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Chapter 1: A Grand Arrival

[image: ]


Grosvenor Square, Late Afternoon
Lady Beatrice Ashford sat forward in the carriage, her gloved fingers twisting the hem of her emerald silk gown until the carriage came to a stately halt before the wrought-iron gates of Harcourt House. Her heart fluttered like a pair of finches as the footman lifted the door. The spring air carried a faint breath of budding lilacs from the gardens, and the square’s white stucco façades glowed in the slanting light. Beatrice drew a steadying breath, smoothed a stray curl of chestnut hair against her neck, and stepped onto the smooth cobblestones.
A pair of polished boots in front of her caught her reflection—curved ankles in lace-trimmed stockings, the rich green of her gown, and bright, expectant eyes. She straightened her back and lifted her chin. Today marked her first foray into London society’s glittering machinations, and she would not be overshadowed.

Lady Harcourt’s Ballroom, Moments Later
The doors to Lady Harcourt’s ballroom swung open, and a hush fell as the assembled throng took in the new debutante. Crystal chandeliers overhead winked like stars against the polished floor; cage-lidded songbirds fluttered in gilded cages at the windows. The strains of Johann Strauss’s “Blue Danube” trembled from the orchestra pit, and soon the gilded floor thrummed with swirling skirts.
Beatrice glided in, a fresh note among practiced courtiers. She offered a gentle curtsy to Lady Harcourt, who beamed approval and introduced her at once to a cluster of eager gentlemen. Feather-tipped hats bowed solicitous greetings; perfumed gloves brushed the air as admirers complimented her eyes, her poise, her taste in attire.

Yet it was a tall figure at the far end of the room who drew her gaze. The Duke of Whitcombe stood apart beneath a portrait of his late father, an island of dark silk and white lace in the sea of pastel gowns. His shoulders were squared beneath the ebony coat; a single white glove held loosely at his side. He watched the dancers with an inscrutable expression—an expression that caused Beatrice’s pulse to hitch.

Before she could wonder further, a rival duchess spun too close and jostled her elbow. Beatrice’s glass of claret trembled, threatening to spill, when the Duke stepped forward. He offered her his arm—silent, formal—yet in his dark eyes lay an unspoken promise of protection. The duchess, affronted, swept past them, and Beatrice realized she was clutching his sleeve rather than her own fan.

A Moment of Connection
He guided her past twirling dancers to a balcony overlooking Harcourt’s private garden. Spring blossoms glowed pale beneath lanterns strung among lilac bushes. Beatrice let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. The music drifted through the open doors like a whisper.
“Lady Ashford,” he said finally, his voice low and measured. “I trust you have enjoyed your first London ball.”

She met his gaze, startled by the directness of his question. “More than I dared hope, Your Grace. The music is enchanting, and your protection most appreciated.” She dipped her head in respectful acknowledgment, then lifted her eyes. “Might I ask why you stand so far from the dance?”

A fleeting shadow crossed his features. “I have little love for spectacle,” he answered. “I prefer to observe.”

Beatrice traced the edge of the balustrade with her gloved finger. “Yet you intervene when it is needed.”

He regarded her for a long moment. “That I will do,” he said at last. “But only when the need is genuine.”

Seed of Intrigue
They stood in companionable silence until Lady Harcourt’s maid fluttered to the balcony, beckoning Beatrice back inside. The Duke gave a subtle inclination of his head, and she returned with a mixture of gratitude and curiosity burning in her chest. Who was this man, at once standoffish and attentive? Why had society cast him into shadows two years past?
As the carriage later carried her home under a sky ablaze with stars, Beatrice could not still her racing thoughts. The name “Whitcombe” danced before her: whispers of a vanished wife, rumours of gambling debts, murmurs of disgrace. Yet in his eyes she had seen only calm authority and—dare she admit it?—a spark of something softer when he thought her unobserved.

That night, secure in her London lodgings, Beatrice lit a single candle and spread before her the society papers she had pilfered from Lady Harcourt’s tea table. Headlines screamed conflicting tales: “Duke’s Ruin: Debts or Deceit?” “A Tragic Hero or Villainous Schemer?” Each sheet offered a fragment of truth, and each fragment only deepened the mystery.

Before she laid her head to rest, Beatrice made a silent vow: she would learn the real story behind the Duke’s scandal. And she would refuse to be a mere ornament in his drawing room. For if scandal truly lurked beneath the Whitcombe name, she would face it head-on—and perhaps, in doing so, capture the watchful heart of the man himself.
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Chapter 2: Whispers in the Drawing Room
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1. Lady Harcourt’s Morning Room, Mid-Morning
The gilded clock on Lady Harcourt’s mantle chimed ten as Beatrice Ashford entered the morning room, the air thick with the scent of fresh-brewed Darjeeling and powdered musk. Sunlight filtered through lace curtains, dancing motes of gold across the Persian rug. Seated around a low table were three of Lady Harcourt’s closest confidantes—Mrs. Harcourt herself, Mrs. Digby, and the irrepressible Miss Pennington—clutching porcelain teacups and exchanging conspiratorial smiles.
Lady Harcourt – a woman of immaculately coiffed powdered hair and an empire of ribbons – swept forward to receive Beatrice with effusive praise. “My dear, you shone so last night! One would never guess it was your first ball.”

Beatrice offered a modest curtsey, smoothing the folds of her dove-gray morning gown. As she took her seat on a gilded chaise, Mrs. Digby leaned in, her eyes bright with curiosity. “Tell us, dearest, what did you make of the Duke of Whitcombe? Such an enigmatic figure!”

Beatrice felt a flutter of apprehension. She had come seeking information, but the women’s whispered eagerness made her hesitate. “He...watched more than he danced,” she ventured carefully. “His manner is reserved, yet he seems ever alert to those around him.”

Miss Pennington gasped. “Reserved? Alert? My dear, that is polite parlance for ‘brooding recluse’! Have you heard the latest? They say he vanished from society two years ago when scandal threatened to strip him of title and fortune.”

A hush fell. The three women stole furtive glances at one another.

Mrs. Harcourt lowered her teacup with deliberate elegance. “I heard his wife...” she began, voice dropping to a stage whisper. Beatrice leaned in.

Mrs. Harcourt swallowed. “Vanished,” she said finally. “No trace—some say she fled abroad rather than endure his debts. Others claim she died in an asylum for the insane.”

Beatrice’s pulse quickened. “But there is no proof?”

“None,” Miss Pennington declared with a flourish of her fan. “Only random rumors picked up by scandal sheets. Healer’s Hall will print anything that sells.”

Beatrice sat back, fighting both frustration and intrigue. The sowers of gossip could offer only questions. She was determined to find answers of her own.

2. Beatrice’s Chambers, Late Morning
Back in her private rooms on Grosvenor Square, Beatrice placed the steaming tea set aside and lit a pair of candles at her writing desk. The ivory-faced inkstand gleamed as she arranged a neat stack of society papers—The London Gazette, Morning Post, Illustrated London News—their headlines promising everything from aristocratic ruin to tragic heroism.
She settled into her velvet-covered chair, tucking one foot beneath her skirt. Pen in hand, she read aloud softly:

“DUKE’S DEBTS OR DEVOTION?”
“WIDOWHOOD OR WILDERNESS? DUCHESS DISAPPEARS”
“LORD WHITCOMBE: VILLAIN OR VICTIM?”
Turning each page carefully, she made quick notes in a slender leather journal: discrepancies in dates, conflicting witness statements, the curious absence of any mention of her own father’s role in financing the Duke’s estate. A
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