smelled permanently of old paper, coal smoke, and damp wool. The windows faced the street, but the neighboring building stood too close for any light to enter with confidence. Three desks had been fitted into a room meant for two, and one cabinet leaned against the rear wall as if exhausted by legal secrets.
I stood before Mr. Pembridge’s desk with my hands clasped in front of me, my left thumb pressed hard into my right palm beneath the cover of my fingers.
Pain helped. Not much, but enough.
Mr. Pembridge held up the copied document as if it were a bloodied knife.
“Miss Hartwell,” he said, “I will ask you once more to explain by what authority you made this copy.”
The paper in his hand was a settlement memorandum belonging to a client whose name he had been careful to lower whenever spoken. Three weeks earlier, on a wet Tuesday afternoon, Mr. Pembridge had stood beside my desk, tapped the original with two fingers, and said, “Make two fair copies before four o’clock, Miss Hartwell. No errors.”
Mr. Yardley had been present, though he had since gone to his sister’s house in Kent. So had Mr. Finch, the junior clerk, who was now conveniently absent on an errand that had taken twice as long as it ought. Men who might confirm the truth had a remarkable talent for disappearing just before truth became useful.
“You instructed me to copy it,” I said.
My voice was steady. I was proud of that. My hands were not, but he could not see them.
Mr. Pembridge’s nostrils widened. He was a thin man with pale side-whiskers, a sharp nose, and an expression that suggested the world routinely failed to meet standards he had invented that morning. He was not old, but he behaved as though age had granted him privileges in advance.
“I did no such thing.”
“You did, sir.”
His eyes narrowed.
There were two kinds of silence in a solicitor’s office. The first was ordinary: pens moving, coal shifting, wheels passing over stone outside. The second was the silence that came when everyone present understood that something unfair was happening, and no one wished to purchase justice at personal cost.
Mr. Locke, the senior partner by name but not by courage, had not come in that day. Mrs. Barlow, who sometimes copied correspondence, had been dismissed the previous month for correcting Mr. Pembridge’s spelling of “mortgage” too audibly. Mr. Finch was out. Mr. Yardley was in Kent.
And I was alone.
Or I thought I was.
There was a gentleman seated near the front window, waiting for his appointment. I had noticed his boots when he entered because they were very fine and because fine boots often belonged to men who expected other people to arrange the world beneath them. Beyond that, I had paid him little attention. He had said nothing, shifted little, and held a folded newspaper with the air of a man reading nothing at all.
At the time, he was merely another witness choosing not to witness.
Mr. Pembridge set the copied document on his desk with theatrical care. “Do you understand the seriousness of what you are admitting?”
“I am not admitting wrongdoing.”
“You made an unauthorized copy of a private memorandum.”
“I copied a memorandum you instructed me to copy.”
His face reddened. “You forget yourself.”
No. I remembered myself perfectly. That was the difficulty.
I remembered that I was twenty-three years old, that my mother had been dead two years, that the small purse in my lodging-house drawer contained enough for perhaps six weeks if I ate very little and did not fall ill. I remembered the letter from my cousin in Bath, written in a hand so neat and cold it seemed less like ink than frost, explaining that while she sympathized with my situation, her household was quite full and her husband did not approve of unattached female relations lingering without purpose.
I remembered that no respectable employer wanted a woman who had been dismissed for dishonesty, even if dishonesty had been invented for convenience.
Most of all, I remembered that crying would not help.
Crying would give Mr. Pembridge what he wanted. It would make the scene about my female nerves instead of his falsehood. It would turn my answer into a plea. I had learned, in the two years since my mother’s death, that grief exhausted people quickly when it did not belong to them. After the first month, tears became an inconvenience. After the third, they became evidence of poor character.
So I did not cry.
Mr. Pembridge leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his waistcoat. “I have treated you with consideration, Miss Hartwell.”
That was untrue in so many directions that choosing one seemed wasteful.
“You have had regular employment here,” he continued. “More regular than many young women in your position could expect. I have overlooked certain deficiencies in your station because your penmanship is serviceable and your manner, until recently, has been quiet.”
Quiet. That was the word men used when they approved of a woman’s usefulness and disapproved of her existence.
“I have done my work accurately,” I said.
“Your accuracy is not in question.”
“It appears to be the only thing in question.”
His mouth thinned. “Take care.”
I looked at the document on the desk. The copy was mine. I could see the slight turn of the capital S, the spacing I had used to match the original, the careful correction where Mr. Pembridge had inserted a new clause after the fact and told me to fit it between two existing lines. I remembered the rain tapping against the window that afternoon. I remembered Mr. Finch sneezing twice. I remembered the smell of Mr. Pembridge’s shaving soap because he had stood too close while dictating the notation.
Truth could be so complete and still be useless.
“I would like my wages through the end of the week,” I said.
His eyebrows rose. “You are in no position to make requests.”
“I have worked through Wednesday.”
“You have compromised the office.”
“I have copied what I was told to copy.”
“We are past that fiction.”
The gentleman by the window turned one page of his newspaper. The sound was small and crisp.
Mr. Pembridge heard it too. His eyes flicked toward the window, as if only then remembering there was another person in the room. Something in his face adjusted. Not softened. Refined. He was aware now of an audience, and an audience made him more dangerous because he would wish to appear justified.
“Miss Hartwell,” he said, adopting a grave patience that would have deceived no one who had copied his correspondence for nearly a year, “I am prepared to be merciful. If you admit that you acted beyond your authority, I may choose not to inform the magistrate.”
My stomach tightened.
There it was.
He could dismiss me. He could withhold wages. He could write a poor reference. All of those things were survivable if one was very lucky and did not mind humiliation. But a magistrate meant suspicion recorded in places that did not care for nuance. It meant future employers hearing that I had once been accused. It meant every respectable door closing with polite firmness.
I looked at his desk and counted the objects upon it because counting gave fear something to do.
Inkstand. Sand shaker. Blotter. Three sealed letters. Penknife. The copy. His watch. A paperweight shaped like a lion, though the lion had an unfortunate expression and looked less noble than constipated.
“I will not admit to something untrue,” I said.
His gaze sharpened with satisfaction. He had wanted defiance. Defiance would let him claim severity.
“Then perhaps a magistrate’s opinion is required.”
The room seemed to recede around me. Not visibly. The window remained where it was, and the cabinet, and the desk with its ugly lion. But I felt suddenly farther from everything, as if I had stepped backward inside my own skin.
I thought of my mother’s room in the last week of her illness. I thought of folding her shawl after she died because it was the only task I could complete while the landlady asked whether the rent would still be paid. I thought of the Bath cousin’s letter. I thought of the cold arithmetic of lodging, bread, coal, and ink.
I thought, absurdly, that I should have eaten more at breakfast.
Then the gentleman by the window spoke. “That will not be necessary.”
He did not say it loudly.
He did not need to.
The words entered the office with such calm authority that Mr. Pembridge’s expression changed before he turned his head. It was a peculiar thing to witness: irritation becoming caution, caution becoming calculation, calculation then stumbling because it found no firm ground.
The gentleman folded his newspaper and set it aside.
I saw him properly for the first time.
He was younger than his stillness had suggested. Perhaps thirty, perhaps a little more. Dark hair, cleanly cut. A face not handsome in any easy, charming way, but arresting because it did not ask to be liked. He wore black with the restrained perfection of a man whose tailor had never once needed encouragement. His shoulders were broad beneath the cut of his coat, his posture relaxed enough to seem indifferent, though I had the immediate and uncomfortable sense that he had missed nothing.
Mr. Pembridge stood too quickly. “Your Grace—”
Your Grace?
The words moved through the office like a hand drawing back a curtain.
The gentleman rose, and the room became smaller for everyone except him. “Pembridge,” he said.
Not Mr. Pembridge. Not sir. Merely the name, spoken as if it were a file he had opened and found disappointing.
Mr. Pembridge bowed with a stiffness that did not suit him. “I beg your pardon, Your Grace. This is a minor internal matter. I had not intended—”
“I heard.”
I could not look away from him.
A duke. There was a duke in Mr. Pembridge’s front office, standing two yards from me with one hand resting lightly on the back of his chair. I knew of dukes, of course. Everyone did. They existed in newspapers, parliamentary notices, scandal sheets, and the grander edges of London society, like weather systems that affected ordinary people without ever consulting them. I had never stood this near one before.
He did not look like a weather system. He looked immovable, grave, and final, as though he had entered the room not to take part in the argument but to end it.
Mr. Pembridge swallowed. “Then you will appreciate, Your Grace, the delicacy of the situation.”
“I appreciate very little about it.”
A flush climbed Mr. Pembridge’s neck, though he seemed determined not to acknowledge it. The duke’s gaze moved from him to me. It was not a lingering look, nor did it soften with pity. It simply arrived, took in my face, my posture, my hands clasped too tightly before me, the document lying on the desk, and then returned to Mr. Pembridge with the same measured certainty.
“You instructed Miss Hartwell to copy the memorandum,” he said.
Mr. Pembridge went still.
For a moment, I felt the words before I understood them. There was no question in his tone. He had not asked for the truth; he had placed it on the desk between us as if it were already established.
Mr. Pembridge’s eyes flicked toward me, then back to the duke. “I fear there has been some confusion.”
“No.”
The word was quiet, but it carried the weight of a closed door.
Mr. Pembridge opened his mouth, then closed it again. “Your Grace, with respect—”
“With respect,” the duke said, though nothing in his voice suggested respect at all, “I was present when the instruction was given.”
Every thought in my head came to a halt.
He had not been present.
I knew that as clearly as I knew the number of coins in my purse. I remembered the day. The rain. Mr. Finch sneezing. Mr. Yardley complaining that his cuffs were damp. There had been no duke in the front office that afternoon. There had been no black coat by the window, no quiet authority, no man whose presence could rearrange a room simply by standing.
Mr. Pembridge knew it too.
For one reckless moment, I thought he might say so. His eyes widened with the offended astonishment of a man discovering that power could be used against him without warning.
But dukes did not need to be truthful in the same way clerks did.
A clerk’s truth required witnesses, documents, consistency, luck. A duke’s truth entered the room already seated.
The duke looked at the memorandum. “You directed her to prepare two fair copies before four o’clock. You expressed dissatisfaction with the spacing of the inserted clause. You then retained both copies.”
My breath caught because that last detail was true. Not merely convenient, not shaped neatly enough to serve him, but true in the plainest and most dangerous sense.
He could not have known it.
Unless he had listened carefully enough before speaking to build the matter from fragments. Unless he had guessed with alarming precision. Unless men like him simply understood how men like Mr. Pembridge lied, and from long practice knew the shape such lies usually took.
Mr. Pembridge’s hand shifted toward the paperweight on his desk, then stopped before his fingers reached it. “Your Grace must understand, client confidentiality—”
“Is not protected by sacrificing an employee to conceal your own error.”
Mr. Pembridge’s lips parted, but no answer came quickly enough to save him.
The duke continued, his voice still even. “Nor is the threat of a magistrate an appropriate method of avoiding wages owed.”
My thumb pressed harder into my palm when he mentioned the wages owed. He had heard that too; not only the accusation, not only the threat, but the small, practical cruelty of money being withheld from a woman who had already been cornered.
Mr. Pembridge looked toward the closed door leading to the inner office, as though Mr. Locke might appear and lend the room another version of events. The door remained closed. Whatever usefulness Mr. Locke possessed, it did not extend to arriving when panic required him.
The duke took a card from inside his coat and laid it on the desk. “If there is any further question about Miss Hartwell’s conduct, you may direct it to my solicitor. I shall be interested to know why a woman accused of dishonesty remained in possession of your clients’ correspondence for eleven months without complaint, and why the accusation arose precisely at the moment her wages became inconvenient.”
The front office had become painfully quiet.
Outside, carriage wheels passed over wet stones. Somewhere down the hall, a clerk coughed once and then seemed to regret existing.
Mr. Pembridge looked at the card.
I saw the calculation move across his face and fail.
He could argue with me. He could ruin me. He could write a letter that would follow me from office to office like a stain. But he could not afford a duke’s attention. Men like Mr. Pembridge survived by bullying downward and bowing upward. He had not expected both directions to meet in the same room.
“Of course,” he said at last.
The duke said nothing.
Mr. Pembridge cleared his throat. “A misunderstanding, perhaps.”
“No.”
The word again.
One syllable. No raised voice. No anger displayed for others to admire. He simply removed the lie’s place to stand.
Mr. Pembridge’s jaw worked. Then he opened the drawer of his desk and took out the small cashbox. The sound of the key in the lock seemed very loud.
My wages were counted. Slowly. With resentment in every coin.
“There,” he said, sliding the money across the desk without looking at me.
I did not move at once.
The duke’s gaze touched my hands, then the coins. Not urging. Not commanding. Merely observing.
I stepped forward and took the money. My fingers were cold enough that the coins felt warm.
“And a written reference,” the duke said.
Mr. Pembridge looked up sharply. “Your Grace—”
“A favorable written reference.”
A pause.
“Certainly.”
Mr. Pembridge took a sheet of paper and dipped his pen. His handwriting, which I knew too well, became more cramped under pressure. He wrote quickly, then sanded the page with a little too much force. The grains scattered across the desk.
He held the paper out to me.
I accepted it, though I did not read it immediately. I folded it once because my hands needed occupation and because unfolding it in front of him felt like granting him another scene.
“Miss Hartwell,” Mr. Pembridge said.
I looked at him.
He seemed to search for something final to say, some last small cruelty that would restore him to himself. Perhaps he saw the duke still standing there. Perhaps he remembered self-preservation. What he settled on was a thin smile.
“I trust you will find future employment suited to your temperament.”
“I trust so too,” I said.
It was not clever. It was not victorious. But it was steady, and at that moment steadiness was all I owned.
The duke turned toward the door. Not abruptly. Not with the drama of rescue. He simply considered the matter concluded and moved accordingly.
I followed because there was nothing left for me inside that room.
At the door, I paused.
Eleven months of my life remained behind me in that office: ink stains on the second desk, the cabinet drawer that stuck unless lifted, the shelf where I kept copy paper sorted by size because no one else thought to do it, the small crack in the window that whistled during rain. I had hated the place often. I had also needed it. Need had made even contempt familiar.
Mr. Pembridge remained behind his desk, red-faced and silent, and for a moment I wondered whether I ought to feel triumphant. I did not. Triumph seemed to belong to women who had won something, while I felt only as if I had been pushed from one narrow ledge to another and had not yet found the courage to look down.
Outside, the November air struck my face with a damp chill. The street was busy enough to be indifferent. A costermonger called out near the corner. A boy darted past with a parcel tucked beneath his arm. A carriage rolled by, splashing muddy water near the curb. London continued with its usual talent for not caring who had just lost their livelihood.
The duke’s carriage waited a short distance away, black and polished, with a crest on the door I did not recognize but instantly believed to be old. His coachman sat upright. A footman in dark livery opened the carriage door before the duke had fully approached it.
I hurried after him, though dignity objected to hurrying and my boots objected to the wet pavement.
“Your Grace.”
He stopped.
Not turned at once. Stopped first, as if he had heard exactly where I was behind him and had chosen the moment at which to acknowledge it. Then he looked back.
I had never thanked a duke before. There were probably rules. There were rules for everything involving titled men, though most of them were written by people who had never been in danger of missing supper.
I managed a curtsy. It was not elegant, but it was correct enough to satisfy poverty.
“Thank you,” I said. “For what you did.”
His eyes rested on my face. They were very dark, though not soft. I could not tell whether he approved of gratitude. I suspected he did not care for it one way or the other.
“You did not cry,” he said.
Of all the things he might have said, I was not prepared for that.
My throat tightened then, which was deeply inconvenient, because I had held myself together through accusation, threat, humiliation, and dismissal. It would have been absurd to falter now because a stranger had noticed my restraint.
“No,” I said.
He gave a single nod, as if I had confirmed something—not praised, not comforted, only confirmed—then turned and continued toward his carriage.
For a moment I stood with my wages in one hand and the folded reference in the other, unsure whether the conversation had ended. It had. He stepped into the carriage without looking back a second time, the footman closed the door, and the coachman gathered the reins.
I should have moved, but I did not.
The carriage pulled away from the curb, its wheels cutting through the thin mud at the edge of the street, and the crest on the door flashed once in the dull light before passing beyond me. It slowed before the corner, and my breath caught, though I was ashamed of it.
It did not stop.
The carriage turned and disappeared into traffic, leaving me on the pavement while London arranged itself around my stillness.
Only then did I unfold the reference.
My eyes moved over the lines once, then again.
Miss Elise Hartwell has been employed in this office for eleven months in the capacity of copy-clerk and occasional correspondence assistant. Her penmanship is excellent, her accuracy commendable, and she may be trusted with sensitive materials.
That part, at least, was useful.
The next sentence was Mr. Pembridge’s final spite, delivered in ink because he had been denied the pleasure of saying it aloud.
She is, however, unsuited to further employment in this office.
I read it three times.
Unsuited.
Not dishonest. He had not dared. Not incompetent, because even he could not make that convincing. Unsuited was elegant poison, suggesting temperament, difficulty, a woman who did not fit where she had been placed.
I folded the reference carefully along its original line, then folded it again.
My wages were in my reticule. My hands were empty now except for the paper.
I had a room paid through Saturday at Mrs. Bell’s lodging house, where the wallpaper peeled near the washstand and the bed sagged toward the middle. I had two gowns suitable for office work, one cloak that needed mending at the hem, and a pair of gloves with a split beginning at the left thumb. I had no family in London. I had one cousin in Bath who had chosen moral regret over practical help. I had no employment, no guarantee of more, and a reference that praised me with one hand and pushed me aside with the other.
I also had not cried.
That seemed less impressive now that no one was threatening me.
A gust of wind moved down the street and cut through the seams of my cloak. I tucked the reference inside my reticule and adjusted the strap over my wrist. There were employment columns to read. Agencies to visit. Doors to knock upon. Explanations to prepare before anyone asked why Pembridge & Locke had not kept me.
I could not afford to stand there thinking about a duke.
I could not afford to think about the way he had lied without hesitation, or how he had watched me as though my refusal to break had interested him more than the injustice itself. I could not afford to wonder why a man with that much power would spend even a fraction of it on a woman whose name he had not known before that morning.
There were questions for people with money and fires and rooms of their own.
I had walking to do.
So I began.
At the corner, I paused only once and looked in the direction his carriage had gone. There was nothing to see but traffic, damp stone, and the gray London afternoon closing in before its time.
Then I turned the other way and walked on.






  
  3
An Offer Behind Closed Doors


Elise
Three days after I lost my position at Pembridge & Locke, I discovered that respectability had a smell. 
At Mrs. Bell’s lodging house in Holborn, it smelled of boiled cabbage, damp wool, coal dust, and the lavender sachets Mrs. Bell placed in the hallway to pretend the other three odors were guests rather than permanent residents. It was not an unpleasant house. That mattered. There were lodging houses where a woman alone could lose more than sleep, and I had been careful to choose one with a respectable front step, a stern landlady, and doors that closed properly.
My room was on the third floor at the back, overlooking a narrow strip of yard where laundry hung between brick walls and never quite dried. The wallpaper had faded from green to a color that suggested green in poor health. The bed sagged toward the middle. The washstand was chipped. The fireplace smoked if the wind came from the east.
It was safe enough.
For the moment, safe enough had to do.
I sat at the small table by the window with the morning paper spread before me, my ink bottle weighted with one hand and my other hand moving slowly down the employment columns. The paper had already been read by two gentlemen at breakfast below, so the creases were soft and the edges bore evidence of marmalade. Mrs. Bell had apologized for that while making it clear the apology did not include a reduction in price.
I had circled three possibilities.
A merchant in Cheap side required a female copyist of good character and clear hand. The phrase good character had become newly irritating to me. It seemed to mean not only that a woman must be honest, but that she must be lucky enough never to have stood near a dishonest man.
A widow in Bloomsbury wanted a companion who could read aloud, manage correspondence, and keep accounts. Wages modest. Must be cheerful.
I had put a question mark beside that one because cheerfulness was expensive and I was uncertain whether the wage covered it.
The third was a bookseller seeking assistance with cataloguing and invoices. That was the one I wanted most and therefore the one I trusted least. Jobs connected to books attracted too many applicants, especially men with Latin and fathers who had not died inconveniently.
I had enough money for several weeks if I was careful. That was the phrase one used when there was nothing generous about the situation. If I was careful. If I ate little. If I did not need new gloves. If my shoes held. If no illness entered the house. If hope could be folded into smaller and smaller portions without disappearing entirely.
I had written one letter already that morning and ruined another because the word unsuited kept returning to me.
Unsuited to further employment in this office.
Mr. Pembridge had not called me dishonest. He had done something more efficient. He had made me sound inconvenient.
I was sharpening my penknife when the knock came below.
Not at my door. At the front door.
The sound carried through the house because Mrs. Bell’s lodging house had thin walls and excellent acoustics for other people’s business. I heard the maid’s hurried steps, the latch, then a male voice speaking with the calm confidence of someone who had never once wondered whether a front door would be opened to him.
A moment later, Mrs. Bell herself called from below.
“Miss Hartwell?”
The knife slipped against the pen and cut the nib too sharply. I stared at it, annoyed with myself.
“Miss Hartwell, if you please.”
There was something in her voice. Not alarm. Not quite excitement. Respectability, when startled, had a particular pitch.
I rose, smoothed my gown, and checked my hair in the small mirror above the washstand. It did not improve under inspection. Brown hair, tidy enough. A pale face from too much worry and not enough fire. Eyes that had slept poorly and were prepared to deny it.
I left the room with the note still open in my hand and descended the narrow stairs more carefully than usual, one palm brushing the wall where the paper had begun to lift at the seam. The lodging house was quiet at that hour, though never truly silent. Somewhere below, a kettle rattled on the kitchen range. A door clicked shut on the second landing. The boards gave their usual soft complaints beneath my feet, and by the time I reached the ground floor, I had folded the note once, then unfolded it again without meaning to.
Mrs. Bell stood in the narrow hall with one hand resting against the banister and the other pressed to her apron, as if she had found herself unexpectedly responsible for a matter of state. Beside her waited a footman in dark livery so well cut that it made the passage seem ashamed of its own wallpaper.
The footman bowed with precise restraint. “Miss Hartwell?”
“Yes,” I said, though my voice came out more cautious than I intended.
He held out a folded note on a small silver salver.
A silver salver, in Mrs. Bell’s hallway.
The absurdity of it nearly made me laugh, which would have been unfortunate, because the footman looked as if he had been born carrying messages from important people and had never once misplaced a vowel.
I took the note from the salver. “Thank you.”
The paper was thick beneath my fingers. The seal was black. There was no crest pressed into the wax, only a plain mark I did not recognize. My name had been written on the front in a hand that was not decorative but unmistakably controlled.
Miss Elise Hartwell.
I broke the seal with my thumb and unfolded the page.
The note contained one sentence.
If it is convenient, present yourself at Ravensmere House at eleven o’clock this morning.
Beneath it was an address in Grosvenor Square.
There was no signature.
There did not need to be.
For several seconds, I simply looked at the page. Mrs. Bell looked at me. The footman looked at the wall with professional discretion and, I suspected, professional hearing.
“Is there a reply, miss?” he asked.
I read the note again.
If it is convenient.
The phrase was almost insulting in its politeness. Men like the Duke of Ravensmere did not send footmen across London to ask whether things were convenient. They sent summonses wearing gloves.
I folded the note along its crease and made myself look at the footman properly. “No written reply,” I said. “Please inform His Grace I will attend.”
The footman bowed again. “Very good, miss.”
He withdrew with the same polished economy with which he had arrived, opening the front door as though even Mrs. Bell’s temperamental latch had been trained for ducal service. Only when the door had closed behind him, leaving the hallway smaller and dimmer than before, did Mrs. Bell turn to me.
“His Grace?” she asked, her brows lifting.
“The Duke of Ravensmere,” I said.
Her eyes widened, then narrowed at once in the practical manner of landladies everywhere. “Is he known to you?”
“No.”
That was not entirely true. He had altered the course of my life three days ago and then vanished around a corner. But that was not the sort of acquaintance Mrs. Bell meant.
“He assisted me with a professional difficulty,” I added.
Mrs. Bell’s expression suggested that professional difficulties did not usually come dressed in ducal livery.
“I see,” she said.
She did not see. I did not see either. We were united in blindness and divided by curiosity.
I slipped the note into my hand more securely, aware of the thickness of the paper against my palm. “I shall need to go out.”
“At eleven?” Mrs. Bell asked.
“Yes.”
Her gaze moved over my gown, not unkindly. It was my best day dress, which meant it was clean, serviceable, and beginning to shine at the elbows.
“You have time to brush your hem,” she said.
“Thank you, Mrs. Bell.”
“And your gloves?”
“They are mended.”
“Hm.”
That was the entire conversation. In another woman, it might have sounded like judgment. From Mrs. Bell, it was practical concern wearing a frown.
I returned upstairs with the note folded small in my hand and dressed with the care of someone who understood that poverty became most visible when it tried to look respectable. I brushed the hem until the worst of the street dust lifted. I smoothed the cuffs, adjusted the collar, and pinned my hair again, tighter this time, because neatness was one of the few luxuries still available to me. Then I inspected my gloves and decided the split at the left thumb could not be seen unless one was looking for weakness, which meant most people would see it at once.
Before leaving, I folded the employment columns and placed them beneath my writing box. I told myself this was sensible. A woman seeking work did not abandon other possibilities because a duke sent one sentence on expensive paper.
Still, I took the note with me.
Ravensmere House was larger than I expected, and I had expected grandeur.
It stood in Grosvenor Square with the sort of composure that made surrounding houses seem to have chosen their dignity in imitation. The stone façade was pale and stern, with tall windows, black iron railings, and a front door polished so dark it reflected the carriage wheels passing behind me. There were houses one visited. There were houses one entered only with permission from history. Ravensmere House belonged to the latter category.
For a moment, standing before it, I had the sudden, sharp urge to turn around.
That was pride, I told myself. Or fear. They often wore the same bonnet.
I knocked.
The door opened almost immediately, as if the house had known I would arrive at precisely that moment and disapproved of delay.
A butler received me. He was tall, gray-haired, and dignified in a way that made Mrs. Bell’s respectability seem friendly by comparison. His gaze moved over me with a precision so slight it would have been insulting only if it had been less practiced.
“Miss Hartwell?”
“Yes.”
“His Grace is expecting you.”
That sentence did nothing sensible to my nerves.
I was admitted into a hall of black-and-white marble, high ceilings, and a staircase that curved upward with the confidence of money that had never been new. The air smelled faintly of beeswax, wood smoke, and flowers replaced before they had the chance to fade. Somewhere above, a clock marked the quarter hour. No one hurried. No one spoke above a low tone. Even the servants moved as though noise had to be justified.
Ravensmere House was quiet.
Not empty. Not neglected. Quiet in the way of a place disciplined into silence by long habit.
The butler led me past a drawing room whose open door revealed pale walls, gilt frames, and chairs arranged for conversations no one could possibly enjoy. We did not stop there. We did not enter any of the rooms designed to receive callers. Instead, I was taken farther down the corridor, beyond the public portion of the house, to a door of dark wood.
The butler knocked once.
“Enter,” said a voice from within.
My stomach tightened because I recognized it.
The butler opened the door. “Miss Hartwell, Your Grace.”
I stepped inside.
The study was warmer than the hall. Paneled walls, dark shelves, a fire burning despite the mildness of the day, and a large desk positioned not for display but for use. That desk was covered in correspondence.
Covered was too gentle a word.
Letters lay in stacked groups, opened and unopened, some tied with ribbon, others sliding out from beneath books. A pile near the inkstand had begun to lean dangerously. Several documents had been weighted beneath a paperknife. One packet
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