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​Chapter One — A Ball, A Letter, and a Woman Too Bright by Half
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The footman with the silver tray had not moved in eleven minutes.

Penelope knew this because she had been watching him between dances, between compliments, between the third and fourth repetition of Lady Harcastle's story about her spaniel, and in all that time, he had not refilled a single glass.

She was dressed tonight in rose silk, the kind of pink that stopped just short of sweet, warm rather than girlish, the color of the inside of a seashell, or the sky just before it decided to do something rainy. The gown was cut in the current fashion, high-waisted with a modest neckline edged in ivory ribbon, the sleeves gathered softly at the shoulder before falling close along her arms to the wrist. The skirt moved when she moved, which she did often and deliberately, she had learned early that a woman in motion was harder to pin down than a woman standing still.

Her hair was the particular pale gold that candlelight loved, dressed close at the crown and released into a loose tumble of curls at the back, two of which had been coaxed forward to brush her jaw. Against all of it, the silk, the curls, the careful ivory ribbon, sat her spectacles, round-framed and entirely unapologetic, perched on the bridge of a nose that was presently pointed with great apparent interest at Lady Harcastle's spaniel anecdote.

She had worn the spectacles since she was ten. She had stopped apologizing for them at fifteen. They had the secondary advantage, she had discovered, of making people underestimate the sharpness of the eyes behind them.

"—and naturally Biscuit would not be moved," Lady Harcastle was saying, with the gravity of a woman recounting a military campaign. "Not for anything."

"Remarkable animal," Penelope murmured, and looked back across the ballroom at the footman who had not moved in eleven minutes.

Every other footman along the wall was in perpetual, invisible motion. This one simply stood, the tray held loosely, his gaze moving across the room with a patience that had nothing to do with service and everything to do with study.

Broad-shouldered. Dark-haired. Entirely too striking for livery.

She tilted her fan and looked elsewhere before he could catch her looking.

Theo almost missed the exchange that was the whole point of tonight’s assignment.

Almost, because for approximately four seconds, his attention had drifted to a woman in rose silk, which was not the kind of lapse he permitted himself, and yet there it was.

A plain, forgettable man, the kind of face that slipped out of memory before you'd finished looking at it, drifted toward the terrace doors with the unhurried purpose of someone who had somewhere specific to be and did not intend to be followed there. 

The folded note had already disappeared inside his coat. The gloved hand that had passed it was already gone, absorbed back into the crowd as cleanly as a stone dropped in still water.

Theo set the tray on the nearest surface and followed.

Behind him, the woman in rose silk laughed at something, bright, carrying, unguarded, and the sound trailed him through the terrace doors and out into the chill passage beyond in a way he found thoroughly inconvenient.

The courier never heard him coming.

A brief struggle, a muffled oath, and then silence. Theo held the prize: a slip of heavy parchment, its dark wax seal bearing no crest, smeared as though applied in haste. He broke it open and scanned the contents by the flickering light of a wall sconce. The handwriting was neat, deliberate, phrases veiled in cipher.

Fortunately, he had found the key two days prior and committed it to memory.

The matter will proceed as arranged. The Crown will fall by scandal before the season's end.

His jaw tightened. Not mere gossip. Blackmail, and of a caliber that could ruin a throne.

So the whispers were true. Treason had a pulse, and it was beating here, amid the scent of roses and waltz music.

He folded the letter into his coat and moved toward the servants' gate. The night air outside was frost-silvered and still, the city indifferent, the fog already swallowing the street beyond the gate.

From somewhere above, faint through the walls, came the sound of laughter, bright, carrying, the kind that made rooms feel warmer than they were.

Theo kept moving.

He had seen women in silk before. Dozens of them, hundreds, at functions precisely like this one. There was nothing singular about a pretty woman laughing at a charity ball. It was, in fact, the most unremarkable thing in the room.

He tucked the letter into his coat, took the last three stairs at pace, and stepped out into the frost-silvered night.

The fog swallowed the street. He walked into it without looking back, which was not something he needed to make a point of doing, because there was nothing to look back at, and he was not the sort of man who looked back, and that was the end of the matter entirely.

It was.

✽

Penelope Stuart smiled sweetly as her partner executed a clumsy turn that nearly sent them both into a palm arrangement.

"Forgive me," Lord Hessle offered, not sounding particularly sorry. He righted himself with the confidence of a man accustomed to the world adjusting around him. "I find the waltz rather wasted on ladies who can't follow the lead."

"Oh, quite," she agreed. Penelope was an accomplished dancer who could follow any lead, which was why they hadn’t end up in a potted plant. By she didn’t bother giving that commentary. 

Her partner’s breath was a noxious mixture of brandy and beef steaks, and he seemed far more interested in the neckline of her gown than the steps of the dance. He looked at her the way men like him always did, appreciatively, incuriously, the way one looked at a pretty arrangement of flowers without wondering how they'd grown.

"You know, Miss Stuart, you remind me of a sugared cake." He seemed to think this a compliment. "All pink and sweet and, well." He gestured vaguely at the entirety of her. "You know."

"How very poetic," she said warmly. He means harmless, she thought. He always means harmless.

She gave a trill of laughter, the particular on that she had spent years perfecting, and leaned back just enough to avoid another gust of his intoxicated admiration. 

Across the room, without appearing to look, she noted: the footman's tray, abandoned on a side table. The terrace doors, recently disturbed, one stood a half-inch further open than the other. The plain man in the brown coat, gone.

And the tall footman. Also gone.

Lord Hessle said something about her complexion. She laughed again, automatically, the sound requiring no part of her actual attention.

"You are too kind," she murmured.

Two men, she thought, through the same door, three minutes apart. The first had moved like a man with an errand. The second had moved like a man with a purpose, which was an altogether different thing.

"I don't suppose you follow politics?" Lord Hessle ventured.

"Goodness, no," she said. "I find it terribly confusing."

He beamed, visibly relieved.

I read three newspapers before breakfast, she thought, with a sweetness that did not reach her eyes. I have read every edition of the Edinburgh Review for the past four years. I can recite the Corn Laws arguments from both sides, identify the flaw in Castlereagh's foreign policy position, and tell you precisely why the proposed amendments to the Poor Relief Act will fail before they reach committee, which my uncle the Duke explained at dinner last Tuesday, and which I understood rather better than the two MPs seated across from me, both of whom appeared to be thinking primarily about their horses.

Lord Hessle adjusted his grip on her waist with the proprietary ease of a man dancing with a decorative object.

Half the men in this room, she continued, in the privacy of her own head, could be outmaneuvered before the second course simply by reading a book. One book. Any book. The bar is genuinely that low, and still they clear it only occasionally.

"Quite right," Lord Hessle said approvingly, to nothing in particular. "Politics is rather a man's domain. Better left to those equipped for it."

"How reassuring," Penelope said warmly.

The music swelled. She smiled. He led her into a turn that nearly clipped a footman, and she followed him with perfect, effortless grace.

It was, she reflected, her finest performance. Behind her spectacles, her eyes moved to the terrace doors one last time.

A false footman. A vanishing courier. A tray left behind by a man who had somewhere better to be.

She intended to find out where.

And, purely as a secondary matter, whether his shoulders were as broad as she remembered.
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​Chapter Two — In the Service of the Crown
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By the time Theo reached Whitehall, the fog had thickened to a damp shroud. The Crown Bureau’s offices occupied the top floor of an unremarkable building near the Treasury, intentionally plain, with windows too narrow for eavesdropping. Inside, the air smelled of ink, pipe smoke, and stale air.

James Fitzroy stood before the fire, the glow turning his dark hair to bronze. He was not yet fifty-five, but power had already carved the faint lines of a man who never slept peacefully. His posture was deceptively casual, one hand tucked behind his back, the other holding a glass of something amber. When he turned, his eyes caught Theo’s with a glint of amusement and warning both.

This was supposed to be his last mission. One final assignment, neatly executed. A cottage in Dorset waited for him, nothing grand, just enough space for silence. He had earned it, or so he told himself. Two decades of work done in the shadows, of decisions that blurred right and wrong until they were indistinguishable, had left him with a reputation for results. Efficient. Unflinching. Brutal, when the work demanded it.

He’d been promised by Fitzroy this would be the end. A clean report, no loose ends, and the Bureau would let him disappear. But endings, he’d learned, rarely arrived cleanly. And the whispers around the King threatened to unravel not just a monarchy, but Theo’s hard-won exit.

“Gray,” he said, voice smooth as varnish. “You took your time.”

“I came as soon as the messenger reached me, sir.”

“Mm.” Fitzroy’s gaze flicked over him like a blade. “You intercepted a letter.”

Theo handed over the folded parchment. Fitzroy accepted it without comment, scanning the ciphered lines as if they might rearrange themselves on command. “And you believe this connects to the whispers about His Majesty?”

“I don’t believe in whispers,” Theo said evenly. “Only in evidence.”

Fitzroy smiled faintly, not approval, precisely, but something adjacent. “Ever the pragmatist. That’s why I like you. It’s also why society never will.”

Before Theo could respond, the door opened.

The man who entered did so with the particular ease of someone who had never needed to check whether a room wanted him in it. Fair-haired, loose-limbed, cravat tied with the studied negligence of a man who knew exactly how it looked and had decided that was enough effort. His smile arrived before his greeting did, the reflexive, unhurried smile of someone who found most situations either amusing or manageable, and had yet to encounter one that was neither.

Theo's eyes moved across him in the practiced way, hands, posture, the set of the jaw beneath the grin. Nothing threatening. Nothing taut. And yet something in the very completeness of that ease made him careful. In his experience, men who looked that comfortable had either nothing to lose or nothing to hide, and it was never immediately obvious which.

Then the man's gaze found his, and Theo saw it, a sharpness behind the smile, quick and assessing, there and gone before most people would have caught it.

He caught it.

"Ah," Fitzroy said, gesturing. "Mr. Gray, meet Viscount Nathaniel Stuart. Liaison to the Home Office and, for our present purposes, your social interpreter."

Theo looked at him again. The pale hair. The blue eyes, sharp beneath their amiable surface. The particular angle of the jaw.

Stuart.

The resemblance, now that he saw it, was unmistakable, the same quality of attention worn differently, charm where she wore wit, ease where she wore composure, but underneath both, the same watchfulness. The same sense of a mind working quietly behind whatever face it had decided to present.

He filed that away without comment.

"A pleasure, my lord," he said.

Nate's smile widened, as though he'd heard something Theo hadn't said. "I daresay it will be. Fitzroy tells me you need an introduction into the higher circles. My sister happens to reign over several of them."

Theo’s brows drew together. “Your sister?”

“Yes,” Nate nodded. “Penelope Stuart. Hard to overlook her, she drives her poor dressmaker to despair every few months with some new absurd creation. A tiny bully really.”

Theo’s stomach performed a most inconvenient lurch. Her.

Fitzroy set the glass down with a soft click. “We require someone who can move among the upper echelons without attracting suspicion. Unfortunately, Gray, your blood is... insufficiently blue for such company.”

“I’ve managed before.”

“You’ve managed in shadows,” Fitzroy said, tone sharpening. “This time we need daylight. Lord Stuart has graciously volunteered his sister’s assistance. You’ll pose as a distant gentleman newly arrived from the south, minor gentry, modest fortune. A man looking to... court her, shall we say.”

Theo blinked. “Court her?”

“Casually, of course,” Nate added, waving a hand. “A mild flirtation will grant you entry to every drawing room that matters. My sister’s circle is positively infested with gossip, she collects it the way entomologists collect butterflies.”

Theo hesitated, uncertain why the mention of the woman’s name should strike him so strangely. He’d never had a sister, yet something about the ease with which Nate spoke of offering her up, for pretense, for strategy, set his teeth on edge. A lady’s reputation was her currency, her only shield in a world that feasted on scandal. And this one was being gambled away without so much as her consent.

His jaw tightened. “You’d risk your sister’s reputation for the sake of convenience?”

Nate blinked, caught off guard, then laughed lightly. “Convenience? Hardly. Penelope will think it a grand amusement. She was born for theatrics. Besides, you’ve never met my sister. She’ll be delighted to have a new puzzle to torment.”

Theo glanced between them, incredulous. “If the pretense of courtship were to be misconstrued—”

“Oh, let it be misconstrued,” Nate said blithely. “Heaven knows she needs the practice. And if, by some miracle, you can coax her into an attachment, or ruin her into a marriage—” he grinned, only half-jesting “—I’d consider it an act of mercy.”

Fitzroy made a sound suspiciously like a snort. “I suggest, Mr. Gray, you focus on the mission before plotting matrimony. The ton will not open its doors to a stranger, but it will open them to a suitor.”

Theo’s pulse thudded, slow and steady. Penelope Stuart. The image of her laughter, bright and mocking under the chandeliers, flickered at the edge of his thoughts.

He inclined his head. “Very well. If this is the assignment, I’ll play my part.”

“Good man,” Fitzroy said. “You leave tomorrow. Miss Stuart expects you at her aunt’s residence for tea.”

“Tea,” Theo repeated, as if it were a foreign tactical maneuver.

Nate clapped him on the shoulder. “Yes, the liquid, often in a pot. Don’t look like you are walking to an execution line.”

Theo shut the door behind him, his jaw tight, pulse quickening in spite of himself. He had stared down traitors and assassins without flinching, yet the thought of Miss Penelope Stuart, her laughter like bait, her golden hair a lure, and those shrewd blue eyes feigning innocence, left him with the uneasy conviction that he was stepping into enemy territory.

Ridiculous. He’d endured far worse than a woman with a quick tongue and an overfondness for gossip. This was a mission, nothing more, and he always completed his missions.

✽

By half past nine, the Stuart breakfast room smelled of coffee, toast, and something like cinnamon.

Penelope sat at the small round table near the window, the morning light catching the edge of her spectacles as she skimmed the society pages with faint disdain. Same old chatter. Lady Hensley’s pearls. Lord Carmichael’s disastrous speech. And, of course, the never-ending speculation about who would secure the arbitrary best marriage this Season. She was of course the lead contender. 

She snorted softly into her cup. “As if I were a raffle prize,” she murmured.

The door opened just as she was reaching for a second slice of toast. Her brother strolled in, half-dressed and wholly irreverent, hair damp from his morning ride. He snatched a piece of bread from the rack, poured himself coffee, and sat across from her as if he hadn’t been expected anywhere in particular in his life.

“Good morning, Pen,” he cheered with a grin that usually preceded trouble.

“That remains to be seen,” she replied dryly. “You only smile like that when you’ve volunteered me for something dreadful.”

Nate spread marmalade on his toast. “You wound me. I’d never volunteer you for anything dreadful. Merely necessary.”

“Necessary for whom?”

“For the Crown,” he confided, far too casually. “It seems they’re in need of your talents.”

“My talents?” Penelope raised a brow. “Pray, which ones? I can embroider tolerably and gossip beautifully, my Latin is passable, but I doubt any will save the nation.”

“On the contrary.” He leaned back, coffee in hand. “They need you to... assist a gentleman of the Bureau. Help him find his footing in society while he conducts a discreet investigation.”

She blinked. “So you’ve made me a chaperone.”

“Think of it as a civic duty.”

“I’d rather think of it as a nuisance.” She folded her paper with deliberate precision. “Surely the Bureau has women of its own?”

“Not ones who can gain entry to every drawing room in Mayfair without causing a scandal,” he said lightly. “You, my dear, are practically furniture in half those parlors.”

She rolled her eyes. “Charming.”

“Besides,” Nate added, “the man is in desperate need of refinement. Brooding sort, dark hair, light brown eyes. You’ll have your work cut out for you. I’ve yet to see him laugh, or even smile. He’ll be a hard case to crack, if, that is, you enjoy unsettling men who believe themselves unshakable.”

Penelope paused mid-sip. Light brown eyes. Dark hair. A flash of memory, broad shoulders, quiet watchfulness, the sense of being measured, rose unbidden. The false footman. No, impossible. He couldn’t be—

She set her cup down. “And what precisely is my role in this absurdity?”

“You’ll pretend he’s courting you. New arrival from the south, modest fortune, dreadfully earnest.” Nate’s grin widened. “You might even enjoy it. A new project. You could bully him into a ridiculous cravat or two.”

Despite herself, Penelope laughed. “Heavens, you make it sound like training a spaniel.”

“If anyone could, it’s you.”

She sighed, though amusement softened the line of her mouth. “Very well. I’ll do it. On one condition.”

“Here it comes.”

“I want three new gowns before the end of the Season. No arguments.”

Nate groaned, throwing his head back dramatically. “You’ll bankrupt me.”

“You’re a viscount, not a vicar. I’m sure you can manage.”

“Two gowns.”

“Four.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Three, and not a stitch more.”

She smiled, triumphant. “Done.”

They sat in companionable silence for a moment, broken only by the sound of butter scraping over toast.

Nate sipped his coffee with the satisfied expression of a man who had negotiated well.

He had, in fact, opened at two, been immediately driven to four, and settled at three, which was precisely where Penelope had wanted him from the beginning. She had never wanted four. She had wanted three. She had wanted three since before she sat down to breakfast.

She said nothing. She was not unkind.

She simply buttered her toast.

Then Penelope asked, a little too casually, “Do Mother and Father know of this plan?”

Nate hesitated, coffee cup halfway to his lips. “No. And I’d rather they didn’t.”

Penelope nodded once, briskly. “Good.”
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​Chapter Three — Tea and Tactics
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Theo was shown in through the front doors, a novelty in itself. He was more accustomed to entering grand houses through the tradesman's entrance, unseen, unannounced, and far more comfortable that way.

The foyer swallowed him in the particular silence of old money: thick carpets, mirrors, the faint smell of beeswax and hothouse flowers. The butler led him down the corridor with the measured pace of a man who had never once been hurried, and Theo followed, cataloguing as he went. Parquet floors, hand-inlaid. A vase of roses on the pedestal, cream and blush, entirely perfect, entirely out of season. The kind of beauty that existed to be looked at and nothing else.

He was still looking at the roses when the drawing room door opened.

The room beyond was bright with afternoon light, the kind that made everything look slightly more expensive than it was. Theo took it in with the automatic efficiency of long habit, fireplace, windows, two doors, a writing desk positioned to catch the light. The furniture was French, the carpet Persian, the mantelpiece cluttered with small porcelain objects that had probably cost more than his first three years of wages combined.

Nate Stuart was on the sofa, coffee in hand, with the expression of a man who had arranged himself there some time ago and had no immediate plans to move. He raised his cup in greeting, the gesture somewhere between welcome and salute.

At the table beside the window, pouring tea with an air of extraordinary serenity, was the woman from the charity ball.

Theo stopped.

She was wearing pale blue today, a morning gown trimmed in ivory, modest and perfectly fitted, nothing like the rose silk from three nights ago and somehow just as difficult to look away from. Her hair was dressed simply, a few curls escaping at the temple. The spectacles sat precisely where he remembered them.

She looked up, not quickly, not as though she'd been waiting, but with the timing of a woman who always knew exactly when to look, and behind the glass of her spectacles, something in her eyes caught like a lamp turned up a notch.

She knew him.

He could see it in the stillness of her expression in the half-second before the smile arrived. The slight widening of her eyes. The fractional pause in the motion of the teapot. There and gone before anyone less trained would have caught it.

She had caught him at the charity ball, Theo realized, with a cold, sinking certainty. Not just noticed, catalogued. Filed away. And was now sitting here in her perfectly arranged drawing room, pouring tea.

"Mr. Gray." Her voice was warm, welcoming, the voice of a woman greeting someone she had absolutely never previously encountered while he was pretending to be a footman. "How lovely. Do sit down."

Theo sat.

He accepted the cup she offered. He reminded himself, with some firmness, that he was a trained agent of the Crown Bureau, that he had operated without flinching in genuinely hostile territory on multiple continents, and that a drawing room one viscount and one woman with a teapot did not, by any reasonable measure, qualify.

She stirred her tea.

He watched the line of her jaw, the composed set of her mouth, the particular quality of her attention, which was, he was beginning to understand, always doing two things at once. The pleasant expression on the surface, and underneath it, moving through everything like a current beneath still water.

"Milk or lemon?" she asked.

"Neither. Thank you."

Nate made a sound that might have been a laugh, quickly converted, not very convincingly, to a cough.

Penelope set down the teapot and settled back in her chair. Her eyes moved over him once, not brazenly, not with any particular expression, simply the way a person looked at something they were deciding how to approach.

"Tell me," she said pleasantly, "do all men in your profession arrive looking as though they've come to deliver a verdict? Or is that particular to you?"

"I wasn't aware I looked like anything."

"You look," she said, "like a man who has assessed every exit in the room and wished you could walk through them."

Nate's cough worsened considerably.

Theo set his cup down with care. She watched him do it with the expression of someone who found the situation quietly delightful and was being extremely good about not saying so. The spectacles caught the afternoon light. The pale blue of her gown made her eyes sharper, bluer, more —

He looked away.

Nate unfolded himself from the sofa, waiting for his cue. "Penelope, allow me to make the introduction properly. Mr. Theodore Gray." A brief, meaningful pause. "Remarkably good at going unnoticed, or so I'm told."

"How interesting," Penelope said, with an expression of mild, polite curiosity that did not fool anyone in the room. "I had rather imagined the opposite." She tilted her head. "Some people have such a, presence. Even when they're attempting not to." A small smile. "Holding a tray, for instance. It can be quite difficult to disappear entirely when one is, shall we say, built for other things."

The silence that followed was unending seeming. Theo felt every one of them.

"Penelope." Nate's voice carried the particular tone of a brother who had deployed it many times before and harbored no illusions about its effectiveness. He straightened the sugar tongs. "We have a guest."

"I'm aware," she said. "I'm speaking to him."

"You're dissecting him," Nate said pleasantly. "There is a difference. We've discussed this."

"You've discussed it," she corrected. "I've listened politely and then done as I pleased, which I believe is the established pattern."

"The established — " Nate pinched the bridge of his nose. "She's not always like this."

"He doesn't believe you," Penelope said, pouring more tea.

"He might," Nate said.

"He's an agent of the Crown Bureau, Nathaniel. He reads people for a living." She glanced at Theo over the rim of her cup. "Do you believe him, Mr. Gray?"

Theo looked at Nate. Then at Penelope.

"No," he said.

Nate sighed, the long-suffering exhale of a man reconciled to his particular lot in life. "Shall we have some tea," he said, to no one in particular, "and perhaps begin again."

"We're getting on beautifully," Penelope said.

"We are not — " Nate stopped. Straightened the sugar tongs again, though they did not require it. "Mr. Gray, I apologize for my sister. She finds new people — "

"Fascinating," Penelope supplied.

"— overwhelming," Nate finished, with some firmness. "She means well."

Penelope smiled. "I always mean well."

"You mean precisely," Nate said. "Which is a different thing." He set down his cup and straightened slightly, assuming, with some effort, the bearing of a man conducting actual business. "Now. Let's lay out the terms of the arrangement."

"It is not an arrangement," Theo said. "It is a mission. In service to the Crown." The words came out with more edge than he'd intended, clipped at the corners in the way they got when he was reminding himself as much as anyone else.

"Yes, yes." Penelope waved her hand in a small, elegant arc, as though dispersing smoke. "The Crown. Gravity. Stakes. Duly noted." She reached for the teapot. "More tea?"

Theo stared at her. She met his gaze. Nate, wisely, said nothing.

Over the next quarter hour he laid out the arrangement in clean, precise terms. The supposed courtship. The access it would provide. The circles she would open to him. He was thorough, professional, and he said the word ruse twice, which he felt was necessary.

Penelope listened with the indulgent expression of a mother listening to a child explain their art.

Nate ate a biscuit.

"The courtship," Theo said, "is naturally a fiction. A convenience. It provides cover and nothing more. I want to be clear on that point."

"Mm," said Penelope.

"Entirely clear," Theo added.

"You've said," Nate offered pleasantly.

"I'm saying it again."

"You've said it," Nate said, "approximately four times since you sat down, which I find — " he tilted his head thoughtfully " — interesting, as a data point."

Theo looked at him.

"The arrangement," Theo continued, with some deliberateness, "is professional in nature. Miss Stuart will provide access. I will conduct the investigation. At the conclusion of the mission, the supposed courtship will be quietly dissolved, Miss Stuart's reputation intact, and the matter closed."

"Very thorough," Penelope said approvingly. She had not looked up from her tea.

"I merely want the terms to be — "

"Established?" Nate suggested.

"Clear."

"They are clear," Penelope said, and finally raised her eyes to his. "They were clear the first time. And the second. And — " she paused, as though counting " — yes, I believe this is the fifth, which does rather bring to mind the lady who protested too much." She smiled, sweet and entirely without mercy. "Shakespeare, Mr. Gray. In case that was unclear."

Nate made no attempt whatsoever to hide his delight. Theo set down his cup.

"The terms
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