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For the quiet ones, who are so often the loudest proof that substance outlasts noise.
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Chapter One
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Sophie Hartley had attended enough balls this Season to know exactly which gentlemen the ton considered worth a second glance, and Sir Edmund Colby was, by every fashionable measure, invisible — a quiet baronet of modest fortune who spent most evenings at Lady Faversham's card tables studying soil almanacs rather than dancing, and who had, as far as Sophie could tell, never once initiated a conversation with anyone who hadn't spoken to him first.

She had, in fact, never exchanged a single word with him until the night she found him alone on Lady Faversham's terrace, muttering calculations under his breath at a page of figures that had nothing to do with any card game.

"You're supposed to be losing money to Colonel Ashworth's whist table, not doing sums out here," Sophie observed, settling uninvited into the terrace's other chair.

Sir Edmund startled, nearly dropping the page, and flushed a shade Sophie found unexpectedly endearing. "Miss Hartley. Forgive me. I did not realize anyone had noticed my absence."

"I notice most things, Sir Edmund. It is rather my one genuine talent." She nodded at the page. "What are you actually calculating, if not your losses?"

He hesitated, the particular hesitation of a man unused to anyone wanting a real answer, and then, to his own visible surprise, gave her one. "Seed spacing," he said. "I've been redesigning a drill mechanism that plants at intervals considerably more efficient than the standard model. I know it sounds a poor substitute for whist."

"It sounds," Sophie said, genuinely intrigued despite herself, "considerably more interesting than whist. Show me."
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Chapter Two
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Edmund had not expected to spend forty minutes of a crowded ball explaining seed-drill mechanics to a woman the ton considered, by every account he'd overheard, delightfully sharp-tongued and entirely unbothered by convention — and he had certainly not expected to enjoy it as thoroughly as he did, watching Sophie Hartley ask precise, genuinely informed questions about spacing ratios rather than the polite, glazed patience most young ladies offered any gentleman foolish enough to discuss agriculture at a ball.

"You actually understand this," he said, more statement than question, genuinely startled.

"My cousin Eleanor taught me to read a farm's ledgers properly when we were girls," Sophie said. "I found I rather liked understanding how things actually worked, instead of simply being told they did. It's a considerably rarer education than it ought to be, for women of my station."

"I find that considerably more admirable than rare," Edmund said, quiet, and then, catching himself paying rather more of a compliment than he'd intended, flushed again and busied himself refolding his calculations. Sophie, watching him, felt an unexpected warmth settle somewhere she hadn't invited it to.
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Chapter Three
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"Sir Edmund Colby." Sophie's mother said the name the way she might have named a mildly regrettable purchase. "A perfectly respectable baronetcy, I suppose, but hardly the match your aunt and I have been positioning you for all Season, Sophie. Lord Farring has asked after you twice this week alone."

"Lord Farring has asked after my dowry twice this week, Mother, which is a different thing entirely from asking after me." Sophie kept her voice light, though the conversation's undertone was familiar enough to grate. "I spent forty minutes speaking with Sir Edmund about agricultural engineering and did not once feel as though I were being appraised like livestock at market. I found the novelty considerably refreshing."

Her mother's expression softened, just slightly, old memory surfacing behind her careful maternal calculation. "Your cousin married for exactly that kind of unfashionable substance, in the end, and I confess even I could not argue with the result." She studied Sophie a long moment. "I will not forbid the acquaintance. I will simply remind you that substance alone does not pay a household's bills, whatever your cousin's own fortunate outcome might suggest."
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Chapter Four
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Edmund's own estate, considerably more modest than his baronetcy's dignity implied, occupied him most days when the Season's obligations allowed it — a small property whose tenant farms he'd spent three years quietly modernizing, convinced that better yields would eventually speak louder than any title ever could about a man's actual worth.

His neighbor, a considerably wealthier and considerably louder man named Aldous Grimshaw, had taken a keen and unwelcome interest in Edmund's seed-drill design the moment its early trial results began outperforming every conventional method in the district — an interest that manifested, over the following weeks, in a series of increasingly insistent offers to "partner" on the invention's development, offers Edmund had politely and repeatedly declined.

"He does not want a partnership," Edmund told his estate steward, reviewing Grimshaw's latest letter with a frown. "He wants the patent filed under his own name before mine, and the resources to make certain his version reaches market first. I've seen the pattern before, in smaller ways. I simply didn't expect him to pursue it quite this openly."

"Then file the patent properly, sir, before he forces the question," his steward advised. "You have the working model. You have the trial records. What you don't have is the money for a proper London solicitor to move quickly, and I suspect Mr. Grimshaw is counting on precisely that gap."
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Chapter Five
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Sophie learned of Grimshaw's scheme quite by accident, overhearing the man himself boast of it to a companion at a card table she'd been seated near purely by chance, and found herself, for the first time all Season, genuinely furious on someone else's behalf rather than merely bored by the ton's usual petty maneuvering.

"He means to steal your invention out from under you," she told Edmund directly, finding him at the very next assembly before he'd even managed a proper greeting. "He's already engaged a solicitor and intends to file competing patent claims within the fortnight, banking entirely on you lacking the funds to move as quickly."

Edmund's careful composure cracked, just slightly, genuine alarm surfacing beneath it. "I have no considerable fortune to engage a London solicitor on his timeline, Miss Hartley. I've spent three years and most of my modest savings on the trials themselves."

"Then we shall simply have to be cleverer than his solicitor, rather than richer," Sophie said, already turning the problem over with the same brisk practicality she brought to everything. "I happen to know my cousin's husband keeps a rather excellent one on retainer, and I happen to know exactly how to ask a favor properly. Come, Sir Edmund. We have a patent to protect."
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Chapter Six
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Gabriel's own solicitor, a brisk young man who had inherited old Whitfield's practice, reviewed Edmund's trial records within the hour and pronounced the case considerably stronger than Grimshaw's own hastily assembled claim, provided the filing happened within the week rather than the fortnight Grimshaw was counting on.

"I don't know how to thank you for this, Miss Hartley," Edmund told Sophie, the two of them walking the solicitor's own modest garden while the paperwork was drawn up. "You have spent an entire afternoon solving a problem that has kept me awake for a fortnight, and you did it with considerably more efficiency than I managed alone in all that time."

"I did not do it for thanks," Sophie said, though the warmth in her voice belied the brisk words. "I did it because watching a man like Grimshaw profit off another man's honest work offends me rather more than most Season gossip manages to. And because, Sir Edmund, I find I have grown genuinely fond of your seed drills, and would be considerably disappointed to see them credited to a man who has never once set foot in a furrow himself."
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