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Chapter 1 — The Vulture's Veranda
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The Rutledge ballroom smelled of beeswax, expensive French perfume, and the desperate, cloying scent of social ambition. To Lady Rosalind Thorne, it was the smell of a trap. She kept to the perimeter, her silk skirts blending into the shadows of a potted palm, a position she had perfected over three seasons of careful invisibility.

Across the gilded expanse, her brother Arthur was currently making a spectacle of himself. Again. He laughed too loudly at a joke the Earl of Sefton hadn’t finished telling, his face flushed with the kind of reckless heat that usually preceded a trip to a gaming hell.

Rosalind’s fingers arched around the ivory ribs of her fan. She didn't need to see the promissory notes to know they were signed in Arthur’s sprawling, drunken hand. She only needed to see the man standing three feet to Arthur's left to know exactly who held them.

Benedict Sterling, the Duke of Ravenwood, looked as though he had been carved from a particularly unforgiving block of Carrara marble. He stood perfectly still, his black evening coat tailored with a precision that made the other men in the room look like they had dressed in the dark. He didn't laugh. He didn't drink. He simply watched, his gaze cool and predatory, a hawk waiting for a sparrow to break its wing.

Six years had passed since he had looked at Rosalind with anything resembling warmth. Six years since the lavender-scented letter that had ended her world with three polite paragraphs.

"He’s looking for a wife, you know," a voice hissed in her ear.

Rosalind didn't jump; she was too practiced for that. She turned to find Lady Hyacinth, a woman whose primary hobby was the systematic dismantling of reputations.

"The Duke?" Rosalind asked, her voice a calm, modulated silver. "I imagine he is looking for a blood sacrifice. It seems more his speed."

Hyacinth chuckled, the sound like dry leaves skittering over stone. "He needs a paragon. Someone to scrub the treason off the family crest. Your brother is currently handing him the soap."

Rosalind’s gaze snapped back to Arthur. Benedict was leaning in now, saying something low and brief. Arthur nodded eagerly, fumbling in his pocket.

"If you'll excuse me, Hyacinth. I believe I see a tray of champagne with my name on it."

"It’s a bit early for a drowning, isn't it, dear?"

"I’m an optimist," Rosalind said, already moving.

She didn't head for the champagne. She tracked Benedict Sterling like a hunter. He didn't stay in the ballroom long—he never did. He preferred the cold air of the terraces, away from the humidity of the dancing. When he stepped through the French doors, Rosalind followed, slipping through the crowd with the practiced ease of a woman who had spent years learning how to be ignored.

The air on the veranda was sharp and carried the scent of coming rain. The stone balustrade was slick with mist. Benedict stood at the far end, his back to the doors, looking out over the darkened gardens of Mayfair.

"The view is better from the library," Rosalind said, her voice cutting through the silence. "Fewer people to witness the usury."

Benedict didn't startle. He didn't even turn around immediately. He took a slow, deliberate breath, his shoulders broadening against the fine wool of his coat. When he finally turned, his face was a mask of aristocratic indifference.

"Lady Rosalind. I see you’ve traded your watercolors for larceny. It’s an improvement."

"I am not here for a waltz, Your Grace. I am here for the piece of paper currently residing in your breast pocket."

Benedict reached up, his long fingers grazing the lapel of his coat. "You'll have to be more specific. I hold vowels for half the men in this room. It’s a lucrative hobby."

"The ones signed by Arthur Thorne. For the amount of four thousand pounds."

Benedict’s eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch. "Four thousand five hundred. He had a particularly poor run at whist this afternoon. He seems to think he can bluff a man who has nothing to lose."

"He is a fool," Rosalind snapped, stepping into the circle of light cast by the lanterns. "And you are a vulture. Give them to me."

"And why would I do that? I’m quite fond of Thorne Hall. The hunting is superb, or so I’ve heard."

The mention of their family home sent a chill through Rosalind that had nothing to do with the night air. Thorne Hall was all they had left. If Benedict called in those debts, they would be on the street by Michaelmas.

"You don't want the house, Benedict. You want the Sterling name to be mentioned in the same breath as 'respectability' and 'honor.' Taking a destitute family’s last roof isn't a very good start."

He moved then, a sudden, fluid step that brought him into her personal space. He was taller than he had been six years ago, or perhaps he just felt more imposing. He smelled of sandalwood and the cold outdoors.

"Do not use my name," he said, his voice dropping into a low, dangerous register. "You lost that privilege when you chose to stay silent while your father joined the mob that cheered at my father’s execution."

Rosalind didn't flinch. "My father was a coward, not a traitor. And I was eighteen. I didn't have a choice."

"We always have a choice, Rosalind. I chose to save what was left of my family. You chose to be a wallflower."

"I am a wallflower because it is the only place where I can't be hurt by men like you," she threw back. "The vowels. Name your price. I know you didn't win them because you needed the money. You won them because you wanted me to come to you."

A muscle ticked in Benedict’s jaw. "Your vanity is as boundless as your brother’s stupidity. I won them because your brother is a walking invitation to be fleeced."

"Then let me buy them back."

"With what? Your collection of pressed flowers? Your family is insolvent."

"I have something you need," she said, her voice steadying. She stepped closer, so close she could see the silver flecks in his dark eyes. "You need a duchess. Not just any duchess. You need a woman who is so boring, so impeccably dull, and so socially invisible that the Prince Regent himself will forget your father was ever a guest of the Tower."

Benedict’s eyes narrowed. "You’re suggesting yourself? You’ve spent three years being the most forgettable woman in London. Why would I want a wife who disappears into the wallpaper?"

"Because the wallpaper doesn't have scandals, Benedict. The wallpaper doesn't have lovers in the shadows. The wallpaper is safe. I am the safest woman in England. Marry me, and your reputation will be so sturdy it will be positively tectonic."

He let out a short, harsh laugh. "A marriage of convenience? How very gothic of you. I suppose you expect me to hand over the vowels as a wedding present?"

"I expect you to return them the moment the banns are read. After that, you can go back to being a block of ice, and I will go back to my books. We need never speak unless there is a servant in the room."

Benedict reached out, his hand hovering near her cheek before he pulled it back, clenching it into a fist at his side. "You think I would trust you? After you didn't even answer my letter?"

"I answered it," she whispered, the old wound flaring. "I sent three letters. I waited at the gate for two days. You never came."

"I never received them."

"Then it seems we were both failed by our messengers. But that doesn't change the fact that you left."

"I left to keep you out of the gutter, Rosalind. And here you are, crawling back into it just to save a brother who doesn't deserve you."

"He is all I have."

Benedict turned back to the balustrade. The rain began then, a fine, silver mist that turned into a sudden downpour. It drummed against the stone and hissed in the gardens.

"I don't want a wife," he said, his voice barely audible over the rain.

"You don't want a ruin, either. And the blackmailer who has been hovering around the Sterling estate for the last month won't be silenced by a Duke who remains a bachelor. They want a vulnerability, Benedict. A wife is a shield."

He spun around. "How do you know about the blackmail?"

"I told you. I’m a wallflower. People talk in front of me as if I’m part of the furniture. I know who is holding the letters your father wrote from Newgate. I know what they’re asking for."

Benedict took two long strides, pinning her against the damp stone of the veranda wall. He didn't touch her, but the heat radiating from him was a physical weight.

"You’ve been spying on me."

"I’ve been surviving," she corrected, her breath hitching. "Marry me. I’ll give you the name of the man holding the letters. I’ll give you the perfect, silent duchess. And you will give me my brother’s life back."

He stared at her for a long beat, his gaze searching her face as if looking for the girl she used to be. The rain soaked through his coat and turned Rosalind’s silk gown into a second skin.

"Is that a proposal, Lady Rosalind?"

The voice came from the doorway, sharp and delighted.

Rosalind froze. Benedict didn't move an inch, his body still caging hers against the wall.

Lady Morley stood in the doorway, her fan tucked under her chin, her eyes wide with the kind of predatory joy that only comes from witnessing a high-society disaster. Beside her stood three other matrons, their expressions a mix of horror and fascination.

"Your Grace," Lady Morley cooed, stepping onto the veranda. "Lady Rosalind. We had no idea the terrace was so... occupied. I do hope we aren't interrupting a private moment?"

Benedict didn't pull away. In fact, he leaned closer, his hand finally coming up to rest on the stone next to Rosalind’s head. He looked over his shoulder, his expression settling into a mask of bored arrogance.

"Interruption implies that we were finished, Lady Morley. We were not."

"But surely," another woman whispered, "in the rain? Without a chaperone? Lady Rosalind, your reputation—"

"Is perfectly safe," Benedict interrupted, his voice ringing out with the authority of a man who owned the very air he breathed. He turned fully now, keeping one hand possessively on Rosalind’s shoulder. "As my fiancée, she is entitled to as much rain as she desires."

The silence that followed was absolute, save for the frantic drumming of the downpour. Rosalind’s heart hammered against her ribs, but she kept her face as still as a frozen pond.

Lady Morley’s fan snapped shut. "Fiancée? But there has been no announcement. No word from the Thorne family."

"We decided only moments ago," Benedict said, his voice smooth as silk. "I find I’m a man of sudden impulses when it comes to Lady Rosalind. We were just discussing the date. Weren't we, darling?"

He looked down at her, his eyes dark and unreadable. He was giving her the out. He was also tying the noose.

Rosalind forced a small, shy smile—the kind a wallflower might manage when overwhelmed by a Duke’s attention. "It was quite a surprise, Your Grace. But yes. The date."

Lady Morley looked from Benedict to Rosalind, her suspicion warring with her desire to be the first to spread the news. "A Duke and a Thorne. My, my. The ton will be talking of nothing else for a month."

"Let them talk," Benedict said, his grip on Rosalind’s shoulder tightening just enough to be a warning. "Now, if you’ll excuse us, my future Duchess is quite damp. I believe I should take her inside before she catches a chill."

He didn't wait for an answer. He tucked Rosalind’s arm firmly under his and led her past the gawking women. They didn't stop in the ballroom. He marched her straight through the crowd, ignoring the whispers that followed them like a wake, and out to the front entrance where the carriages were being called.

"Ravenwood!" he barked at the footman.

The carriage pulled up moments later. Benedict practically lifted her inside and climbed in after her, slamming the door shut. The interior was dark and smelled of leather and rain.

Rosalind collapsed against the velvet seat, her lungs finally remembering how to function. "You lied."

"I saved your neck," Benedict snapped, sitting opposite her. He looked out the window as the carriage lurched into motion. "And mine. If Lady Morley had caught us like that without an engagement, the Regent would have had my title by Tuesday. He’s been looking for an excuse to strip the Sterling lands ever since the trial."

"So, we're engaged."

"For the season," he said, turning to look at her. The passing streetlamps cast flickering shadows across his face. "We will play the part. We will attend the balls. We will be the picture of boring, stable devotion. And at the end of the summer, I will break it off. Gently. Publicly. In a way that leaves your reputation intact."

"And the vowels?"

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small bundle of papers. He didn't hand them over. "I’ll keep these. Consider them collateral. Every time you play your part well, I’ll return one. If you fail, if you embarrass me, or if you tell a soul this is a sham... I’ll give them to the debt collectors myself."

Rosalind reached for them, but he pulled them back.

"Not yet, Rosalind. We haven't even had our first lovers' quarrel."

"I believe we’re having it now," she said, her wit returning as the shock receded. "Tell me, Your Grace, does our marriage contract include a provision for the fact that I despise you?"

Benedict leaned forward, his face inches from hers. The carriage hit a bump, jolting them closer. "Despise me all you like, Lady Rosalind. But you will smile at me. You will touch my arm. And you will look at me as if I am the sun and the moon combined."

"That’s quite a lot of acting for a woman who is supposedly wallpaper."

"Then you’d better start practicing your lines," he said, his voice a low growl. "Because tomorrow morning, the entire world is going to believe you’re the woman who finally tamed the Ice Duke. And God help you if you let them see the truth."

Rosalind looked at him—really looked at him—and saw the flicker of the boy he had been underneath the armor of the Duke. He was terrified. Just as she was.

"I am a very good actress, Benedict," she said softly. "I’ve been pretending I don't love you for six years. Pretending I hate you will be a holiday by comparison."

Benedict flinched as if she’d struck him. He pulled back, his face returning to its marble stillness. "Good. Then we understand each other."

The carriage slowed as it turned into the square where the Thorne townhouse stood—a narrow, crumbling thing that looked even more pathetic in the rain.

"Tomorrow at ten," Benedict said as the footman opened the door. "We go to the park. Wear something that doesn't look like a funeral shroud."

"I don't have anything that doesn't look like a funeral shroud, Benedict. My family is insolvent, remember?"

He sighed, a sound of profound irritation. "I’ll send a dress. And a modiste. And whatever else you need to look like a Duchess."

"I don't want your charity."

"It isn't charity. It’s an investment in my own survival. Now get out."

Rosalind stepped down into the rain, her heart still racing. She watched the Ravenwood carriage pull away, its lamps disappearing into the fog like fading stars. She stood there for a long time, the water soaking into her hair, until the front door creaked open.

Arthur stood there, his cravat undone, a glass of brandy in his hand. "Rosie? Where have you been? You look like a drowned rat."

"I’ve been saving your life, Arthur," she said, pushing past him into the cold hallway. "And I’ve just sold my own to do it."

"What are you talking about?"

Rosalind stopped at the foot of the stairs. She looked at her brother—the reckless, charming, broken boy who was all she had left.

"I’m engaged to the Duke of Ravenwood," she said.

Arthur’s glass hit the floor, shattering into a thousand glittering pieces. "Ravenwood? The man who hates us?"

"He doesn't hate us, Arthur," Rosalind said, beginning to climb the stairs. "He’s just the only one who knows exactly what we’re worth."

She didn't wait for his reply. She went to her room, stripped off her ruined gown, and lay in the dark, listening to the rain. She thought of Benedict’s hand on her shoulder, the heat of his body against hers, and the cold, hard light in his eyes.

She had her deal. She had her vowels. But as she closed her eyes, she realized she had forgotten to ask for one thing.

She had forgotten to ask how she was supposed to survive the summer without falling in love with him all over again.

The next morning, London was exactly as Rosalind had expected: loud, gray, and vibrating with the news of the Ravenwood engagement.

By nine o'clock, three bouquets of white roses had arrived, each larger than the last. By nine-thirty, a delivery from a Bond Street modiste arrived with six boxes of silk, muslin, and lace. And by ten o'clock sharp, Benedict Sterling’s black-and-gold curricle pulled up to the door.

Rosalind stood at the window, watching him climb down. He looked rested. He looked powerful. He looked like a man who hadn't spent the night staring at the ceiling, wondering if he had just made the biggest mistake of his life.

She turned to the mirror. She was wearing a pale primrose gown that had been among the deliveries—a color she would never have chosen for herself, but one that made her eyes look like moss after a storm. She looked elegant. She looked expensive.

She looked like a lie.

"Lady Rosalind," the maid whispered at the door. "His Grace is here."

"I know," Rosalind said, picking up her parasol. "Tell him I’ll be down in a moment."

She took a breath, smoothed her skirts, and stepped out of her room. The "Wallflower" was gone. The "Duchess" was ready.

But as she reached the top of the stairs and saw Benedict waiting in the hall, his eyes locking onto hers with a sudden, sharp intensity, she realized that the "Wallpaper" had one advantage she was going to miss.

Wallpaper didn't have to worry about breaking.

Benedict watched her descend, his expression unreadable. He waited until she reached the final step before offering his arm.

"You look... adequate," he said.

"And you look as though you’re preparing for a duel," she replied, her voice low.

"In this city, Rosalind, I usually am."

He led her out to the street, where a small crowd of onlookers had already gathered. He handed her into the curricle with a grace that felt almost like a caress, his hand lingering on hers for a second too long.

"Ready?" he asked, picking up the reins.

"No," she said honestly.

"Good," Benedict replied, snapping the whip. "Neither am I."

They pulled away from the curb, heading toward Hyde Park and the first public performance of their lives. Rosalind held onto the side of the carriage, her knuckles white.

"Smile, Rosalind," Benedict muttered, his gaze fixed on the road ahead. "The vultures are watching."

Rosalind turned her head, offering a bright, artificial smile to a passing carriage. "I hope they like what they see, Your Grace. Because it’s the only thing they’re going to get."

"I'm counting on it," he said.

And as they entered the park, the sun finally breaking through the clouds, Rosalind Thorne realized that the game had officially begun. And Benedict Sterling was playing for keeps.
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Chapter 2 — The Architecture of a Lie
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The library of Ravenwood House was not a room designed for comfort. It was a cathedral dedicated to the preservation of expensive calfskin and the quiet, crushing weight of a thousand years of Sterling ancestry. High, vaulted ceilings trapped the chill of a London dawn, and the scent of old paper mingled with the sharp, acidic tang of fresh ink.

Lady Rosalind Thorne stood in the center of the Persian rug, her fingers tucked into the sleeves of her pelisse to keep them from trembling. She was not intimidated by the room. She was intimidated by the fact that she knew exactly which shelf held the first edition of Hooker’s Flora Londinensis and which drawer in the mahogany desk contained the Duke’s favorite sealing wax.

Benedict was already seated behind the desk, looking as though he had never actually gone to sleep. He had traded his evening finery for a crisp white shirt and a waistcoat the color of a winter sky. He was currently reading a document with the kind of intensity most men reserved for their death warrants.

"You’re late," he said, not looking up. "The clock struck six three minutes ago."

"I was busy convincing my brother that he hadn't hallucinated our engagement in a brandy-induced fever," Rosalind replied, her voice echoing slightly in the vast space. "It was a Herculean task. Arthur is remarkably resistant to good news."

"I imagine the shock was significant. Most people believe I have the emotional range of a garden sundial."

"Only on sunny days," Rosalind countered, stepping toward the desk. "On cloudy ones, you’re far more difficult to read."

Benedict finally lifted his head. His eyes were bloodshot, just a sliver of red at the edges of the dark irises, betraying the fact that the Ice Duke was, in fact, made of flesh and blood. He slid a sheet of vellum across the blotter.

"The contract," he said.

Rosalind picked it up. It was covered in his elegant, aggressive script. "You actually wrote a contract? I thought the public declaration on a rain-slicked balcony was the binding part."

"Public declarations are for the audience. Contracts are for the performers. Read it."

Rosalind skimmed the first few lines. "Section I: Public Conduct. 'The parties shall appear in harmony at all major social functions.' Section II: The Thorne Debts. 'The Duke shall hold the vowels until such time as the engagement is dissolved with mutual honor.'" She looked up. "Mutual honor? That’s a bit vague for a man who lives by the rulebook, isn't it?"

"It means you don't run off with a stable boy before August," Benedict muttered. "Keep reading. Section IV is the most pertinent."

Rosalind’s eyes traveled down the page. Her breath hitched. "Section IV: Emotional Conduct. 'Neither party shall engage in or expect any display of genuine affection, sentiment, or romantic attachment. All physical contact shall be strictly performative and limited to public necessity.'"

She felt a strange, sharp pang in the center of her chest—the kind of feeling one got when a door was slammed just an inch from one's nose. She masked it instantly with a dry laugh.

"Well, thank heavens for Section IV. I was terribly worried you were going to start reciting Byron over the breakfast toast. I don't think my digestion could handle the strain."

Benedict’s jaw tightened. "I am merely ensuring that the boundaries are clear. We are business partners, Rosalind. Nothing more."

"Naturally. Although, I should point out that 'strictly performative' is a rather broad definition. Does a hand on the waist count as public necessity, or is that a flourish for the gallery?"

"It depends on the gallery," he said, his voice dropping an octave. "If Lady Morley is within ten yards, it’s a necessity. If the Prince Regent is watching, it’s a mandatory requirement."

"And when we are alone? In this library, for instance?"

"Then we are as we have always been. Strangers who happen to share a history."

Rosalind moved to the bookshelves, her hand trailing along the spines. She stopped at a gap in the second row. "You moved the Linnaeus. It used to be next to the windows so you could compare the plates to the light."

The silence that followed was heavy enough to rival the stone walls. Benedict’s quill scratched loudly against a second sheet of paper. "I found the light was fading the leather. I moved it three years ago."

"And the window seat? Is that still the only place in the house where one can hear the birds in the square?"

"I wouldn't know. I don't spend my time listening to birds, Rosalind. I spend it managing an estate that was nearly forfeited to the Crown because my father thought he was a revolutionary."

"He thought he was a man," she said softly, turning to face him. "There is a difference."

"Not in the eyes of the Exchequer," Benedict snapped. He stood up, the chair scraping harshly against the floor. He paced to the window, his silhouette dark against the pale gray light of the London morning. "I have spent every waking hour since the execution rebuilding a wall around the Sterling name. I have vetted every servant, audited every ledger, and curated every public appearance. This engagement is the final stone in that wall. I cannot have it crumble because of... sentiment."

"Is that what you call it? Sentiment?" Rosalind walked toward him, her footsteps silent on the rug. "You’re not building a wall, Benedict. You’re building a tomb. And you’re inviting me to lie down in it with you."

"At least a tomb is quiet," he said, turning to look at her. The distance between them was less than a yard. The "strictly performative" rule didn't apply here, yet the air between them felt charged with a tension that was anything but business-like. "Are you going to sign, or are you going to continue your career as a philosopher?"

"Oh, I’ll sign. I’ve always had a penchant for the dramatic." She walked back to the desk and picked up the quill. It was still warm from his hand.

As she leaned over the desk to apply her signature, the collar of her primrose gown shifted. The fabric was silk, fine and light—one of the gifts Benedict had sent the night before. It was a beautiful dress, the kind of garment a future Duchess ought to wear, but it felt like a costume.

Rosalind dipped the quill. She signed her name with a flourish, the 'R' of Rosalind swirling into the 'T' of Thorne.

"There," she said, straightening up. "The deed is done. I am officially your beloved, your betrothed, and your Section IV business associate."

Benedict reached for the paper, but his hand stopped mid-air. His gaze wasn't on the signature. It was on her neckline.

Rosalind felt a sudden prickle of heat. She reached up instinctively to adjust her collar, but she was too slow.

"You kept it," Benedict said. His voice was no longer a Duke’s command. It was thin, frayed at the edges.

Beneath the silk of her gown, a thin, tarnished silver chain had slipped into view. Hanging from it was a small, heart-shaped locket, the metal rubbed smooth by years of contact with her skin. It was a cheap thing, bought from a village fair when they were children, long before the world had taught them about treason and titles.

Rosalind’s fingers closed over the locket, hiding it from view. "It’s just a trinket. It keeps my neck from feeling bare."

"It’s an insult to your new wardrobe," Benedict said, though he didn't move. He was staring at her hand, his pupils blown wide. "Why, Rosalind?"

"Because unlike some people, Your Grace, I don't find it so easy to move the books," she said, her wit failing her for the first time.

She turned toward the door, her skirts swishing aggressively. "I believe we have a promenade to attend. If I’m to be your shield, I’d best go and ensure my armor is properly cinched. I’ll see you at ten."

She didn't wait for his reply. She fled the library, her heart hammering a rhythm that Section IV would have strictly forbidden.

Behind her, Benedict Sterling remained standing by the desk, his hand resting on the contract. He looked at the spot where she had been standing, then down at his own hand. It was shaking.

He looked at the window, where the first golden sliver of sunlight was finally hitting the shelves. It fell directly onto the gap where the Linnaeus used to be.

He hadn't moved the books because of the light. He had moved them because he couldn't stand to look at the spot where she used to sit and read to him while the world was still whole.

By ten o'clock, the sun had fully committed to the day, turning the damp London streets into a shimmering, humid gauntlet. Benedict’s curricle sat before the Thorne house, the horses tossing their heads and jingling their silver-mounted harnesses.

Rosalind emerged from the house, and Benedict felt a distinct, physical jolt in his diaphragm. She was wearing a different gown now—a crisp, walking dress of celestial blue with a high, ruffled collar that perfectly concealed the silver chain. A matching bonnet hid her eyes, but it couldn't hide the determined set of her chin.

He climbed down to assist her. As her hand touched his, he felt the ghost of Section IV whispering in his ear. Strictly performative.

"Your hand is cold," he noted as he handed her up.

"And yours is as steady as a rock," she replied. "It’s almost as if you enjoy being the center of a scandal."

"I enjoy the control of it. Scandal is like a fire, Rosalind. If you stand in the middle of it, you’re the only one who doesn't get burned."

"That sounds suspiciously like something a man says right before his house burns down."

He climbed in beside her and took the reins. "Then it’s a good thing I’ve engaged a very capable firewarden."

They drove toward Hyde Park in a silence that was less companionable and more like a tactical ceasefire. As they entered the gates, the sheer number of carriages already present made it clear that the Ravenwood engagement was indeed the only topic of conversation in the three-mile radius of Mayfair.

"Head up," Benedict muttered as they approached the Achilles statue. "The vultures are circling."

"I see Lady Morley," Rosalind whispered, her smile fixed and bright. "She’s wearing a hat that looks remarkably like a pheasant in distress."

"That’s because she is a pheasant in distress. She’s spent three years trying to marry her daughter to me. Seeing you in this carriage is the equivalent of a declaration of war."

"I’ve always preferred a brisk skirmish to a dull peace."

Benedict pulled the horses to a halt near the walking path. He climbed down and offered his hand. This time, as Rosalind took it, he didn't just help her down. He kept her hand tucked firmly into the crook of his elbow, drawing her close to his side.

"Public necessity?" she asked softly.

"Mandatory requirement," he replied.

They began to walk. The effect was instantaneous. Conversations died mid-sentence. Heads turned so quickly Benedict worried for the structural integrity of the local necklines.

"Ravenwood!"

The voice belonged to Lord Sterling—Benedict’s cousin and a man whose primary contribution to the world was a collection of increasingly ridiculous waistcoats. He trotted toward them, his face a mask of feigned delight.

"Is it true, then? The Ice Duke has finally thawed? And for a Thorne, no less. I’d have bet my best hunter against it."

"Then you would be walking home, George," Benedict said, his tone clipped. "Allow me to present my fiancée, Lady Rosalind."

George bowed over Rosalind’s hand, his eyes dancing with malice. "A pleasure, Lady Rosalind. Though I must say, Benedict has kept you hidden away like a family secret. I had no idea he even remembered the way to your door."

"The Duke has a very long memory, Lord George," Rosalind said, her voice smooth and dangerous. "It’s one of his most... formidable qualities."

George laughed, a sharp, annoying sound. "Indeed. Though one wonders what the Prince Regent will think. He was so looking forward to seeing you paired with the Lady Sophia. A much more... stable lineage, don't you think?"

Benedict felt Rosalind’s arm stiffen against his. He tightened his grip on her hand, his fingers pressing into the silk of her glove.

"The Prince Regent’s opinions on my marriage are as relevant as yours, George," Benedict said. "Which is to say, not at all. Now, if you'll excuse us, we were hoping to enjoy the sun without the accompaniment of a lecture on genealogy."

As they walked away, Rosalind exhaled a breath she seemed to have been holding for a mile. "He’s delightful. Does he often manage to insult people’s ancestors before noon?"

"He’s a Sterling. It’s a prerequisite for the inheritance." Benedict glanced down at her. "He was right about one thing, though. The Regent won't be pleased. He views my family as a stray dog he’s trying to train. Marrying into the Thorne family looks like I’m choosing my own pack."

"And are you?"

Benedict stopped. They were beneath the shade of a large oak tree, momentarily shielded from the prying eyes of the promenade. He looked at her—at the sharp intelligence in her eyes and the way she refused to be cowed by the sheer weight of his world.

"I am choosing the only person who knows what the wall is made of," he said.

He reached out, his hand moving toward her face. For a second, Rosalind thought he might actually break Section IV. She didn't move. She didn't breathe.

His fingers brushed the edge of her bonnet, adjusting a ribbon that had come loose.

"Your armor was cinched incorrectly," he said, his voice rough.

"Thank you, Your Grace."

"Don't call me that when we’re alone. It sounds like a mockery."

"Then what should I call you? Benedict? That feels like a breach of contract."
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