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Chapter 1 – The Dance Card Ledger
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The third quadrille of the evening at Carlton House was a mathematical catastrophe, and Lady Penelope Sterling preferred her numbers neat. From her vantage point behind a six-foot fan palm in the grand conservatory, the ballroom looked less like the pinnacle of Regency society and more like a poorly managed auction house. Lords bobbed, countesses bartered, and debutantes spun with the desperate precision of clockwork toys.

Penelope adjusted the cuff of her faded lavender gown—a dress that had seen three seasons too many to command anyone’s attention—and pulled a small, leather-bound notebook from her velvet reticule. It was not a dance card. The pages contained no names of eager suitors or promises of galopades. Instead, rows of crisp, uncompromising figures detailed the imminent bankruptcy of the Sterling Academy for Young Women.

"Five thousand pounds," she whispered to the unfeeling fronds of the palm tree.

The number remained stubbornly unchanged. Lord Archdale’s abrupt withdrawal that morning had stripped the academy of its primary endowment, leaving twenty-four underprivileged girls in danger of losing their lodgings by Michaelmas. Her father, the Earl of Sterling, would sooner fund a gambling hell in Covent Garden than an institution dedicated to teaching daughters of impoverished clergymen how to balance ledgers and read political economy. To him, Penelope’s school was a tedious spinster's hobby, easily solved by a sensible marriage she had spent four years successfully avoiding.

A sharp crunch of gravel on the conservatory path broke her calculations.

Penelope closed the notebook with a soft snap, retreating further into the shadows of the orange grove. The humid air of the glasshouse, thick with the scent of damp earth and blooming jasmine, usually offered total sanctuary from the overcrowded ballroom. Tonight, however, the heavy footsteps approaching her hiding spot signaled an entirely different species of intruder.

"The Crown cannot afford another week of your insolence, Westbury," a crisp, nasal voice barked from the other side of the greenery.

Penelope recognized the tone instantly. Lord Liverpool, the Prime Minister, sounded precisely as he did when addressing the House of Lords—stiff, impatient, and thoroughly convinced of his own righteousness.

"Then the Crown should invest in a sturdier ledger, Prime Minister," a second voice replied.

The drawl was low, gravelly, and entirely devoid of deference. Arthur Vance, the Duke of Westbury, stepped into the amber glow of the hanging lanterns. Even from her nest of ferns, Penelope could see the flawless tailoring of his charcoal evening coat, a garment that clung to his broad shoulders with a precision that bordered on arrogant. His cravat was a marvel of starched linen, unyielding and complex, mimicking the severe lines of his jaw. The society papers called him the most cynical bachelor in England, a man who treated the House of Lords like a private chessboard and the ladies of the ton like expensive nuisances.

"The trade treaty with the Prussian delegation hinges entirely on stability," Lord Liverpool insisted, his boots coming to a halt near an iron garden table. "The King is displeased, Arthur. Your name has appeared in the satirical prints three times this month. A duke who spends his evenings in the fighting clubs of St. Giles and his afternoons insulting foreign diplomats cannot lead a sensitive economic mission."

"The Prussian ambassador suggested that British wool was only fit for stable blankets," Westbury said, leaning his hip against the iron table with lazy grace. "I merely corrected his understanding of textiles. If his feelings are as delicate as his country’s porcelain, he should stay in Berlin."

"You need a wife." Liverpool’s statement cut through the humid air like a guillotine. "A respectable, quiet, thoroughly uninspired duchess to anchor your name. The Prussians value domestic propriety above all else. Show them a steady household, and they will sign the timber monopoly before the month concludes. Refuse, and I will hand the delegation over to your cousin, Lord Thomas."

Westbury’s shoulders stiffened under his dark coat. The casual slouch vanished, replaced by a rigid, predatory stillness. "Thomas would sell the British navy to France if the price covered his tailor's bill."

"Then find a woman who can sit quietly in a parlor and look maternal," Liverpool countered, turning toward the conservatory exit. "I expect an announcement before the session ends. If your house remains empty, Westbury, so will your seat at the negotiating table."

The Prime Minister’s departure left a heavy silence in the glasshouse, broken only by the distant, muffled strains of a waltz from the ballroom.

Penelope held her breath, her fingers tightening around her leather notebook. She needed to slip away immediately. If she remained, she risked discovery by a man whose reputation for cruelty was matched only by his wealth. But as she took a cautious step backward, her slipper caught the hem of her lavender skirt.

To steady herself, her hand brushed the iron table. The small stack of cream vellum sheets she had spent the afternoon preparing—meticulous summaries of the Prussian import duties she had intended to present to potential donors—slipped from the table's edge. One page fluttered through the air, landing precisely atop the toe of the Duke of Westbury’s polished evening shoe.

Penelope froze.

The Duke did not move for three long seconds. He looked down at his boot, then slowly bent his knee to retrieve the paper. His fingers, long and ringless, smoothed the vellum with a deliberate, terrifying lack of haste.

"If this is an attempt at a romantic entanglement, Lady Penelope," Westbury said, his voice dropping into a dangerous, silken register, "your delivery leaves much to be desired."

He did not turn around, yet he knew her name. Penelope stepped out from behind the fan palm, her chin tilting upward despite the erratic thumping against her ribs. She refused to allow an arrogant aristocrat to see her flustered, particularly one who treated the Prime Minister like an bothersome schoolboy.

"Had I intended to trap you into an entanglement, Your Grace," Penelope said, her voice steady and crisp, "I would have chosen a weapon far heavier than twenty-pound bond paper. Now, if you would kindly return my property."

Westbury turned slowly, his pale grey eyes narrowing as they swept over her faded gown, her lack of jewelry, and the uncompromising directness of her gaze. He did not offer the standard, empty smile of a ballroom suitor. Instead, he lifted the page toward the lantern light, his eyes scanning her neat, tight handwriting.

"Prussian timber tariffs from the year five to the present," he read aloud, a sharp line carving itself into his brow. "Complete with a comparative analysis of the maritime shipping costs from Danzig to Hull. Do you usually carry the contents of the Board of Trade in your reticule?"

"Only when the ballroom conversation proves entirely devoid of substance," Penelope replied, taking two steps forward and extending her open palm. "Which, in my experience of the Carlton House events, is an absolute certainty. The paper, if you please."

Westbury did not return it. He flipped the sheet over, his thumb brushing the edge of the vellum. "These calculations are remarkably precise. Far too precise for an Earl’s daughter whose primary education should have consisted of water-coloring and the harp."

"Water-coloring does not prevent twenty-four young women from being thrown into the street by Michaelmas," she said, her tone sharpening. Her pride, long bruised by her family’s dismissal, flared into open defiance. "And the harp is remarkably useless when one is forced to negotiate with a landlord who understands nothing but pounds and pence."

A quiet, assessing look entered Westbury’s grey eyes. He took a single step toward her, the sheer size of him eclipsing the light from the hanging lantern. "The Sterling Academy. The little charity project your father complains about at White’s."

"It is not a charity project. It is an institution of higher commerce for women who do not possess the luxury of a dowry," Penelope corrected, her hand remaining steady in the air between them. "Not that a man who inherits three counties would understand the distinction."

"Oh, I understand commerce perfectly," Westbury murmured, his gaze dropping to the leather notebook clutched against her ribs. "I also understand desperation. Lord Archdale withdrew his support from your academy this morning, did he not? He settled a rather large sum on a dancer at the King’s Theatre instead."

Penelope’s fingers dug into the leather of her notebook. The gossip of the ton traveled faster than smallpox. "My finances are my own concern."

"They are currently non-existent," Westbury said smoothly. He looked down at the paper again, then back to her face. The severe line of his jaw relaxed slightly, replaced by a calculating, cold brilliance that made her step back. "How much do you require to secure the property permanently?"

The abrupt shift in his line of questioning put her on her guard. "Why should that interest a man who views philanthropy as a sign of mental weakness?"

"Answer the question, Lady Penelope."

"Five thousand pounds," she said, refusing to blink. "Paid in full to the vestry of St. Jude's before the end of the quarter."

Westbury nodded once, a gesture so businesslike it felt entirely out of place beneath the glass dome of a royal conservatory. "A modest sum for a permanent ducal favor. Tell me, do you value your independence above your reputation, or are they equal partners in your misery?"

Penelope crossed her arms, her lavender silk rustling against the ferns. "If I cared for my reputation, Your Grace, I would be in the ballroom pretending to swoon at your cousin’s terrible poetry. As for my independence, it is the only thing I possess that my family has not yet managed to sell."

"Excellent," Westbury said. He reached into his waistcoat, pulling out a slim silver pencil. "Because I am about to make you a thoroughly wicked proposition."

Penelope did not move. "I assure you, Duke, my school teaches modern languages, not the varieties of aristocratic vice. If you are looking for a mistress, the ballroom is filled with ladies who possess far better jewelry and significantly more patience."

"I do not require a mistress," Westbury said, his voice turning crisp, the dry wit returning to his mouth. "I require an anchor. You heard Liverpool. The Crown wants a duchess who can sit in a parlor, look unremarkable, and satisfy the Prussian desire for domestic dullness."

Penelope looked at his perfect cravat, then at the sharp, intelligent slope of his features. "And you believe I look dull?"

"I believe you look entirely respectable," he corrected, his eyes traveling over her faded lavender dress with an expression that was entirely transactional. "To the ton, you are the Earl of Sterling’s overlooked daughter—a quiet, harmless wallflower who has spent four seasons fading into the wallpaper. You are the very definition of a safe choice. The Prussians will see you and assume I have reformed my wicked ways in favor of tedious domesticity."

"And what do I see?" she asked, her voice dropping an octave.

"You see five thousand pounds paid into your school’s account on the morning after the Baltic trade treaty is signed," Westbury said. He stepped closer, his presence cutting off the cool breeze from the ventilation panels above. "Three months, Lady Penelope. Three months of public devotion. You will attend every squeeze, every breakfast, and every race at Ascot on my arm. You will look at me with appropriate affection, and I will play the part of a man thoroughly tamed by your quiet virtues."

"And when the three months conclude?"

"We will discover an irreconcilable difference of opinion regarding estate management," Westbury said, his pencil tapping against his palm. "The engagement will dissolve quietly during the autumn recess. You will return to your academy with your pockets full and your independence intact. I will return to my seat at the negotiating table with the treaty secured."

Penelope felt the cold weight of the choice before her. It was a lie—a massive, public deception enacted before the most judgmental audience in Europe. If they were discovered, the scandal would destroy the academy far more effectively than any financial ruin. But if she refused, twenty-four girls would be sent to the workhouse within the month.

"A wallflower does not suddenly catch the eye of the most cynical duke in England without a reason," Penelope said, searching his face for any sign of a trap. "The gossips will look for the seams in our story."

"Then we will give them a thread they cannot pull," Westbury replied. He took her dance card from where it hung by a silk cord from her wrist. The ivory tablet was blank, save for the royal crest at the top. He flipped it over, pressing the silk back against his palm, and began to write on the smooth surface. "We met here, tonight. You were studying the Prussian tariffs because you wished to understand the economic future of the nation your future husband intends to govern. I found your intellect intoxicating. It is an absurd story, which means the ton will believe it instantly."

"You are entirely unprincipled," she whispered.

"I am a businessman, Lady Penelope. And currently, I am your only solvent option." He finished writing and held out the silver pencil toward her. "Sign the back of the card. A written contract to ensure neither of us develops a sudden bout of conscience."

Penelope looked at the pencil, then at the neat script he had carved into the ivory. The terms were explicit: Three months of counterfeit betrothal. Five thousand pounds upon completion. No physical obligations. No permanent claims.

The distant roar of the ballroom seemed to fade, replaced by the sharp, immediate reality of the man standing before her. She took the pencil from his fingers, her skin brushing his for a brief, cold second. Without another word, she signed her name beneath his bold, dark signature.

"To a most precise arrangement, Your Grace," she said, handing the card back to him.

Arthur Vance looked down at her signature, a slow, grim curve appearing at the corner of his mouth. He tucked the ivory card into his waistcoat pocket.

"The quadrille is ending," he said, offering his arm with a fluid elegance that felt entirely like a threat. "Let us go and inform your mother that her disappointment is at an end."

––––––––
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Chapter 2 – The Hyde Park Inspection
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The suspension on the Duke of Westbury’s open landau was entirely too efficient. It absorbed every rut and stone along the gravel path of Hyde Park, depriving Lady Penelope Sterling of the one thing she desperately required: a physical excuse for her irritation.

Instead, she sat perfectly upright on the yellow velvet cushions, her hands clasped over a reticule that felt significantly lighter than the contract currently residing in the Duke’s breast pocket. Above them, the five o'clock sun filtered through the ancient elms, casting dappled shadows across the fashionable crowd that had gathered for the daily promenade.

"If you tighten your jaw any further, Penelope," Arthur Vance murmured without turning his head from the pair of matched greys he was guiding through the gates, "the gossips will assume I am taking you to Newgate rather than presenting you to the ton as my future duchess."

"If I tighten my jaw, Your Grace, it is simply to prevent myself from pointing out that your left horse is showing a distinct inclination to bite the livery of Lord Sefton’s postillion," Penelope replied, her tone as smooth as iced tea. "And we agreed on the conservatory floor that you would address me by my given name only when a member of the peerage was within earshot. There is currently nothing between us and the Serpentine but a very bewildered swan."

Arthur flicked his wrists, the leather reins whistling softly as the greys dropped into a synchronized, flawless trot. "The swan is an agent of the Crown, I assure you. Liverpool employs them to look majestic while monitoring the import of illegal French lace. And your mother’s butler counts as a member of the peerage by proxy, considering the sheer quantity of information he sold to the Morning Post before breakfast."

Penelope looked away, focusing on the glittering surface of the water. The morning papers had been unmerciful. The announcement of their betrothal had occupied the central column of the social pages, framed by three separate exclamations of surprise and a rather vivid description of her own lack of personal fortune.

"My mother spent the better part of the morning rearranging the seating chart for a wedding breakfast that will never occur," she said, her fingers tracing the simple lace trim of her parasol. "She has already claimed your town house in Grosvenor Square for the winter season and informed my sister that she must now only converse with marquesses or higher. You have disrupted the entire domestic economy of Mayfair in less than twelve hours."

"Your family’s adaptability is its most terrifying trait," Arthur said, his grey eyes scanning the approaching line of carriages with the cold precision of a general reviewing an enemy line. "Your brother Thomas approached me at White’s at noon. He offered to introduce me to his bootmaker as a gesture of fraternal solidarity. I told him my boots were currently polished with the tears of ruined speculators, which seemed to discourage further conversation."

"Thomas is easily frightened by references to finance," Penelope said dryly. "He prefers his gold in the form of abstract losses at the Hazard table. But you chose this particular gauntlet, Your Grace. If you wanted a fiancé who would fawn over your boots and swoon at your conversational cruelty, you should have selected one of the Lady Fitzroys."

"The Lady Fitzroys are three variations of the same silk ribbon," Arthur said, slowing the carriage as they entered the congested heart of the ring. "They laugh at my jests before I have finished the sentence. It is an exhausting exercise in echo-location. I preferred a partner who could read a balance sheet without needing a restorative draught."

"Do not mistake fiscal necessity for affection," Penelope warned, her voice dropping as a passing barouche filled with elderly baronets tilted their hats in unison toward the landau. "Our arrangement remains an exchange of commodities. Your reputation for my academy’s ledger."

"A business transaction of the highest order," Arthur agreed. He paused, his gaze lingering briefly on the tilt of her green silk bonnet—a purchase her mother had insisted upon at dawn, paid for on credit that Westbury's name now magically guaranteed. "Though I must commend your milliner. The shade of green suggests a woman who understands botany rather than one who is merely desperate to be noticed."

"Save the calculated compliments for the countesses, Duke," she said, her chin rising. "Your delivery lacks the warmth of a man who spent the night dreaming of my virtues. It sounded distinctly like a man evaluating a piece of timber he intends to purchase for a shipyard."

"Timber has a predictable structural integrity," Arthur shot back, his mouth twitching with a dry, humorless amusement. "Women, in my experience, tend to warp when exposed to a sudden change in climate."

"Then it is fortunate I am a wallflower," Penelope said. "We are notoriously resilient against the weather. We grow in the cracks of stone walls where nothing else survives, and we require remarkably little cultivation."

Before Arthur could counter, the traffic along the promenade ground to a synchronized halt. A massive, black-lacquered coach, emblazoned with a coat of arms that boasted far too many quarterings for good taste, pulled directly alongside their landau. The horses were enormous, black, and decorated with silver trappings that rattled like small chains.

The leather curtains of the coach pulled back with a sharp, aggressive snap.

"Westbury," a voice boomed from the interior—a voice that had chilled the blood of three generations of debutantes.

The Countess of Netherbrook emerged from the shadows of her carriage like an ancient, velvet-draped deity of judgment. Her silver hair was piled into a structure that defied gravity, anchored by three black ostrich plumes that trembled with every movement of her head. Beside her, her two youngest daughters sat like matching porcelain figurines, their eyes wide and completely devoid of thought.

Arthur did not dismantle his posture by an inch. He lifted his riding crop in a lazy, perfectly executed salute. "Lady Netherbrook. I see your horses are as large as your displeasure. Has the Prime Minister forgotten to tax your patience this week?"

The Countess ignored the bait, her lorgnette rising to rest upon Penelope with the velocity of a swung musket. She scanned the green bonnet, the modest lace collar, and the total absence of the Vance family emeralds on Penelope's throat.

"The papers are full of the most extraordinary fiction, Arthur," Lady Netherbrook said, her voice easily carrying to the three neighboring carriages that had conveniently slowed to a crawl. "I told the Earl of Sefton only this morning that someone must have tampered with the typesetters at the Gazette. A Vance choosing a Sterling is rather like the King decided to replace the royal guards with a collection of garden gnomes."

The younger Lady Netherbrook daughters giggled into their handkerchiefs. Arthur’s knuckles whitened slightly against the leather reins, the only sign that the insult had registered against his armor.

"The House of Sterling has a long history of service to the Crown, Countess," Arthur said, his voice dropping into that quiet, terrifying register that usually preceded a political execution in the House of Lords.

"Service, perhaps," the Countess sniffed, her lorgnette still fixed on Penelope’s face. "But service from the back rows of the gallery. One does not expect the sun to shine upon the weeds of the meadow when the roses of the greenhouse are in full bloom. Tell me, Lady Penelope, did your father require a magnifying glass to locate the Duke in the conservatory, or did you simply happen to drop your handkerchief upon a very expensive piece of property?"

The surrounding air grew perfectly still. From the corner of her eye, Penelope saw Arthur begin to shift his weight, his mouth opening to deliver a strike that would likely result in a permanent feud between two of the largest estates in Sussex.

She did not allow him the satisfaction.

Penelope turned her head slowly, her movements deliberate, her spine aligned with the absolute rigidity of a woman who had spent four years drilling girls on the posture required for court presentations. She did not lower her eyes, nor did she adopt the trembling contrition the Countess clearly anticipated.

"The conservatory at Carlton House is exceptionally well-lit, Lady Netherbrook," Penelope said, her voice ringing out with the crisp, bell-like clarity of a church rector reading the tithes. "Though I can understand how a family with three unmarried daughters might find the darkness more advantageous for their purposes."

A collective gasp hissed through the open windows of the adjacent barouche.

The Countess’s ostrich plumes shuddered. "Your tongue is remarkably sharp for a girl who has spent her life being overlooked, young lady."

"A sharp instrument is necessary when one is forced to clear away the deadwood of the conversation," Penelope replied, her face a mask of serene, polite innocence. She tilted her parasol just enough to catch the light, obscuring the Countess's view of Arthur's face. "And as for the rules of propriety, I am certain a lady of your immense experience remembers the third section of the 1789 Manual of Decorum by Lady Devonshire. The paragraph regarding the public interrogation of a betrothed woman by a peer of lesser rank within the precincts of the Royal Parks."

Lady Netherbrook blinked, her mouth opening slightly. "The... the what?"

"Section Three, Paragraph Four," Penelope continued without a single breath of hesitation, inventing the legalistic structure with the fluid precision she usually reserved for the school's tax exemptions. "It explicitly states that any dowager who publicly questions the validity of a ducal betrothal before the official presentation at St. James's shall forfeit her privilege of address at the subsequent royal breakfast. Given that the Duke of Westbury is currently conducting a mission under the direct seal of the Regent, any public insult to his future household constitutes an interference with the business of the Crown."

She offered a small, terrifyingly sweet nod. "I should hate to see your daughters deprived of the royal macedoine jellies simply because you found my bonnet unappealing, Countess."

The silence that followed was absolute. The Countess of Netherbrook stared at Penelope as though the wallflower had suddenly transformed into a viper with a peerage. She looked to Arthur for assistance, but the Duke was currently occupied with staring straight ahead, his jaw locked in an expression that looked suspiciously like a man trying to swallow an entire ballroom of laughter.

"Drive on," the Countess barked at her coachman, her face turning the precise color of an overripe plum.

The leather curtains of the black coach slammed shut with a violence that shook the silver trappings of her horses, and the enormous vehicle surged forward into the gravel path, leaving a cloud of gray dust in its wake.

Arthur kept the greys at a steady walk for fifty yards before he spoke. "Section Three, Paragraph Four?"

"My father has an extensive collection of outdated social manuals in the library," Penelope said, her hands smoothing her skirt as though she had done nothing more significant than swatting a fly. "No one has opened them since the death of the late King. I found them useful for correcting the punctuation of our third-year students."

"You made it up," Arthur said. It was not a question.

"The Countess of Netherbrook has not read anything more complex than a laundry list since the turn of the century," Penelope countered. "She was never going to risk her invitation to the Regent’s breakfast on the off chance that my memory of Lady Devonshire’s syntax was flawed."

"You are a dangerous woman, Penelope."

"I am an educator, Your Grace. The methods are occasionally severe, but the results are undeniable."

"Remind me never to challenge you to a duel involving pamphlets," Arthur murmured, his fingers relaxing their grip on the reins. For the first time since they had entered the park, the rigid line of his shoulders looked marginally less defensive. "Liverpool’s Prussians would have signed the treaty within five minutes had they been in that carriage. You dismantled her entire lineage with a non-existent sub-clause."

"The treaty requires stability," she reminded him, her voice returning to its normal, brisk cadence. "A public dispute with the Netherbrook faction would have filled the gossip columns for a week. I simply took the most efficient route to silence."

"An efficient route that leaves me deeply in your debt for the afternoon," Arthur said. He turned the horses toward the northern exit of the park, away from the lingering onlookers who were still whispering behind their gloved hands. "Though I suspect your performance will cost me an additional shipment of coal for that academy of yours before winter sets in."

"The academy requires ten cords of seasoned oak, not coal," Penelope said. "Coal produces a soot that damages the binding of the Greek dictionaries. If you are going to be my benefactor, you must learn to be specific with your charity."

The carriage cleared the iron gates of Hyde Park, turning onto the quieter cobblestones of Cumberland Gate. The noise of the promenade began to recede, replaced by the rhythmic clatter of the greys' hooves against the stone. Penelope allowed her shoulders to drop by a fraction of an inch, the performance finally over.

As the landau slowed near the corner of Oxford Street to allow a dray cart to pass, a small figure darted out from the shadow of a brick beer-house.

It was a boy, no older than nine, wearing a wool cap that had lost its brim and a jacket that appeared to be held together entirely by coal dust. He did not beg. He did not offer to hold the horses. Instead, he kept his eyes fixed entirely on the side of the carriage where Penelope sat.

With a fluid, practiced jerk of his arm, the boy tossed a tightly folded square of paper into the open landau. It landed precisely in the well of her skirt, the heavy parchment striking her knee with a dull thud.

"Hey!" Arthur shouted, reaching for his crop, but the boy had already vanished into the narrow alleyway between the tenements, his bare feet making no sound against the wet stones.

Arthur pulled the greys to a halt near the curb. "Are you harmed?"

"No," Penelope said, her eyes already fixed on the paper.

It was unfranked. There was no seal, no wax, and no ribbon. The parchment was rough, the kind used by small merchants in the City for their weekly invoices. But across the outer fold, her name was written in a dark, hurried hand that she did not recognize.

"Give it to me," Arthur said, extending his hand. "It could be an engine of some sort. The radicals in Westminster have been throwing everything from ink-pots to poetry at the peerage this week."

"It is not poetry," Penelope said.

She did not hand it over. Her fingers opened the single fold of the parchment.

The interior did not contain a threat, a demand for money, or a declaration of love. Instead, two columns of numbers covered the page, written in a cramped, precise hand that mimicked the ledger format of her own private notebook.

At the very bottom of the second column, a single sum was circled in thick, black ink.

£412. 11s. 4d. Deficit.

It was the exact, confidential balance of the Sterling Academy's current account at Coutts Bank—a figure that Penelope had calculated only forty-eight hours ago in the absolute privacy of her locked study, before Lord Archdale had even announced his withdrawal.

Beneath the circled deficit, a single line of text was written in the same hurried hand:

A duke’s name may cover a daughter's gown, but it cannot balance a ledger that has already been read.

Penelope closed her hand over the paper, the rough parchment crushing against her palm. She did not look at Arthur, nor did she allow her face to register the sudden stillness that had settled behind her eyes.

"What is it?" Arthur demanded, his grey eyes narrowing as he noted the rigid position of her fingers. "Penelope. What did the boy throw?"

Penelope tucked the crushed paper into the deep pocket of her green silk skirt, her hand remaining inside to ensure it did not rattle.

"A petition," she said, her voice dropping into a flat, unyielding register as she looked out at the crowded street ahead. "A simple petition from a tenant who believes the Vance family has more money than discretion."
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Chapter 3 – Interrogation at Westbury House
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The library of Westbury House did not look like a room designed for reading. It looked like a repository for the spoils of a highly successful, centuries-old siege. Towering shafts of polished mahogany rose thirty feet to a vaulted ceiling painted with clouds that appeared entirely too heavy to remain airborne. Thousands of leather-bound volumes stood in rigid, military formation behind diamond-paned glass wires, smelling faintly of old vellum, cedarwood, and aristocratic dust.
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