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(to The Pumpkin Spice Duke)

It has come to our attention that certain scandalous persons insist the events herein are fictitious, “satire,” or “a thin excuse to combine geese with gourds.” These allegations are categorically untrue. The following account has been drawn from the most reliable sources of the Regency era: scandal sheets, pastry-stained ledgers, and a goose whose judgment has never once been overturned on appeal.

Readers should therefore understand that the Duke of Niblick’s transformation into a walking emblem of nutmeg commerce is not to be dismissed as parody but to be respected as hard, goose-certified history. That the tale contains romance, contraptions, and a suspiciously well-timed Frost Fair is purely coincidental.

Proceed, then, with confidence that what follows is both entirely accurate and profoundly edifying.

Respectfully submitted beneath the stern gaze of Toni the Goose,

and signed this day without apology,

Verity Farcett

Keeper of Unhinged Histories

Love Your Stories Deliciously Unhinged?

Join Verity’s reader circle and claim your free exclusive novella—plus behind-the-scenes lore, new release updates, and the occasional goose scandal.

Download your free book here:

https://verityfarcett.com/free-book/
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Julian Valente, Duke of Niblick, pushed through the oak doors of Hatchards and immediately regretted every decision that had led him to this moment. The bookshop's familiar scent of leather and parchment vanished beneath an oppressive cloud of his own making—cinnamon and nutmeg wafting from his person like an advertisement for holiday pudding. Three matrons near the poetry section swiveled toward him in unison, nostrils flaring.

"Sweet merciful heavens," whispered Mrs. Pemberton, clutching her reticule. "It's the Pumpkin Spice Duke."

The words rippled through the shop like cannon fire. Heads turned. Fans snapped open. A clerk dropped an entire stack of sermons, which scattered across the floor with the desperate flutter of evangelical panic.

Julian's jaw tightened. He'd come for Byron's latest collection and a moment of peace. Instead, he'd walked into what appeared to be a spice-scented ambush.

"Your Grace!" called Lady Thornfield from the biography section, her voice pitched at a frequency that could shatter crystal. "You're even more aromatic than the scandal sheets claimed!"

The crowd pressed closer. Julian found himself backed against a display of agricultural treatises, their leather spines digging into his shoulders. A woman in lavender silk inhaled deeply near his left elbow.

"Like Christmas morning," she sighed. "But with the promise of romance."

This was his life now. A walking advertisement for seasonal excess. A man reduced to his aroma, his worth measured in how thoroughly he could remind London's ladies of their grandmother's kitchen. He'd inherited a dukedom, extensive lands, and political influence. Society cared only that he smelled like baking spices.

"I am less man than pastry," he muttered, then winced at his own melodrama.

"What did he say?" demanded a portly dowager in orange silk.

"He spoke of pastry!" squealed her companion. "How deliciously appropriate!"

The crowd surged forward. Julian's back pressed harder against the agricultural section. A treatise on turnip cultivation jabbed his shoulder blade with pointed disapproval.

"Ladies, please," he said, his voice carrying the authority of a man accustomed to being obeyed. "I merely wish to purchase a book."

"Which book, Your Grace?" called someone from the crowd.

"Byron," he replied, then realized his mistake.

The collective swoon nearly brought down a shelf of philosophical texts. Someone fanned herself so vigorously she created a small windstorm. A matron in puce velvet actually staggered backward and collided with the sermons display, which promptly collapsed beneath her weight.

"Byron and cinnamon!" she gasped from the floor, buried under evangelical literature. "My heart cannot withstand such poetry!"

Julian closed his eyes. This was worse than the incident at White's, where he'd been forced to escape through the kitchen. Worse than the opera, where three separate mothers had attempted to introduce their daughters during intermission. At least there he'd had an exit strategy.

Here, he was trapped.

The crowd pressed closer still. Someone sniffed audibly near his cravat. Another woman sighed with such volume it rattled the windowpanes.

"Ladies, surely you have other engagements—"

"None so pressing as this!" declared Mrs. Worthington, elbowing her way to the front with the determination of a cavalry charge.

Julian's eye twitched. A single spasm that contained the entirety of his existential crisis. He was thirty years old, had commanded respect in Parliament, and could trace his lineage back to the Conquest. None of this mattered when faced with the collective might of autumn-mad matrons armed with fans and romantic delusions.

The shop door chimed again. Julian tensed, expecting another wave of admirers. Instead, a young woman entered carrying what appeared to be a contraption resembling a weaponized tea kettle. She wore sensible brown muslin, her chestnut hair escaping from its pins in inky wisps. Smudged spectacles perched on her nose, and her sleeves bore the telltale stains of someone who spent more time with machinery than millinery.

She surveyed the scene with the air of a general assessing a battlefield, then sighed.

"Oh, for heaven's sake," she said, her voice cutting through the romantic sighing like a blade through silk. "What fresh nonsense is this?"

"The Duke!" called Mrs. Pemberton. "He's here! He smells of Christmas!"

The newcomer's gray-green eyes fixed on Julian through her spectacles. "You're the spice duke?"

"I am Julian Valente, Duke of Niblick," he replied stiffly.

"Right. The commodity." She adjusted a valve on her contraption with brisk movements. "Stand aside, ladies. This is a public health matter."

"Public health?" gasped Lady Thornfield. "Whatever do you mean?"

"Excessive seasonal aromatic exposure," the woman replied, hefting her device. "Known to cause fainting, romantic delusions, and poor purchasing decisions. I'm here to clear the air."

She aimed her contraption at the crowd and pumped a brass handle. A fine mist emerged, carrying the sharp scent of vinegar and something distinctly unromantic. The crowd recoiled as one.

"What are you doing?" shrieked Mrs. Worthington.

"Neutralizing atmospheric spice contamination," came the crisp reply. Another pump, another mist. "Standard procedure for autumn-related public disturbances."

The crowd backed away from the advancing vinegar cloud. Several women pressed handkerchiefs to their noses. The magical aroma of cinnamon and nutmeg that had held them captive dissolved beneath the assertive tang of the woman's chemical intervention.

"This is most irregular!" protested the dowager in puce, struggling to her feet from the sermon pile.

"So is mobbing a man for his scent," the woman replied, adjusting her spectacles. "Yet here we are."

The crowd dispersed with remarkable speed, muttering about interference and ruined romantic moments. Within minutes, the shop had returned to its usual scholarly quiet, save for the lingering scent of vinegar and wounded dignity.

Julian stared at his unlikely rescuer. She was methodically disassembling her contraption, each component returning to its designated slot in what he now realized was a cleverly designed portable case.

"That was..." he began.

"Necessary," she finished, not looking up from her equipment. "You were loitering in public like a pumpkin pie advertisement. What did you expect?"

"I expected to buy a book."

She glanced up, and he caught a flash of something in her eyes—surprise, perhaps, that he'd responded with exasperation rather than gratitude. "Byron?"

"How did you—"

"You mentioned it before they swooned." She snapped her case shut with military authority. "Romantic poetry and seasonal spicing. You might as well have announced your intent to propose marriage to the entire female population of Piccadilly."

Julian's mouth twitched despite himself. "I hadn't considered the strategic implications."

"Clearly." She shouldered her case and turned toward the door, then paused. "Though I must say, I expected a duke to have more spine."

"I beg your pardon?"

"You have a voice that could command regiments," she said, studying him with the detached interest of a naturalist examining a curious specimen. "Yet you let yourself be cornered by matrons armed with nothing more dangerous than fans and romantic expectations."

Julian straightened, his full height bringing him well above her modest stature. "Those 'romantic expectations' have proven remarkably persistent. This is not my first such encounter."

"Then perhaps you should consider alternative venues for your literary pursuits. Or alternative scents."

"The scent is not by choice."

Her eyebrows rose above her spectacles. "Not by choice?"

"It's complicated."

"Most interesting problems are." She adjusted her spectacles again, a gesture he suspected was habitual when she encountered puzzles worth solving. "Well, Your Grace of Nutmeg, try to avoid creating further public disturbances. Some of us have actual work to do."

She turned for the door, then stopped as a sharp, authoritative honk echoed from somewhere above. Julian looked up to see a magnificent white goose perched on the bookshop's roof, visible through the skylight. The bird's unblinking blue eyes surveyed the scene below with the gravity of a judge pronouncing sentence.

The remaining stragglers in the shop—clerks, a few genuine customers, and Mrs. Pemberton, who had been pretending to examine devotional texts—all froze at the sound.

"The Sacred Goose!" whispered someone.

"She honks!" gasped Mrs. Pemberton. "It's a sign!"

The woman with the contraption rolled her eyes. "Oh, brilliant. Now the poultry is involved."

But the damage was done. Mrs. Pemberton's voice carried to the street, where a small crowd had gathered to peer through the windows. "The Sacred Goose has decreed! She approves of the Duke's new lady protector!"

Julian dropped his face into his hands. "Lady protector?"

"A match ordained by divine fowl!" called someone from outside.

The woman—his supposed protector—stared at him with the expression of someone who had just realized she'd stepped in something unpleasant. "This is not happening."

"I'm afraid it is," Julian said weakly.

Above them, Toni honked once more, a sound that somehow managed to convey both satisfaction and ominous portent. The crowd outside pressed closer to the windows, their faces alight with the possibility of witnessing the beginning of a romance blessed by London's most mysterious avian authority.

"Wonderful," the woman muttered, hefting her case higher on her shoulder. "I neutralize one atmospheric disturbance and create a matrimonial one."

Julian found himself studying her profile as she glared up at the goose. Her jaw had a determined set that suggested she'd faced down more formidable opponents than romantic gossip. Ink stains marked her fingertips, and her spectacles had slipped down her nose during her rescue operation, leaving a small indentation on the bridge.

"I don't suppose," he said carefully, "you'd consider allowing me to properly thank you for your intervention? Perhaps over tea?"

She turned to stare at him. "You're asking me to tea? Now? While half of London is convinced we're divinely destined for matrimony?"

"The timing is admittedly poor."

"The timing is catastrophic." She pushed her spectacles back up her nose with one ink-stained finger. "I'm Treva Bratton, by the way. And I suspect this conversation is about to become significantly more complicated."

Julian managed a bow despite the circumstances. "Miss Bratton. I'm in your debt."

"You're in everyone's debt, Your Grace. The question is whether you intend to do anything useful about it."

Before he could ask what she meant, Mrs. Pemberton's voice rang out again: "They're talking! The Goose's blessing continues!"

Treva Bratton closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, Julian saw the resignation of someone who had just realized her careful, rational life was about to become significantly less rational.

"Tea," she said grimly. "Yes. We definitely need to discuss this. Before the gossip sheets decide we're already engaged."

Above them, Toni stretched one wing in what could have been a blessing or a warning, then settled more comfortably on her perch, clearly prepared to oversee whatever chaos was about to unfold.

Julian straightened his cravat and wondered if dukes were permitted to emigrate to distant colonies where no one had heard of seasonal aromatics.

Unfortunately, he suspected geese could fly.
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Treva Bratton's workshop resembled the aftermath of a particularly violent encounter between a printing press and a mechanical menagerie. Copper tubing snaked across every available surface, punctuated by half-assembled contraptions that defied both physics and common sense. Her latest creation—a device designed to measure atmospheric spice contamination—sat in seventeen pieces on her workbench, each component glaring at her with metallic accusation.

She squinted through her smudged spectacles at the brass valve assembly. Three hours of tinkering had produced nothing but a contraption that wheezed like a consumptive elephant and smelled faintly of burned hair.

"Why," she muttered to the uncooperative machinery, "must everything involve unnecessary complications?"

Her workshop door burst open with enough force to rattle every loose screw in the vicinity. Rori and Keeva Bratton tumbled through like a matched pair of auburn tornadoes, their arms laden with what appeared to be every scandal sheet published in London that morning.

"Treva!" Rori gasped, her freckled face flushed with excitement. "You'll never believe—"

"The Duke!" Keeva interrupted, waving a broadsheet like a battle standard. "He's everywhere!"

Treva's wrench slipped, clanging against her contraption with a sound like a church bell falling down stairs. "What duke?"

"Your duke!" they chorused in unison.

"I don't have a duke," Treva said firmly, adjusting her goggles. "I have a spice contamination problem that required scientific intervention. Nothing more."

Rori unfolded a scandal sheet with the reverence typically reserved for religious artifacts. "'The Pumpkin Spice Duke: London's Most Aromatic Aristocrat Finds Romance at Hatchards,'" she read in dramatic tones. "'Witnesses report that His Grace, Julian Valente, Duke of Niblick, was rescued from matrimonial mob violence by a mysterious lady inventor armed with chemical weaponry.'"

"Chemical weaponry?" Treva snatched the paper. "It was a perfectly reasonable atmospheric neutralization device!"

"Listen to this bit," Keeva said, producing another broadsheet. "'The lady in question—tall, bespectacled, and displaying the confident air of one accustomed to taming mechanical beasts—appeared like a guardian angel sent to deliver our beloved Duke from the suffocating embrace of seasonal excess.'"

Treva's goggles slipped down her nose. "Guardian angel?"

"'Sources describe her scent-neutralizing apparatus as both ingenious and terrifying,'" Rori continued reading. "'One witness compared the Duke's grateful expression to that of a man reprieved from execution by pastry.'"

"Oh, for heaven's sake." Treva pushed her goggles back up, leaving fresh indentations on the bridge of her nose. "The man was trapped by his own aroma in a bookshop. I applied basic chemistry. Where's the romance in that?"

"According to The Morning Tattler," Keeva said, flourishing yet another paper, "quite a lot. 'The mysterious lady's intervention suggests a meeting of minds—his seasonal, hers scientific. Could London's most aromatic bachelor have found his perfect complement in a woman who can literally clear the air?'"

Treva stared at the headlines proliferating across her workbench like some sort of typographical plague. "This is ridiculous. I helped a man buy a book. That's the entirety of our acquaintance."

"What about the Sacred Goose?" Rori asked, eyes twinkling with mischief.

"What about her?"

"She honked!" Keeva explained, as though this clarified everything. "Divine approval! The papers are calling it an omen of true love blessed by celestial poultry."

Treva picked up her wrench and began tightening a valve with unnecessary violence. "The goose honked because geese honk. It's what they do. Like breathing, but louder and more obnoxious."

"Listen to this description," Rori said, ignoring her cousin's rational protests. "'His Grace carries himself with the noble bearing of a man born to command, while radiating the warm, comforting aroma of a Christmas morning that promises both tradition and passion.'"

"He smells like a bakery," Treva said flatly.

"A romantic bakery," Keeva corrected. "There's a difference."

"No, there isn't."

"'His dark hair falls across his brow with the careless elegance of a Byronic hero,'" Rori continued, "'while his eyes hold depths that speak of poetry and properly spiced wine.'"

Treva's wrench slipped again. She had noticed his eyes, briefly, through her spectacles. Dark and exasperated, carrying the weight of a man perpetually ambushed by his own existence. Not that this observation held any significance whatsoever.

"'The mysterious lady inventor,'" Keeva read from another paper, "'displayed the sort of practical competence that would complement His Grace's aristocratic bearing perfectly. Her quick thinking and scientific acumen suggest a woman capable of managing both atmospheric disturbances and ducal responsibilities.'"

"Ducal responsibilities?" Treva's voice pitched higher than usual. "I neutralized spice contamination! I'm not applying for a position as duchess!"

"According to The Social Register, you might not have a choice," Rori said cheerfully. "They're speculating about autumn wedding announcements."

Treva dropped her wrench entirely. It landed on her foot with a decisive thunk. "Wedding announcements?"

"'Should His Grace's mysterious protector prove amenable,'" Keeva read, "'London society might witness the most aromatic wedding of the social season.'"

"I am not amenable!" Treva declared, then immediately regretted the vehemence. Her cousins exchanged glances laden with sisterly conspiracy.

"Of course not," Rori said soothingly. "You're completely immune to ducal charms."

"Entirely rational," Keeva agreed. "Above such frivolity."

"Exactly." Treva bent to retrieve her wrench, using the motion to hide the heat creeping up her neck. "I have actual work to do. Speaking of which, did you bring the handbills?"

Her cousins produced a stack of papers from beneath the scandal sheets. Treva's handbills announced the next meeting of the Society for Sensible Seasonal Excess—S³E, as they'd taken to calling themselves when the full name proved too cumbersome for chanting.

"I've revised our manifesto," Treva said, grateful for the distraction. She pulled a sheet from her desk, its margins covered with her careful script. "'The Society for Sensible Seasonal Excess stands firmly against the commodification of autumn. We reject the tyranny of decorative gourds, the oppression of mandatory cinnamon, and the seasonal hysteria that reduces rational adults to swooning specimens of commercial manipulation.'"

"Catchy," Rori said doubtfully.

"Perhaps something shorter for the handbills?" Keeva suggested. "Something people might actually read?"

Treva dipped her pen in ink, leaving fresh stains on her already-marked fingers. "Fine. How about 'No More Gourds in Parlors'?"

"Better," her cousins agreed.

"'Ban the Biscuit Barricades'?"

"What are biscuit barricades?" Rori asked.

"Those displays in shop windows," Treva explained, warming to her theme. "Towers of autumnal treats designed to create purchasing panic. Last week, Mrs. Pembleton's bakery constructed a fortress of gingerbread that blocked half her storefront. Customers had to siege their way to the counter."

"Oh, those," Keeva said. "Yes, ban them definitely."

Treva continued writing slogans with increasing enthusiasm. "'Resist Seasonal Servitude.' 'Reject Pumpkin Propaganda.' 'Science Over Spice.'"

"That last one's rather good," Rori said, reading over her shoulder. "Very you."

"'Reason Reigns Supreme,'" Treva added, then paused as an image flashed through her mind—dark eyes holding hers through smudged spectacles, a voice carrying authority despite its owner being cornered by matrons. Not that this memory held any relevance to seasonal resistance movements.

"What about 'Dukes Are Not Desserts'?" Keeva suggested innocently.

Treva's pen caught on the paper, creating an unfortunate blot. "Why would we need that slogan?"

"Oh, no reason," Rori said, examining her fingernails with studied casualness. "Though it does address current events rather directly."

"Current events being your encounter with the ambulatory advertisement for autumn excess," Keeva clarified.

"He is not an advertisement," Treva said, then immediately regretted the defensive tone. "He's a victim of whatever circumstance causes him to emit seasonal aromatics. A medical anomaly requiring scientific investigation, not romantic speculation."

"Naturally," her cousins agreed in unison, their voices carrying identical notes of barely suppressed amusement.

Treva returned to her slogans with renewed determination. "'Free Will Over Fragrance.' 'Logic Conquers Latte... no, that's wrong. What's a good L-word for spice excess?"

"Lunacy?" Rori suggested.

"'Logic Conquers Lunacy,'" Treva wrote with satisfaction. "Perfect."

She began sketching mechanical diagrams in the margins—designs for improved atmospheric neutralization devices, portable spice detectors, perhaps even an early-warning system for seasonal hysteria outbreaks. Her pencil moved across the paper with practiced movements, creating blueprints for gadgets that existed only in her inventor's imagination.

"You're drawing again," Keeva observed.

"I'm planning," Treva corrected. "If London insists on succumbing to autumn madness, someone should develop proper countermeasures."

"Countermeasures against seasonal romance?" Rori asked.

"Countermeasures against atmospheric contamination leading to irrational behavior," Treva said firmly. "Romance is merely a side effect of impaired judgment caused by excessive exposure to cinnamon compounds."

Her cousins exchanged another look.

"Speaking of the Duke," Keeva said casually, "what did you think of him? Apart from his atmospheric properties?"

Treva's pencil stuttered across her diagram, creating an unfortunate gap in what should have been a perfectly symmetrical valve assembly. "I think he's a man suffering from an unusual medical condition who happens to hold a title."

"But as a man?" Rori pressed. "Tall? Handsome? Brooding?"

"I didn't notice," Treva lied, erasing the wayward pencil mark with more force than necessary.

"You didn't notice that he's over six feet tall with shoulders that could support architecture?" Keeva asked skeptically.

"I was focused on the atmospheric crisis."

"Or his eyes? Dark, rather intense, with those unfairly long lashes?"

Treva's eraser tore through the paper. "I was wearing my working spectacles. Everything's blurry at distance."

"Your working spectacles that you use for close mechanical work?" Rori asked innocently. "The ones that make distant objects clearer, not blurrier?"

"I... was distracted by the chemical calculations required for proper neutralization ratios," Treva said weakly.

"Of course," her cousins chorused.

Treva abandoned her diagram and reached for another handbill, determined to redirect the conversation toward productive activism. "We need to distribute these before the next S³E meeting. Mrs. Henderson at the lending library promised to display them, and the milliner on Bond Street said she'd allow a few in her window."

"Excellent," Rori said, gathering handbills. "Though we should probably add something about not mobbing dukes in bookshops."

"That falls under general seasonal excess," Treva replied, stuffing papers into her leather satchel. "Mobbing behavior indicates severe judgment impairment due to aromatic overstimulation."

"Right," Keeva said. "Because you're completely immune to such impairment."

"Absolutely," Treva said, shouldering her satchel with perhaps more force than necessary.

"Even when faced with tall, brooding dukes who smell like Christmas morning and have eyes like Byron's poetry made manifest?"

"Especially then," Treva declared. "Romantic nonsense is simply another form of seasonal excess requiring firm scientific correction."

She strode toward the door, then paused as her cousins began whispering behind her. They'd discovered another scandal sheet, this one featuring what appeared to be an artist's interpretation of yesterday's events. The illustration showed a magnificently heroic figure wielding some sort of steam-powered weapon against a crowd of swooning ladies, while a tall, dark gentleman looked on with obvious admiration.

"Is that supposed to be me?" Treva asked, despite herself.

"Well," Rori said diplomatically, "the spectacles are accurate."

"And the chemical apparatus," Keeva added. "Though they've made you rather more... dramatic than reality suggests."

"I look like I'm leading a cavalry charge," Treva said, studying the drawing with professional interest. "The perspective is all wrong, and my contraption doesn't actually emit steam clouds. This is completely inaccurate."

"But romantically inspiring," Rori pointed out.

"Romance has nothing to do with accurate mechanical representation," Treva said firmly, then realized she'd been staring at the illustration longer than strictly necessary.

The way the artist had rendered the Duke's expression—grateful, yes, but also intrigued, as though he'd discovered something unexpected in his chemical rescuer. Which was ridiculous. The man had been trapped by his own aroma in a bookshop. Any expression beyond relief would have been entirely inappropriate.

Meanwhile, Rori had produced scissors from somewhere and was carefully cutting around the Duke's portrait from one of the scandal sheets. "For our scrapbook," she announced.

"We don't have a scrapbook," Treva said.

"We do now," Keeva declared, pulling out a leather-bound book from her reticule. "The S³E Official Record of Seasonal Absurdities."

"You're not putting his picture in there," Treva protested.

"Why not?" Rori asked, wielding her scissors with surgical accuracy. "He's the perfect example of what happens when society loses its collective mind over aromatics."

"He's evidence," Keeva agreed, opening the scrapbook to reveal pages already filled with pressed autumn leaves, cake recipes, and what appeared to be a pressed orange rosette. "Scientific documentation requires visual proof."

Treva watched in horror as her cousins pasted Julian's portrait onto a page labeled "Exhibits A through Z: The Madness of Seasonal Celebrity." They'd positioned his picture between a recipe for "Swooning Spice Cake" and a pressed sample of decorative gourd vine.

"This is not scientific documentation," Treva said. "This is... this is a shrine."

"It's research," Rori corrected, adding careful annotations around the portrait in her neat handwriting. "Note the aristocratic bearing. The mysterious expression. The way his cravat suggests both formality and approachability."

"You're analyzing his neckwear," Treva said flatly.

"Someone has to," Keeva replied, producing a magnifying glass from her reticule. "Look at the mathematical accuracy of those folds. Either he has an extremely competent valet or he possesses unexpected sartorial skills."

Treva stared at her cousins, who had transformed from sensible young women into investigators studying Julian's portrait with the intensity typically reserved for ancient manuscripts or crime scenes. "You've both lost your minds."

"Have we?" Rori asked, glancing up from her annotations. "Or have we simply applied systematic observation to an interesting social phenomenon?"

"Besides," Keeva added, still peering through her magnifying glass, "someone needs to document the duke's actual appearance for comparison with the scandal sheets' increasingly creative descriptions. Today's Morning Post claims he has 'eyes like melted chocolate swimming in pools of seasonal wisdom.'"

"That's anatomically impossible," Treva said.

"Exactly our point," her cousins replied in unison.

Treva grabbed the scandal sheet from Keeva's hands and marched to the fireplace. "Right. No more romantic documentation. No more artistic interpretation. And definitely no more melted chocolate metaphors." She tossed the paper into the flames, where it crackled with satisfying finality.

"Treva!" Rori gasped. "That was evidence!"

"That was nonsense," Treva corrected, watching Julian's illustration curl and blacken. "And if I catch either of you building any more shrines to aromatic aristocrats, I'll burn those too."

Her cousins exchanged meaningful glances while the paper finished burning. In the fireplace, Julian's portrait disappeared in a puff of smoke that smelled faintly of printer's ink and romantic delusion.

"Right," she said, turning from the fireplace with decision. "Handbills. Distribution. Rational activism against seasonal excess. This is what matters."

"Of course," her cousins agreed, though Keeva was suspiciously quick to close the scrapbook and tuck it back into her reticule.

"Not romance," Treva continued.

"Absolutely not," Rori said, though she'd managed to salvage one small corner of Julian's portrait before the flames consumed it.

"Not swooning over mysterious dukes with complicated aromatic conditions."

"Completely beneath you," Keeva agreed, patting her reticule where the scrapbook now resided.

"I am a woman of science," Treva declared, pushing through the door with her chin raised. "I am immune to such frivolity."

Behind her, she heard her cousins whisper in unison: "Immune, are you?"

Treva yanked her goggles down over her eyes with enough force to leave permanent indentations on her nose and stalked out into the street, her cheeks burning with mortification. From somewhere overhead came the distant sound of honking, as though even the local waterfowl found her protests unconvincing.
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Julian Valente stood in the entrance hall of Almack's Assembly Rooms and contemplated the various ways a man might expire from mortification. The chandeliers hung above like crystal guillotines, their light casting shadows that seemed to mock his predicament. The assembly rooms buzzed with the sort of anticipatory energy typically reserved for public executions or particularly scandalous theatrical performances.

Lady Fitzgibbon bore down on him with the inexorable force of a siege engine wrapped in purple silk. Her towering headdress swayed with each determined step, feathers bobbing like battle standards in a gale. Behind her trailed a formation of matrons arranged in what could only be described as tactical formation.

"Your Grace!" Lady Fitzgibbon's voice carried the authority of a field marshal addressing troops before battle. "How providential that you've arrived. Almack's requires your immediate participation in the evening's entertainments."

Julian's cravat felt like a noose tightening around his throat. "Lady Fitzgibbon, I merely came to—"

"To waltz!" she announced with triumph. "For the good of society, the morale of our patrons, and the proper appreciation of seasonal excellence."

The crowd behind her rustled like autumn leaves in a hurricane. Julian caught fragments of whispered conversation: "The spice duke!" "He's even more aromatic than advertised!" "I do hope he'll partner my Eugenia!"

"I fear there's been a misunderstanding," Julian said, backing toward the wall with the desperate hope of finding some architectural feature that might swallow him whole. "I came merely to observe—"

"Nonsense!" Lady Fitzgibbon's fan snapped open with military authority. "A duke who smells of Christmas morning has obligations to society. You shall waltz, and London's finest ladies shall have the privilege of experiencing your... distinctive qualities... at close range."

Julian's eye began its familiar twitch. He was a duke, not a confection to be sampled by every woman with a subscription to the scandal sheets. Yet here he stood, being discussed as though he were a particularly aromatic holiday display requiring public appreciation.

"I am not," he said with what remained of his dignity, "a candied yam."

"What did he say?" called someone from the crowd.

"Something about yams!" squealed a woman in yellow silk. "How deliciously seasonal!"

The crowd pressed closer. Julian found himself backed against a pillar decorated with enough autumnal garland to supply a small harvest festival. The scent of his own cinnamon-and-nutmeg aura seemed to intensify under the pressure of collective feminine attention, creating what could only be described as an atmospheric crisis of unprecedented proportions.

"Ladies, please form an orderly queue," Lady Fitzgibbon commanded, producing what appeared to be a handful of numbered tickets from her reticule. "The Duke shall waltz with twelve partners this evening. These tickets shall determine the order."

Chaos erupted with the force of a diplomatic incident. Gloved hands reached for tickets like talons seeking prey. A woman in orange taffeta elbowed past a dowager in blue, who responded by deploying her walking stick with surgical accuracy. Someone's fan went flying, spinning through the air like a weapon of minor destruction before landing in the punch bowl with an inglorious splash.

"I have number three!" shrieked a matron whose elaborate wig had begun to list to starboard under the strain of combat.

"That's my ticket!" protested another, lunging forward with the determination of a cavalry charge.

Julian watched the melee with the horrified fascination of a man witnessing his own social execution. Twelve waltzes. Twelve opportunities for close contact with women who viewed him as a mobile advertisement for seasonal excess. His cravat tightened another notch, as though his neckwear had developed a personal vendetta against his continued breathing.

The music began—a waltz in three-quarter time that sounded like the funeral march of his remaining dignity. Lady Fitzgibbon seized his arm with the grip of a woman who had personally wrestled order from chaos on multiple continents.

"Your first partner, Your Grace," she announced, steering him toward a young woman in pink who clutched ticket number one like a battle standard.

Miss Pembleton—he vaguely remembered her from some previous social catastrophe—curtsied so deeply her pink skirts billowed around her like a frosted pastry. Her eyes held the glazed expression of someone who had inhaled too much seasonal aromatics and lost all connection to rational thought.

"Your Grace," she sighed, her voice carrying the breathless quality of someone addressing a religious artifact. "You smell exactly like my grandmother's Christmas pudding."

Julian's jaw clenched. "How... gratifying."

They took their positions on the dance floor. Miss Pembleton placed her gloved hand in his with the reverence typically reserved for touching holy relics. As they began to move through the waltz's opening figures, Julian became acutely aware that every eye in the assembly rooms was fixed upon them with the intensity of theatergoers watching a particularly dramatic tragedy.

"Is it true," Miss Pembleton whispered as they turned, "that you actually smell different in various seasons? The scandal sheets suggest autumn is your most potent period."

"I am not a seasonal display," Julian replied through gritted teeth.

"Of course not," she agreed, then proceeded to inhale deeply near his shoulder. "Though you are rather... evocative."

The waltz continued its torturous progression. Julian mechanically guided Miss Pembleton through the steps while his mind catalogued the various ways his life had devolved into theatrical absurdity. He was thirty years old, possessed of a competent intellect and reasonable political acumen, yet here he stood being discussed like a particularly aromatic greenhouse exhibit.

As the music concluded, Miss Pembleton curtsied again, this time with such enthusiasm that her wig shifted slightly off-center. "Thank you, Your Grace. That was even more intoxicating than I'd hoped."

Lady Fitzgibbon materialized at his elbow with ticket-holder number two—a widow in burgundy who approached with the predatory grace of someone hunting particularly valuable game. Julian's cravat achieved new levels of constriction.

"Mrs. Worthington," he said with the resigned courtesy of a man facing his executioner.

"Your Grace," she purred, positioning herself for the waltz with tactical awareness. "I've been so looking forward to this moment. My dear departed husband always said I had excellent taste in aromatic gentlemen."

Julian's eye twitched with increasing frequency. The phrase "aromatic gentlemen" would haunt his nightmares for decades. As they began the waltz, Mrs. Worthington proved to possess the conversational subtlety of a siege engine.

"Tell me, Your Grace, do you find your... distinctive qualities... affect your daily routine? I imagine morning ablutions must be quite the production."

"I manage," Julian said, steering her through a turn with perhaps more force than strictly necessary.

"And your valet? Does he require special training in the management of seasonal ducal aromatics?"

Julian's grip on her waist tightened. "My valet is adequately prepared for his duties."

"I do hope you'll consider my invitation to tea next week," Mrs. Worthington continued as the music built toward its conclusion. "I've commissioned a special blend from Fortnum's designed to complement your natural fragrance."

The waltz ended. Julian released Mrs. Worthington with the relief of a man freed from particularly elegant torture. Lady Fitzgibbon approached with ticket-holder number three, her expression carrying the satisfaction of a general whose battle plan was proceeding flawlessly.

The third partner proved to be Miss Thornfield, a young woman whose enthusiasm for seasonal aromatics bordered on the scientific. She spent the entire waltz attempting to identify the particular spices in his scent, offering running commentary that included detailed comparisons to various holiday confections.

"Definitely cinnamon," she murmured as they moved through the dance. "Ceylon, I think, rather than cassia. And nutmeg, certainly, but with undertones of something more complex. Cardamom? Perhaps a touch of allspice?"

Julian's sanity began to fray at the edges. By the fourth waltz, he was contemplating various methods of escape that didn't involve leaping from the assembly room windows. The fifth partner discussed his "aromatic potential" with the clinical detachment of someone evaluating livestock. The sixth wanted to know if his scent varied with his emotional state.

The seventh dance brought Mrs. Chatsworth, a woman whose elaborate curls had been arranged to suggest seasonal wreaths. As they moved through the opening figures, she launched into what appeared to be prepared remarks about atmospheric aromatics.

"Your Grace, I've been studying your seasonal progression through careful observation at various social events," she confided, her voice carrying the earnest tone of someone conducting scientific research. "My notes indicate your morning scent differs substantially from your evening aromatics. Do you employ enhancement techniques, or is this natural variation?"

Julian stared at her with the expression of someone discovering that his existence had been subjected to academic research involving surveillance and note-taking. "You've been studying me?"

"Oh yes! I have charts!" Mrs. Chatsworth beamed with the pride of someone announcing a doctoral thesis. "Color-coded by time of day, weather conditions, and observable crowd responses. Your Tuesday morning parliamentary appearance showed remarkable nutmeg intensity compared to your Thursday afternoon promenade, which was decidedly more cinnamon-forward."

The revelation that his aromatic properties had been charted like stock prices or weather patterns created a sensation somewhere between violation of privacy and existential crisis. Julian wondered, not for the first time, whether witness protection programs extended to dukes fleeing seasonal celebrity.

As the seventh waltz concluded, Julian caught sight of a familiar figure standing near the refreshment table. Treva Bratton wore a simple blue gown that suggested she'd been dragged here against her better judgment. Her spectacles caught the candlelight as she surveyed the scene with the expression of a naturalist observing particularly inexplicable animal behavior.

Their eyes met across the crowded dance floor. For a moment, Julian felt something other than mortification—a flash of relief at seeing someone who viewed his predicament with rational skepticism rather than romantic hysteria.

Lady Fitzgibbon appeared with ticket-holder number eight, but before she could complete the introduction, a fresh commotion erupted near the entrance. Someone had knocked over a display of decorative gourds, sending orange orbs rolling across the floor like escaped artillery shells. Several matrons shrieked as they attempted to navigate the gourd obstacle course in their evening slippers.

In the confusion, one woman's elaborate wig went flying, spinning through the air before landing squarely on the back of Toni, the Sacred Goose, who had apparently been perched on a nearby windowsill observing the evening's entertainment. The goose regarded the suddenly-acquired hairpiece with imperial dignity, then honked once—a sound of such authority that the entire assembly hall fell silent.

"The Sacred Goose wears Lady Pembroke's wig!" someone whispered in awed tones.

"Divine fashion consultation!" gasped another voice.

Toni strutted across the windowsill with the wig balanced on her back like a ceremonial crown, her blue eyes surveying the assembly with regal disapproval. She honked again, shorter and more imperious, then shook herself until the wig slid to the floor.

"She rejects artificial enhancement!" declared Mrs. Worthington with the authority of someone interpreting religious text. "The Sacred Goose advocates for natural beauty!"

As the crowd erupted in theological debate about goose-approved fashion choices, Julian felt a firm hand grasp his elbow. He turned to find Miss Bratton at his side, her expression carrying the no-nonsense determination of someone about to commit a rescue operation.

"This way," she said briskly, guiding him toward a side entrance. "Unless you prefer being displayed like a seasonal centerpiece for the remainder of the evening."

Julian followed without protest, too grateful for deliverance to question the methods. Miss Bratton produced what appeared to be a collapsible walking stick from some hidden pocket in her gown—an ingenious device with spring-loaded joints that extended to full length with a satisfying click.

"Stand back, please," she announced to the crowd of disappointed matrons who had noticed their quarry's attempted escape. She deployed her walking stick like a fencing sword, creating a protective barrier around Julian's retreat. "Atmospheric spice exposure has reached dangerous levels. Emergency evacuation required."

"You can't take him!" protested Mrs. Worthington. "I have ticket number eleven!"

"The Duke requires immediate access to fresh air," Miss Bratton replied, herding Julian toward the exit with professional authority. "Prolonged exposure to crowded conditions can cause aromatic intensification leading to mass swooning incidents."

"Is that true?" whispered someone in the crowd.

"Absolutely," Miss Bratton said with perfect confidence. "Standard procedure for preventing seasonal hysteria outbreaks."

Julian found himself propelled through the side entrance and into the relative quiet of Almack's anteroom. Miss Bratton collapsed her walking stick with another satisfying click and returned it to whatever hidden pocket had produced it.

"That was..." Julian began.

"Necessary," she finished, adjusting her spectacles. "You looked like a man facing his own execution by seasonal excess."

Julian's cravat loosened slightly as he drew his first unrestricted breath in over an hour. "I was beginning to contemplate the windows."

"Poor strategy," Miss Bratton replied. "Second-story drop onto cobblestones. Survival unlikely, and the scandal sheets would have had a field day with 'Duke Dies Diving from Seasonal Desperation.'"

Despite everything, Julian felt his mouth twitch. "You've given this considerable thought."

"I have a practical mind," she said, then paused as their eyes met. Something sparked in the space between them—something sharper, more genuine than the cloying romanticism of the ballroom. Julian found himself noticing details he'd missed during their first encounter: the way her spectacles had slipped slightly down her nose, leaving small indentations on either side. The ink stains on her gloved fingertips that suggested late nights spent with machinery rather than embroidery.

"Your hand," he said, extending his own. "Allow me to express my gratitude properly."

Miss Bratton hesitated, then placed her gloved hand in his. The contact sent an unexpected jolt through Julian's system—something electric and immediate. Her hand was smaller than he'd expected, but firm, with the calluses of someone accustomed to working with tools.

She must have felt it too, because her eyes widened slightly behind her spectacles. For a moment, they stood frozen in the anteroom, hands clasped, staring at each other with the expression of people who had just discovered something entirely unexpected.

"I..." Miss Bratton began, then seemed to collect herself. "That is, you're welcome. I merely prevented a potential lawsuit situation. Mass swooning incidents can result in significant property damage."

"Naturally," Julian agreed, though he made no move to release her hand. "Purely practical considerations."

"Exactly," she said, her voice slightly breathless. "Nothing whatsoever to do with... with anything else."

"Nothing at all," Julian confirmed, his thumb brushing across her knuckles in a gesture that was entirely impractical.

They might have remained in this suspended moment indefinitely, but the sound of approaching voices broke the spell. Miss Bratton withdrew her hand with the quick movements of someone retreating from dangerous territory.

"You should probably depart through the rear entrance," she said, not quite meeting his eyes. "Lady Fitzgibbon will have organized search parties by now."

"And you?" Julian asked.

"Will return to the ballroom and face the consequences of interfering with seasonal entertainment," she replied grimly. "My cousins will never let me forget this."

"Your cousins?"

"Rori and Keeva. They brought me here tonight under false pretenses. Something about 'observing autumn hysteria for scientific purposes.'" She adjusted her spectacles again. "I suspect they had ulterior motives."

Julian found himself reluctant to leave the quiet sanctuary of the anteroom. "Miss Bratton, I wonder if you might allow me to call upon you? To properly thank you for your assistance."

"That would be inadvisable," she said quickly. "The scandal sheets are already speculating about divine goose intervention and destined matches. A formal call would only fuel their romantic delusions."

"Then perhaps an informal encounter? The park? A bookshop?"

Miss Bratton opened her mouth to respond, but before she could speak, the anteroom door burst open. Lady Fitzgibbon swept in like an avenging angel wrapped in purple silk, her battle-tested feathers quivering with righteous indignation.

"Your Grace!" she declared. "This is most irregular! You have obligations to tickets nine through twelve!"

Behind her pressed a crowd of disappointed matrons waving their numbered tickets like accusations. Mrs. Worthington clutched number eleven to her bosom as though it were a royal decree.

"You cannot simply vanish during scheduled entertainment!" Lady Fitzgibbon continued. "Almack's has a reputation to maintain!"

Julian straightened to his full height, his ducal authority reasserting itself despite the circumstances. "Lady Fitzgibbon, I attended this evening as a guest, not as a seasonal exhibition."

"You are the Pumpkin Spice Duke!" she protested. "Society has expectations!"

"Society," Julian replied with the cutting authority of a man who had reached the absolute limit of his tolerance for romantic nonsense, "can bloody well manage its own expectations."

The crowd gasped at his profanity. Miss Bratton's eyebrows rose behind her spectacles, but Julian caught what might have been approval in her expression.

At that moment, a sharp, authoritative honk echoed from somewhere above. Through the anteroom's skylight, the unmistakable white form of Toni the Sacred Goose became visible, perched on the building's roof with the imperious bearing of a judge about to pronounce sentence.

The entire crowd froze. Toni fixed her unblinking blue gaze on the scene below, then honked once more—a sound that carried both judgment and mysterious approval.

"The Sacred Goose!" whispered Mrs. Worthington. "She observes!"

"She honks!" gasped Lady Fitzgibbon. "What does it mean?"

Toni stretched one wing in what could have been a blessing or a warning, then settled more comfortably on her perch. Her presence seemed to transform the anteroom into a courtroom awaiting divine verdict.

"The goose approves of the Duke's escape!" declared someone from the crowd. "Divine intervention blessed by sacred poultry!"

"She sanctions the romance!" squealed another voice. "The mysterious lady inventor and the aromatic duke—a match ordained by celestial fowl!"

Julian felt his newfound composure crumble like a pastry in rain. Miss Bratton's face had gone pale behind her spectacles, her expression suggesting someone who had just realized she'd stepped into something far more complicated than atmospheric contamination.

"This is not happening," she muttered.

"I'm afraid it is," Julian replied weakly.

Above them, Toni honked once more with what sounded distinctly like satisfaction, as though she'd orchestrated the entire evening's entertainment for her own mysterious amusement.

Back in the main assembly room, someone had apparently decided that Lady Pembroke's abandoned wig deserved auction, as shouts of "Goose-blessed hairpiece! Starting bid five pounds!" echoed through the doorway.

Julian groaned. His cravat felt like it was plotting his strangulation.
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Treva Bratton stood in the anteroom of Almack's and wondered if this was how mathematical theorems felt when reality decided to ignore them entirely. The numbers for returning to rational obscurity were not encouraging. Behind the closed door, Lady Fitzgibbon's voice rose to operatic proportions as she organized what sounded like a manhunt for the missing Duke.

"Complete social catastrophe," she muttered, adjusting her spectacles. "Achieved through simple atmospheric intervention."

Julian remained beside her, shoulders tense beneath his evening coat. The scent of cinnamon and nutmeg still clung to him like evidence at a crime scene, though in the anteroom's quiet, Treva found it less overwhelming than expected. More like standing near a well-stocked spice cabinet than being trapped inside a bakery explosion.

Not that she was cataloguing his scent. She was a woman of science, immune to such frivolous observations.

"Miss Bratton," Julian said, his voice carrying careful formality. "I fear my presence has complicated your evening considerably."

"Your presence has complicated my existence," Treva replied, then immediately regretted the honesty. "That is, the atmospheric disturbances caused by your... condition... have created unexpected social ramifications."

"My condition?"

"Whatever circumstance causes you to emit seasonal aromatics." She pushed her spectacles up her nose with one ink-stained finger. "It's clearly a medical anomaly requiring investigation."

Julian's mouth twitched. "You speak of me as though I were an interesting specimen."

"You are an interesting specimen," Treva said, then felt heat creep up her neck. "From a scientific perspective. The biochemical processes required to produce such consistent aromatic output suggest fascinating metabolic irregularities."

"Fascinating," Julian repeated, and Treva caught something in his tone that made her glance up sharply.

Their eyes met through her smudged spectacles. For a moment, the chaos beyond the door faded into background noise. Julian's expression held something she couldn't categorize—not the glazed adoration she'd witnessed from his waltz partners, but something more complex. Curiosity, perhaps. Or appreciation for being viewed as something other than a mobile advertisement for seasonal excess.

"That is," Treva said quickly, breaking the moment, "you represent an intriguing puzzle. Nothing more."

"Naturally," Julian agreed, though his voice carried a note that suggested he found her protests more revealing than her assertions.

The anteroom door burst open with enough force to rattle the wall sconces. Lady Fitzgibbon swept in like a purple tempest, her elaborate headdress quivering with righteous indignation. Behind her pressed a formation of matrons whose expressions suggested they'd organized themselves into a judicial committee.

"Your Grace!" Lady Fitzgibbon declared, pointing one ring-laden finger at Julian. "You cannot simply abandon your obligations to polite society!"

"I can and I have," Julian replied with flat finality.

"The remaining ticket holders demand satisfaction!" Mrs. Worthington appeared at Lady Fitzgibbon's shoulder, clutching her number eleven ticket like evidence in a criminal proceeding. "You owe Almack's four more waltzes!"

"I owe Almack's nothing beyond the price of admission," Julian said, his ducal authority beginning to reassert itself. "I am not a carnival attraction."

"You are the Pumpkin Spice Duke!" Lady Fitzgibbon protested. "Society has expectations!"

Treva watched this exchange with the fascination of someone observing a complex chemical reaction. The crowd pressed closer, creating a semicircle of accusatory femininity. Their faces held the unified expression of people who had been promised seasonal entertainment and found themselves disappointed by its premature conclusion.

"Ladies," Treva said, stepping forward. "Perhaps you might consider that cornering a duke in an anteroom represents a breach of basic etiquette."

"Etiquette?" Lady Fitzgibbon's eyebrows rose to heights that defied architectural possibility. "Young woman, you have interfered with established social protocols!"

"I prevented a public health crisis," Treva replied firmly. "Prolonged exposure to crowded conditions can cause dangerous intensification of aromatic compounds."

"That's preposterous!" declared a woman in yellow silk whose elaborate curls had begun to wilt under emotional strain.

"Is it?" Treva produced a small notebook from her reticule and flipped it open. "According to my preliminary observations, atmospheric spice concentration increases exponentially in confined spaces with elevated ambient temperature and multiple breathing subjects. The risk of mass swooning incidents rises accordingly."

She'd made up the statistics entirely, but delivered them with enough scientific confidence to give the crowd pause. Several women glanced at each other with uncertain expressions.

"Swooning incidents?" whispered Mrs. Worthington.

"Documented cases include the Great Gingerbread Collapse of 1812," Treva continued, warming to her fabrication. "Thirty-seven ladies affected. The Cinnamon Crisis of 1810. Fourteen hospitalized with aromatic overstimulation."

"I heard about that," said a voice from the back. "My cousin Millicent was there. Said it was like being inside a pastry when it exploded."

Julian stared at Treva with amazed appreciation. She was defending him with complete scientific authority based on entirely fictional medical research, and somehow making it sound plausible.

Lady Fitzgibbon opened her mouth to protest this obvious nonsense, but before she could speak, a sound cut through the anteroom that stopped every conversation like a blade through silk.

HONK.

The sound came from directly above them, sharp and commanding as a judge's gavel. Every head tilted upward toward the skylight, where Toni the Sacred Goose had materialized with dramatic timing. Her white plumage gleamed under the gaslight, and her unblinking blue eyes surveyed the scene below with judicial gravity.

"The Sacred Goose!" gasped Mrs. Worthington.

"She has come!" whispered Lady Fitzgibbon, her voice carrying religious reverence.

Toni regarded the assembled crowd with imperious calm, then stepped delicately down from the skylight onto the anteroom's decorative molding. Someone had adorned her with ribbons—purple silk that trailed behind her like ceremonial vestments. She moved with the dignity of a duchess attending court, each step calculated for maximum dramatic impact.

The goose's gaze swept the room once, taking inventory of the participants in this social drama. Then, with deliberate calculation, she fixed her stare on Julian and Treva.

HONK.

The sound carried unmistakable authority. Not a casual goose noise, but a pronouncement delivered with cosmic significance. The crowd held its collective breath as Toni stretched one wing in what could only be interpreted as a gesture of blessing or decree.

"She honks!" squealed someone from the crowd. "Divine judgment!"

"What does it mean?" demanded Lady Fitzgibbon.

Toni honked once more, shorter and sharper, as though expressing impatience with the crowd's inability to comprehend obvious celestial communication. Then she settled onto the molding with the satisfied air of someone who had completed important official business.

"The goose has spoken!" declared Mrs. Worthington. "She sanctions the match!"

"What match?" Treva said sharply, her voice pitching higher than usual.

"The obvious match!" Lady Fitzgibbon's eyes gleamed with fervor. "The Sacred Goose has decreed that you and His Grace are destined companions!"

"That's ridiculous," Treva protested. "She's a goose! She honks because geese honk! It's involuntary vocal expression, not cosmic decree!"

"Blasphemy!" gasped a matron in orange taffeta. "The Sacred Goose does not engage in involuntary expressions!"

"Every honk carries meaning!" agreed another voice. "She has chosen! The mysterious lady inventor and the aromatic duke—a union blessed by divine poultry!"

Julian's face had gone pale beneath his dark hair. "Ladies, surely you cannot believe—"

"The goose has decreed!" Lady Fitzgibbon clapped her hands together with enough force to make her rings clatter like castanets. "Almack's shall witness the first engagement blessed by sacred fowl!"

"We are not engaged!" Treva declared, backing toward the wall. "I neutralized atmospheric contamination! Nothing more!"

"The goose disagrees," said Mrs. Worthington with serene confidence. "Divine waterfowl do not make mistakes."

Toni honked again, a sound that somehow managed to convey both approval and amusement. The crowd took this as confirmation of their romantic theories and began murmuring among themselves with the enthusiasm of people witnessing the social event of the season.

"A goose-blessed engagement!" someone whispered.

"The scandal sheets will go mad!"

"Lady Pemberton will be so jealous!"

Treva felt familiar panic rising. Her carefully maintained reputation as a rational woman immune to romantic nonsense was crumbling like poorly mixed mortar. Soon all of London would believe she'd fallen prey to the same seasonal hysteria that affected every other woman exposed to the Pumpkin Spice Duke's atmospheric influence.

"This is not happening," she muttered, pushing her spectacles up her nose with more force than necessary.

"I'm afraid it is," Julian replied, his voice carrying resignation.

Lady Fitzgibbon began clapping her hands in a rhythmic pattern that suggested either calling for order or organizing a ritual. "Ladies! Ladies! We must inform the assembly! A sacred goose engagement requires proper announcement!"

"No announcements!" Treva said quickly. "There is no engagement! There is only a goose with poor timing and a crowd with overactive imaginations!"

"The Sacred Goose does not have poor timing," Lady Fitzgibbon replied. "She has appeared at the exact moment required to sanction this union!"

"What union?" Treva's voice was approaching frequencies that might shatter crystal. "We've had two conversations! One involving atmospheric neutralization and one involving emergency evacuation! These do not constitute grounds for matrimony!"

"The goose disagrees," chorused several voices from the crowd.

Above them, Toni stretched her wings in what the crowd immediately interpreted as enthusiastic approval. Someone began clapping, and the sound spread through the anteroom like applause at a theatrical performance. Several women produced handkerchiefs and began dabbing at their eyes as though witnessing something profoundly moving.

Julian stepped closer to Treva, his movement creating a protective barrier between her and the increasingly emotional crowd. The gesture was automatic, and Treva noticed the way his shoulders blocked her view of the most dramatically affected matrons.

"Miss Bratton," he said quietly, his voice pitched for her ears alone. "I believe we should consider strategic retreat."

"Retreat to where?" she whispered back. "They'll follow us to Scotland if necessary."

"The rear entrance?"

"Blocked by Lady Fitzgibbon's reinforcements."

"The windows?"

"Second story. Remember your own assessment of cobblestone survival rates."

Julian's mouth twitched despite the circumstances. "You have an excellent memory for impractical escape routes."

"I have an excellent memory for everything," Treva replied, then realized they were standing close enough that she could see the faint lines around his eyes that suggested he smiled more often than his public reputation indicated. "It's extremely inconvenient in situations like this."
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