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Chapter 1 — "The Geometry of Scandal"
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The terrace of Jersey House possessed an architectural reputation for facilitating either a very good marriage or a very permanent ruin, and Lady Penelope Vance was currently calculating the exact mathematical trajectory required to avoid both.

Behind the floor-to-ceiling glass of the ballroom, three hundred members of the ton were sweating under the oppressive luxury of one hundred spermaceti candles. Ahead of her, the midnight air of Mayfair smelled faintly of damp horse chestnut blossoms and the expensive, sulfurous tang of carriage flares. It was precisely forty-two degrees Fahrenheit—chilly enough to discourage casual strollers, yet insufficient to freeze the sheer, pale blue silk of Penelope’s evening gown to her ribs if she remained near the brickwork chimney column.

She took a slow breath, counting to four. Her ivory fan, a modest thing with three missing silver guards near the pivot, remained closed against her palm.

"If you stand there any longer, Lady Penelope, the stone will simply absorb you," a voice drawled from the shadows of the ivy trellis. "Which would be an immense pity for the bricklayer, but a distinct improvement for the company."

Penelope did not start. Surprise was an expensive luxury, and she had spent the last three years becoming entirely bankrupt in it. Instead, she adjusted her posture by a fraction of an inch, ensuring her left shoulder blade remained perfectly aligned with the masonry.

"Lord Sterling," she said, without turning her head toward the darkness. "I had imagined you were inside, attempting to explain to Lady Jersey why your second cousin’s coat was tailored in Piccadilly rather than Bond Street."

"He is from Yorkshire," the shadow replied, stepping into the weak amber glow cast by the ballroom lamps. Lord Thomas Sterling adjusted his cuffs with the lazy precision of a man who knew his inheritance was secure enough to pardon a great deal of bad tailoring. "The boy thinks Bond Street is a secondary bond issue from the Bank of England. One cannot expect miracles before supper. But you are uncharacteristically solitary. Where is the persistent Mr. Featherstone? I thought he had pinned you to the punch bowl like a particularly dull specimen of lepidoptera."

"Mr. Featherstone discovered that my thoughts on the corn laws do not match his mother’s," Penelope said, her lips twitching with the dry restraint she usually reserved for her private account books. "He has gone to seek a lady whose intellect is more appropriately confined to the embroidery of footstools."

"A tragic loss to the agricultural debate." Sterling leaned against the stone balustrade, his gaze drifting over the dark square below. "Though I suspect you engineered the disagreement with your usual terrifying efficiency. You use political economy the way other women use smelling salts—to clear a room of undesirable suitors."

"A woman with an empty dowry cannot afford to waste her ammunition on men who possess nothing but a fine turn of ankle and a dependency on their uncles, Thomas."

"True. But your calculations have a singular flaw tonight." Sterling straightened, his expression shifting from amusement to something sharper, more alert. "You have cleared the field so thoroughly that you are currently standing within twelve feet of the most hazardous coordinates in London."

Penelope followed his gaze toward the far end of the terrace.

The Duke of Monrose had not entered the ballroom. He had simply appeared on the perimeter like a sudden drop in barometric pressure. Julian Thorne stood with his back to the light, his massive, square-shouldered frame draped in a tailoring so starkly devoid of ornamentation it bordered on a personal insult to the Prince Regent’s circle. No silver embroidery. No satin facings. Only midnight-black superfine wool and a cravat tied with the severe, geometric discipline of a mathematical proof.

"He looks," Penelope murmured, her thumb tracing the broken silver rivet of her fan, "like a man who has arrived to audit the Countess’s wine cellar and finds the mathematics unsatisfactory."

"He looks like a man who has spent five years wishing his fellow countrymen would contract a mild, non-fatal plague so he might have the roads to himself," Sterling corrected under his breath. "He is here for the Chancery papers. My uncle tells me the Lord Chancellor will sign the guardianship decree for the nieces by Friday, provided Julian can demonstrate he hasn't converted the Monrose nursery into a warehouse for illegal French brandy."

"And has he?"

"Only the cellar," Sterling said with a brief grin. "The nursery remains pristine, if entirely devoid of human warmth. Look away, Penelope. He has discovered that the terrace is occupied, and his typical method of clearing a space involves a level of bluntness that leaves permanent social scarring."

"I am a wallflower, Thomas. We are notoriously difficult to scar; we are already the color of dust."

Yet she did not look away. Through the glass, the orchestra began the opening bars of a quadrille—fast, light, and remorselessly cheerful. The rhythm seemed to emphasize the sudden stillness that grew between the three people on the stone platform.

Julian Thorne turned his head. His features were high-handed and clean, constructed from the sort of hard, uncompromising bone that looked better in ancestral marble than under the soft candlelight of a Mayfair assembly. His eyes, even across twenty feet of shadows, were an unreflective, slate gray—the color of the English Channel before a November gale.

He did not nod to Sterling. He did not recognize Penelope’s presence by so much as a twitch of his jaw. He simply moved toward them, his stride long and unhurried, carrying the implicit assumption that the terrace would vacate itself before his boots reached the flags.

"Julian," Sterling said, stepping forward with his hands raised in a gesture that was half-greeting, half-barricade. "You are three hours late for the supper dance. Lady Jersey has already given your portion of the cold fowl to a hungry baron from the shires."

"The baron is welcome to it," the Duke said. His voice was low, devoid of the fashionable, elongated vowels of the Carlton House set; it had the dry, gravelly texture of stone sliding over stone. "The road from Berkshire has three miles of fresh gravel that the parish surveyor should be hanged for. Sterling, where is the clerk?"

"In the library," Sterling said, dropping his hands. "With two bottles of Jersey’s Madeira and a distinct reluctance to return to the Temple before dawn. But you must allow me to present—"

"No," Monrose said. He did not look at Penelope. His attention remained fixed on the white linen of Sterling’s cravat. "I require the signatures before the post-chaise leaves at one. I have no time for the ritual exchange of surnames with young ladies who wish to know my opinion on the cotillion."

Penelope felt the cold air catch in the lace at her throat. It was not anger; anger was an emotional expenditure that yielded no return on investment. It was simply that the Duke's rudeness was so beautifully, classically complete that it deserved a response of equal structural integrity.

"The Duke is entirely correct, Lord Sterling," Penelope said, her voice dropping into the smooth, bright cadence of a perfect debutante. "You must not burden his Grace with my name. It would only clutter his mind, which is clearly already overtaxed by the three miles of gravel in Berkshire."

Monrose halted. His boots made a sharp, sudden crack against the frost-bitten stone.

Slowly, the gray eyes shifted down, settling on Penelope’s face with the heavy, deliberate weight of a physical blow. He looked at her small, pointed chin; he looked at the dark brown hair pinned into a sensible, if uninspired, knot at the crown of her head; he looked at the ivory fan with its missing rivets.

"You have a remarkably clear voice, madam," the Duke said, his brow contracting by a fraction of a line. "A pity it is wasted on the terrace."

"I have found that on the terrace, one can be heard without the necessity of shouting over the brass instruments," Penelope replied, her gaze meeting his with an unblinking, analytical calm that seemed to surprise him more than her words. "And the gravel is an important matter. One hates to think of your Grace's springs being compromised by a poor parish surveyor."

"My springs are excellent," he said icily.

"Then it must be your disposition that has suffered from the journey."

Sterling made a low, choking sound into his handkerchief. "Julian, I should warn you that Lady Penelope has an uncle in the Admiralty and a ledger where she records the precise cost of sugar per pound since the year ninety-eight. You cannot intimidate her with a look; she will simply calculate the depreciation of your expression over a ten-year cycle."

"Lady Penelope," the Duke repeated. He pronounced the name as if it were a formula he had discovered to be slightly incorrect. "The daughter of the late Sir Arthur Vance?"

The mention of her father’s name was a small, sharp needle under her skin. Penelope’s fingers tightened on the fan, but her countenance remained as smooth as polished bone. "I am."

"Your father was a fool," Monrose said simply. "He held three thousand shares in the Grand Junction Canal and sold them forty-eight hours before the breakthrough at Blisworth. A man who cannot read an engineer's report shouldn't be permitted to touch anything more complicated than a wheelbarrow."

"My father," Penelope said, her voice dropping an octave into a cold, dangerous sweetness, "was a gentleman who believed that human nature was inherently decent—an error, I grant you, which his current company proves to be catastrophic. But he did not require an engineer’s report to know when he was encountered by a boor."

"He required a liquidator," Julian retorted. He took one step closer, his height effectively blocking the light from the ballroom windows, casting her entirely into his shadow. "Which is precisely what you are currently lacking, if the rumors regarding your mother's millinery bills are even half-accurate."

The social boundary had not just been crossed; it had been demolished by an iron-shod boot. Sterling’s amusement vanished instantly. "Julian, that is enough. You're out of bounds."

"I am never out of bounds in my own county, Sterling, and London is merely an overgrown parish with better lighting," Monrose said, though his eyes did not leave Penelope’s.

For a second, the only sound was the distant, frantic rhythm of the violins inside. Penelope could see the faint pulse at the base of his throat, just above the stiff edge of his linen. He was waiting for her to flush. He was waiting for her to gather her skirts, burst into those decorative, high-society tears that allowed men of his rank to feel both uncomfortable and superior, and retreat to the ladies’ retiring room.

She did neither. She looked down at his boots, then slowly up the length of his dark waistcoat, settling on the silver watch-guard that peered from his pocket.

"Your Grace's watch is three minutes slow by the Horse Guards' clock," she said, her voice perfectly even. "And while my mother’s millinery bills are indeed an item of intense interest to the tradesmen of Piccadilly, they have at least the merit of being paid in sterling coin—unlike your Grace's reputation for courtesy, which appears to be traded entirely on credit."

A sharp, barking sound came from the darkness near the stairs—not Sterling, but a heavy, rustling presence that Penelope had failed to notice in the heat of the encounter.

Lady Augusta Thorne, the Duke’s maternal aunt and the most feared arbiter of the Almack's patronage committee, stepped out from the shelter of the orange trees. Her turban, a towering construction of purple velvet and silver osprey feathers, trembled with the force of her satisfaction.

"Excellent," Lady Augusta said, her cane striking the stone with the force of a small mortar. "Magnificent. Julian, you have finally met a woman who does not treat your ill temper as if it were an act of God. Lady Penelope, I am enchanted. Your father was indeed a terrible businessman, but he had the good sense to leave behind a daughter with an excellent sense of proportion."

"Aunt Augusta," the Duke said, his jaw tightening until the bone showed white against his skin. "You should be inside, monitoring the punch for excessive lemon."

"The punch is abominable, as it always is at Jersey’s," the older woman said, ignoring him entirely as she drew closer to Penelope. Her small, sharp eyes swept over the girl’s pale gown and the old silver guards of her fan. "But this is far more interesting. Tell me, child, did you truly tell the Marquis of Worcester that his new curricle looked like an oversized cradle?"

"I told him it possessed the stability of one, Saint-Aulaire," Penelope corrected mildly, though her heart had begun a slow, heavy thud against her ribs. Lady Augusta’s presence meant the terrace was no longer a private refuge; it was a theater. "A structural observation, nothing more."

"A structural observation," Augusta cackled. "Hear that, Julian? She doesn't slander your friends; she merely audits them."

"I have no interest in her audits, or her observations," Monrose said. He turned back toward the library doors, his coat swinging with a sharp, crisp rustle. "Sterling, the clerk. Now."

"The clerk," a third voice interrupted from the terrace doors, "is currently asleep on the Lord Chancellor’s seals, your Grace."

Mr. Featherstone, having apparently concluded his maternal conference on the corn laws, stood in the doorway. He looked remarkably pink, slightly damp from the heat of the quadrille, and intensely eager to reclaim Penelope’s attention now that she was surrounded by three of the most powerful names in the peerage.

"Lady Penelope," Featherstone said, bowing so low his fob-chains rattled like dry leaves. "Your mother has been seeking you. She is near the card room, and she is... well, she is in some distress regarding a notice that has just arrived from the Morning Post office."

Penelope felt the coldness of the stone terrace finally reach her blood. "The Morning Post?"

"A misprint, surely," Featherstone said, his eyes darting toward the Duke with a mixture of terror and ambition. "A most absurd error by the typographer. They have listed the upcoming nuptials of the Duke of Monrose to... well, to yourself, Lady Penelope. The issue was distributed to the late clubs not an hour ago."

The terrace went perfectly, horribly silent.

The quadrille inside had ended. In the gap between the dances, the low, collective hum of three hundred people talking at once drifted through the open doors—a sound like the swarming of locusts in a dry field.

Penelope did not look at Julian. She kept her eyes fixed on Featherstone’s left lapel. "An error," she said, her voice retaining its clear, geometric precision despite the sudden lightness in her head. "A very simple alignment of names in the wrong column. The Vance and Vance ledger sits directly beneath the Monrose listing in the Chancery books this week. A careless apprentice, nothing more."

"An apprentice?" Monrose’s voice was no longer stone sliding on stone; it was the crack of an axe through frozen pine. He had turned back, his gaze swept over Featherstone until the smaller man shrank back into the doorframe. "My name does not appear by 'error' in the public prints with the daughter of a bankrupt baronet."

"And my name," Penelope said, turning to face him fully, her chin lifted until her throat was completely exposed to the amber light, "does not belong in the mouth of a gentleman who cannot even manage his own correspondence without the assistance of the Lord Chancellor. If the town believes we are betrothed, your Grace, they will spend the next forty-eight hours wondering what crime you committed to deserve such a punishment."

"Julian," Lady Augusta said, her voice losing its amusement, replaced by the hard, tactical tone of a general whose flank had just been turned. "Look at the window."

Penelope followed her gaze.

Through the glass, three separate countesses had ceased their observation of the dance floor. Their heads were huddled together, their fans raised like small shield-walls, their eyes fixed directly through the pane onto the dark corner where the Duke of Monrose stood within three feet of Lady Penelope Vance.

A chaperone stepped out onto the threshold, her spectacles glinting in the light. "Lady Penelope? Your mother is quite faint. She requires your... your presence. And his Grace's presence, if he is quite finished with his... his privacy."

The trap had sprung with the beautiful, unyielding logic of an iron spring.

Julian Thorne looked at the windows, then down at Penelope. For the first time, she saw a flicker of something human in his slate-gray eyes—not anger, but the cold, calculating fury of an animal that had found its leg caught in a wire it had failed to survey.

"Sterling," the Duke said, his voice dropping into a low, terrifyingly calm register that did not carry beyond the balustrade. "Go to the printing office. Buy the press. Buy the editor. Buy the ink if you must."

"It's midnight, Julian," Sterling said, his face unusually pale. "The papers are already in the breakfast parlors of Grosvenor Square. You cannot buy the memory of three hundred old women who have just seen you standing alone with her in the dark."

Monrose took a slow, deep breath. His broad chest rose and fell once behind the severe black wool of his coat. Then, with a movement so sudden it made Penelope’s fan click against her stays, he stepped closer, his hand coming down onto her forearm.

His fingers were large, surprisingly warm through the thin lace of her glove, and unyielding as iron bands. He did not pull her; he simply anchored her to the earth.

"Your Grace," she whispered, her logic finally failing her as the physical reality of his touch registered against her skin. "Release my arm."

"We are going inside, Lady Penelope," Julian said, his head bending low until his breath stirred the loose tendril of hair near her ear. "And we are going to tell Jersey that the prints were merely premature."

Penelope’s breath caught. "Are you mad? My family has nothing. Your reputation will be—"

"My reputation is a matter of law, madam," he said, his grip tightening by a fraction of an inch as he turned her toward the brilliant, sweating light of the ballroom. "I require the guardianship of my nieces, and the Chancery court will not give two children to a man who is currently the subject of a public print scandal regarding a ruined debutante. We will perform this farce for precisely three weeks until the decree is signed."

He forced her to take his arm. His elbow was solid, a ridge of muscle and wool that felt less like a gentleman’s escort and more like the shaft of a carriage.

"And then?" she asked, her feet moving forward by instinct as the chaperone backed away from the doorway to clear their path.

Julian Thorne did not look down at her as they reached the threshold. The light from the three hundred candles hit his face, turning his gray eyes into shards of glass.

"And then, Lady Penelope," he whispered, stepping into the roar of the crowd, "we shall see who survives the liquidation."

The transition from the cool darkness of the terrace to the suffocating brilliance of the Jersey ballroom was less an entry and more an execution.

Penelope felt the collective gaze of the ton hit her face like the heat from an open furnace. The musicians had paused, their bows hovering over the strings as if the orchestra itself had been paralyzed by the alignment of the two figures now crossing the parquetry floor. To her left, Lady Vance was currently being revived with vinegar by the Countess of Sefton, her pale green turban listing heavily to the side like a ship taking on water.

"Keep your chin aligned with my third button, Lady Penelope," Julian murmured, his arm remaining as rigid as an oak lintel beneath her fingers. "If you look at your mother now, the cynics will assume you have poisoned her for the inheritance."

"My mother is a woman of delicate sensibilities, your Grace," Penelope replied through a smile so fixed it made her jaw ache. "She is unaccustomed to her daughter being dragged into the light by a man who looks as though he intends to sell her by the pound at Smithfield."

"If I were selling you at Smithfield, madam, I should have insisted on a lady with a better fortune and fewer opinions on my springs."

They halted before the patroness bench. Lady Jersey sat enthroned on blue damask, her quizzing glass raised with the deliberate, heavy motion of a headsman raising his axe. The silence around them was so dense that Penelope could hear the small, rhythmic tick of the Duke’s slow watch from his waistcoat pocket.

"Julian," Lady Jersey said, her voice carrying the terrifying, musical sweetness that usually preceded a social exile. "We were unaware that the Monrose estate had extended its boundaries to include the Vance ledger. The Morning Post has been remarkably well-informed tonight."

Penelope felt the skin of her arm prickle beneath her glove. The crowd had pressed closer, a wall of satin and stays, their breaths held until the lace on their bodices trembled. One wrong word—one hesitation in the Duke’s voice—and her sister Charlotte’s upcoming Season would be ruined before she had even purchased her first pair of white silk shoes. Her family would be back in Yorkshire by Friday, living on the charity of uncles who kept their accounts in pence.

She began to detach her fingers from his sleeve, ready to offer the graceful, self-effacing lie that would clear him of the attachment and leave her to bear the impact alone.

But Julian's hand came down over hers again. He did not look at Lady Jersey; he looked down at Penelope with an expression of such heavy, unreadable intensity that the ballroom seemed to recede by several feet.

"The Morning Post is invariably vulgar, Sarah," the Duke said, his voice carrying through the silent hall with the clear, unhurried weight of a bell. "But they are occasionally accurate regarding my intentions. Lady Penelope has consented to overlook my gravel, and I have consented to overlook her ledger. We shall expect your presence at the chapel at Monrose House before the month is out."

A low, collective gasp rustled through the crowd—the sound of three hundred people simultaneously revising their guest lists.

Lady Jersey’s quizzing glass dropped against her pearls with a sharp clink. For three seconds, her sharp eyes shifted between the Duke’s iron countenance and the perfect, frozen calm of Penelope’s face.

"Well," the Countess said slowly, her lips curving into a thin line that passed for a blessing in Mayfair. "It appears we must find another use for the cold fowl tonight. Lady Penelope, you are a very brave woman."

"I am a mathematician, Lady Jersey," Penelope said, her voice steady enough to surprise herself as she offered a low, flawless curtsy. "I have merely concluded that his Grace represents the lowest common denominator."

Julian’s fingers tightened on her wrist with a force that was very nearly painful—a silent promise of retribution that made the blood move in her veins with a sudden, illicit heat.

As the orchestra struck up a fresh cotillion to cover the scandal, the Duke turned her toward the doors, his stride carrying them away from the crowd before the first countess could intercept them. But as they reached the vestibule, where the footmen stood in rows with their long silver-headed canes, a small, dark shadow stepped out from the corridor leading to the library.

A small girl, no older than seven, with ink-stained fingers and her stockings trailing around her ankles, stood by the mahogany wainscoting. She was holding a broken wooden horse by its ear, her gray eyes—the exact, terrifying shade of the Duke’s—fixed on Penelope’s pale blue skirts with a silent, frantic intensity.

Julian froze, his whole body turning to iron beneath Penelope’s touch. His hand dropped from her arm as if the lace had turned to fire, his face instantly turning the ash-white of a man who has just seen his own ghost rise from the floorboards.

"Lily," he whispered, his voice losing its ducal authority, replaced by a raw, hollow sound that Penelope had never heard before. "You were meant to be in the carriage."

The child did not answer him. She simply looked at Penelope, her small fingers tightening on the broken toy until the wood groaned.

Penelope looked at the Duke’s pale face, then down at the child’s ink-stained hands, realizing with a sudden, cold clarity that the transaction she had just signed was not an administrative error in the Chancery books. It was a war.

"Your Grace," Penelope said softly, dropping her fan into her reticule as she stepped over the threshold toward the little girl. "I believe your watch is still three minutes slow. Shall we begin the inventory?"
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Chapter 2 — "The Ledger of Mutual Ruin"
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The library of Monrose House did not encourage the illusion of human warmth; it encouraged the study of ancient tax laws and the preservation of very cold leather.

Three tall, arched windows looked out upon the damp gravel of the courtyard, where a light morning fog was currently reducing the fashionable architectural layout of Mayfair to a grey blur. Inside, the walls were lined with fifteen hundred volumes of uniform calfskin bindings, each stamped with a geometric crest that looked remarkably like a portcullis. A single fire burned in the hearth, though its heat appeared to be entirely absorbed by a massive green marble mantelpiece before it could reach the center of the room.

Lady Penelope Vance sat in a straight-backed mahogany chair that had clearly been designed by an artisan who harbored a personal hatred for the human spine. Across the wide oak desk, Julian Thorne was currently dipping a goose-quill pen into a square inkwell with the slow, rhythmic precision of a surgeon preparing an incision.

"Your mother, Lady Penelope, possesses a remarkably resilient nervous system for a woman who was reported to be near expiration at midnight," the Duke said, without looking up from his paper. "She has already consumed three soft-boiled eggs, half a rack of dry toast, and two cups of chocolate from my kitchen. My housekeeper informs me she is currently inspecting the draperies in the morning room for signs of damp."

"My mother believes that true grief can only be properly expressed in the presence of silk damask," Penelope replied, her hands folded over the ivory handle of her reticule. "Had we been ruined in a small cottage in Yorkshire, she would have recovered within ten minutes. Ruin in a ducal library, however, requires a much more protracted period of convalescence."

"She will have precisely forty minutes more," Julian said, the nib of his pen scratching against the heavy vellum with a crisp, dry sound. "The Lord Chancellor’s representative arrives at noon to inspect the domestic arrangements. If he finds your mother measuring the valances with her pocket-ribbon, he may conclude that the Monrose household lacks the necessary gravity for the rearing of minor wards."

"Then you should be grateful she is not currently in here," Penelope said, her gaze drifting to the corner where Lily, the younger of the two nieces, sat beneath a towering bust of Julius Caesar.

The child had not moved since her arrival from Berkshire. She was still clutching the broken wooden horse, her small thumbs digging into the fractured pine until the skin was white. She had refused the chocolate; she had refused the dry toast; she had refused a pair of silver sugar-tongs that Penelope had offered her as a temporary diversion.

"Lily," Julian said, his voice dropping into that low, flat register that had turned the Jersey ballroom into a block of ice the previous evening. "Sit up. Your stockings are unravelling again."

The little girl did not alter her posture by a single degree.

"Your Grace's educational methods are truly inspiring," Penelope murmured, her lips curving into a thin, cool line. "If Caesar had possessed your specific talent for commands, the Gauls would have simply died of boredom before the first javelin was thrown."

Julian set the pen down with a small, sharp click against the silver stand. He turned his head slowly, his gray eyes catching the weak grey light from the window. "My nieces require stability, madam, not a theatrical display of sentiment. They have spent the last six months in a leaky parsonage while their maternal uncle attempted to liquidate their father’s hunting stable. They are accustomed to discipline."

"They appear to be accustomed to petrification," Penelope corrected, her voice remaining light, fluid, and utterly devoid of fear. "Lily is currently attempting to turn herself into marble to match the bust above her head. If she succeeds, she will at least be easier to dust."

Julian leaned back in his chair, his broad shoulders filling the space between the leather carvings. "We are not here to discuss the nursery dust, Lady Penelope. We are here to balance the ledger. I have instructed my solicitor to prepare the initial covenants. You will find the figures on page three."

He slid a long sheet of blue paper across the dark oak.

Penelope did not pick it up immediately. She looked at his large, blunt fingers as they released the edge of the vellum—hands that looked entirely too strong for the signing of domestic contracts. Then, with a delicate flick of her wrist, she drew a pair of small steel spectacles from her reticule and slipped them over the bridge of her nose.

Julian’s left eyebrow twitched. "I was unaware that your vision was compromised."

"My vision is excellent when looking at things that wish to be seen," Penelope said, adjusting the wire frames behind her ears. "It is only when looking at things that are meant to be hidden—such as a duke’s small print—that I require assistance."

She swept her gaze down the columns of precise, clerkish handwriting. The document was a masterpiece of legal containment. It defined the "proposed alliance" between the Duke of Monrose and Lady Penelope Vance as a temporary administrative convention, terminating forty-eight hours after the signing of the final Chancery custody decree. It guaranteed the immediate payment of Sir Arthur Vance’s outstanding vowels to three separate gaming houses in St. James’s. It provided a modest, respectable allowance for Lady Vance and Charlotte, to be paid quarterly through an independent bank in Leeds.

It was safe. It was clean. It was an unassailable wall of numbers designed to keep her from ever touching his life—or his fortune—beyond the precise boundary of his necessity.

Penelope turned the page, her finger tracing the bottom margin. Then she took a small pencil from her pocket and drew a long, deliberate line through the final three paragraphs.

"You are defacing my solicitor’s work," Julian said, his jaw tightening until the bone showed white against his cheek.

"Your solicitor is a romantic, your Grace," Penelope said, looking at him over the top of her silver frames. "He has written that the funds for my mother's allowance are to be distributed through the Monrose estate office upon receipt of a written request from her ladyship."

"An entirely standard arrangement for a dependent family."

"An entirely catastrophic arrangement for a family that includes my mother," Penelope corrected with a dry smile. "If Lady Vance is required to write a letter to your estate office every three months, she will use the opportunity to describe her symptoms, the state of the Yorkshire roads, and her opinions on your nieces' bonnets. By the third quarter, your estate agent will have either resigned or doubled his salary to compensate for the correspondence. The funds must be placed in a blind trust at Glyn, Mills & Co., to be drawn by my sister’s trustees without your intervention."

Julian watched her, his unreflective gray eyes narrowing. "You are remarkably eager to remove me from your accounts, Lady Penelope."

"I am an accountant’s daughter, your Grace. I know that the only thing more dangerous than a man with no money is a man who remembers precisely how much he has given you. I prefer my obligations to be institutional, not personal."

"And what of the wedding portion?" he asked, leaning forward until his shadow crossed her hands. "My solicitor has allotted five thousand pounds for your personal trousseau, to be expended in Mayfair before the announcement is formalized."

"Five thousand pounds would buy every silk mill in Nottinghamshire," Penelope said, her pencil scratching a neat zero over the sum. "If I appear in the parks suddenly draped in five thousand pounds of Brussels lace, the ton will not think we are betrothed; they will think I have discovered your French brandy warehouse and am blackmailing you for the keys. I require five hundred pounds for three decent carriage dresses, a new pair of walking boots that do not admit the mud, and twenty yards of plain green wool for the girls' cloaks."

Julian’s gaze shifted from her pencil to the child in the corner, then back to Penelope’s face. "The girls do not require green wool. They have their mourning."

"Their mourning is currently three inches too short at the ankle, your Grace, and smells faintly of the Berkshire damp. If the Lord Chancellor’s representative sees them looking like two chimney-sweeps who have been recently dipped in ink, he will place them under the care of their maternal uncle before the week is out."

A short, sharp silence fell over the desk.

"You have a very cold tongue, Lady Penelope," Julian said softly.

"I have a very small income, your Grace. One replaces the other."

"And if I refuse to alter the covenants?" He stood up, his great height instantly changing the geometry of the room, forcing her to look up at him through her wire frames. "If I remind you that without my signature on those vowels, your brother-in-law will be spending his summer in the Fleet prison?"

Penelope did not flinch. She took off her spectacles, folded them with a slow, metallic click, and placed them precisely on top of the blue paper.

"If you refuse, your Grace, I shall simply return to the morning room, collect my mother and her pocket-ribbon, and walk down the steps of Monrose House," she said, her voice dropping into that light, dangerous sweetness that had silenced the terrace at Jersey House. "By three o'clock, I shall be having tea with the Countess of Lieven. I shall tell her that the rumor in the Morning Post was entirely an invention of your own estate office, designed to force a respectable wallflower into a marriage she found too tedious to contemplate."

Julian’s chest rose behind his black wool coat. "The Countess would never believe you."

"The Countess would believe anything that makes you look ridiculous, Julian," Lord Sterling said, stepping through the concealed door behind the history shelves. He was holding a fresh copy of the Times, his cravat slightly less crisp than it had been at midnight. "She has hated you since you refused to dance with her niece at the Carlton House treaty ball. She would have the story in three diplomatic pouches before the post-chaise leaves for Dover."

"Sterling," Julian said without looking around. "Your presence in this library is neither required nor desired."

"I am here as a witness to the liquidation," Sterling said, dropping into a leather sofa with a heavy sigh that suggested he had spent the morning in a very bad carriage. "The printing office was an absolute failure, by the way. The editor was entirely cooperative until I offered him fifty pounds to burn the sheets; he then informed me that seventy copies had already been delivered to the Duke of Wellington’s breakfast table. The Duke, apparently, laughed so hard he dropped his toast into his tea."

Julian’s face did not change, but his fingers curled into his palms until the leather of his cuffs groaned. "The commander-in-chief's amusements are not my concern."

"They will be when he asks you why your future duchess is currently redlining your legal documents like a junior clerk from the Treasury," Sterling said, squinting across the room at the blue paper. "Did she truly strike out the trousseau? Penelope, you are an idiot. You could have had the Monrose emeralds for the asking; they've been sitting in the vault since the old duke died of his third apoplexy."

"The Monrose emeralds are the color of stagnant pond water, Thomas," Penelope said, without looking back at him. "And they are entirely too heavy for a neck that is accustomed to nothing more substantial than a row of glass beads from the York assembly rooms. I prefer the blind trust."

"The blind trust is
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