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​Chapter 1: The Widow’s Inheritance
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Cressida supposed it was an achievement to be both so well-dressed and so little-missed. Indeed, as she sat in the black-draped pew of the Harcourt family chapel and regarded the assembled mourners, she counted precisely seventeen handkerchiefs in motion, twelve ladies in plumes too extravagant for solemnity, nine gentlemen already glassy-eyed from last night’s brandy, and not a single tear that struck her as genuine. 

Her late husband, the Duke of Harcourt, had in life achieved little but debt and noise, and now in death he managed to command an audience largely for the sake of the luncheon promised afterwards. She tallied them as though at a rout ball, her mind assigning them to dance sets, with the vicar as the orchestra sawing most pitilessly through a dirge.

The vicar droned about “exemplary virtues, rare kindness, and steadfast devotion to his household,” each phrase delivered in a nasal monotone that seemed to require no conviction from the speaker. Cressida, her gloved fingers smoothing the black silk of her skirt, privately thought of the duke’s virtues as consisting chiefly in a talent for snoring so thunderous it rattled her dressing-table mirror, and a steadfast devotion to gaming tables that could empty any household coffers. If he had been kind, it was chiefly to the vintners of St. James’s, whom he had enriched immeasurably. Yet she kept her face demure, only the faintest flick of her eyebrow betraying rebellion.

A sigh broke the torpor. Lady Witherspoon, plump and encased in bombazine, swayed dramatically and let her head fall back as if overcome with grief. A footman scrambled to catch her, but Cressida noted, with a satisfaction almost indecent, that Lady Witherspoon used the opportunity to tilt sideways and angle her face toward the polished lid of the coffin, admiring her own reflection. She fanned herself weakly once she had confirmed the perfection of her curls, then dabbed at the corner of her eyes with a flourish.

Cressida nearly laughed, but restrained herself with the grace of a duchess accustomed to absurdity. She resumed her count, not of handkerchiefs now but of potential scandal. Lady Witherspoon, one. The Marquess of Fenby, who yawned openly, two. And then: three men at the back of the chapel, incongruous as falcons among doves.

She noted them instantly: the first with golden hair that defied discipline, even beneath the shadow of the archway; the second tall and broad, shoulders set in military rigidity, a scar a pale slash along his jaw; the third dressed with exquisite restraint, his dark hair shining and his expression one of watchful amusement, as if the whole service were a performance staged for his private diversion. They stood apart from the others, and yet every line of their attire, every subtle gleam of boot-polish, every flicker of amusement or stillness marked them as creatures of consequence.

The vicar droned on, this time about the duke’s “enduring faith” and “sturdy household stewardship.” Cressida thought of the time her late husband pawned a pair of her diamond earrings to pay a racing debt. Sturdy stewardship indeed. Her gaze drifted again to the three at the back. She had no memory of meeting them in her husband’s circle; though she recalled him muttering late-night confidences when he thought her asleep, of friends more loyal than prudent, companions in revels that skirted scandal with the same ease as a fine horse clearing hedges.

As the vicar reached a rhetorical climax about heavenly reward, Peregrine Vale, for it could only be he with that insouciant gleam, yawned delicately into his glove and whispered something to the scarred giant beside him. The giant did not move except for the slow shift of his shoulders, a soldier’s almost invisible shrug.

Cressida’s lips curved before she could stop them. She caught herself in time, schooling her expression back into widow’s severity, but her heart betrayed her with a pulse of interest. She ought to have scorned them as yet more parasites of her husband’s ruinous life, yet she felt instead the unmistakable spark of curiosity that came whenever something, or someone, promised a departure from the crushing predictability of mourning rituals.

The vicar announced a hymn. Voices rose, some tuneless, some too enthusiastic. Lady Witherspoon revived fully to produce a warble that might have summoned stray dogs from the village green. Cressida held her hymnal open without singing, her smoky eyes once more sliding to the back. The three men did not even pretend to join in; Vale’s lips quirked, the soldier’s gaze remained steady on the coffin as if guarding it, and the other man, Ashcombe, she guessed with sudden clarity, watched the congregation like a chessboard.

The funeral faded into ragged silence and the mourners filed out into the drizzle, their black umbrellas unfurling like a flock of ungainly crows. Cressida, released from the confinement of pews and platitudes, stepped into the churchyard with her veil lowered just enough to let the damp air touch her cheek. She felt the weight of eyes upon her, not the usual sidelong glances of matrons assessing her attire, but the unmistakable focus of men who had not yet decided whether they meant to guard or devour.

Lord Peregrine Vale reached her first, naturally, for his stride was swift and his smile the kind of weapon that required no loading. He caught her gloved hand as though it had always been his to claim, bowed low enough to appear gallant without an ounce of solemnity, and pressed his lips to her knuckles. The touch lingered, his mouth warm through the kid leather, his blue eyes dancing up at her as if the entire funeral were nothing more than a prelude to this very moment.

“My lady duchess,” he murmured, voice pitched to intimacy though they stood in plain view, “black suits you so thoroughly that I fear the world will pray for perpetual bereavement, if only to admire you thus.”

Cressida tilted her head, allowing the smirk she had repressed in the chapel to rise now, veiled but unmistakable. “Then let us hope the world has kinder manners than you, Lord Vale, for I am not inclined to repeat the experiment.”

He laughed softly, thumb brushing over the back of her hand as if entirely by accident, though she doubted accidents existed in his repertoire. “You wound me with your severity, yet the cut feels like a caress.”

Before she could sharpen her retort, a shadow fell beside them, solid and uncompromising. Major James Denholm executed a bow stripped of flourish, his copper hair dampened by drizzle yet no less striking for its disarray. He straightened with military exactness and fixed his gaze on her, steady as cannon fire.

“You look pale, Your Grace” he said, the words as blunt as stones. “Have you eaten?”

The absurdity of it nearly robbed her of speech. “I beg your pardon?”

“The journey home,” he continued, grave as an executioner. “Rain, long road. You should not travel without nourishment.”

Lord Vale choked on a laugh, releasing her hand only because Major Denholm’s presence had made it inevitable. “Trust James to woo a lady with the poetry of a grocer’s ledger. Eat, or she will swoon, eat, or she will perish. Do you court her or her digestion?”

Cressida’s lips twitched despite herself. “I thank you for your concern, Major, though I assure you my constitution is sturdier than my husband’s finances ever were.”

The soldier blinked once, perhaps the closest he came to surprise, then inclined his head. “Good. Still, I have bread in my coat.”

“Bread?” Vale exploded, his incredulity rich as champagne. “James, must you carry provisions like a nursemaid to a regiment?”

“Always prepared.”

Cressida did not know whether to laugh or surrender, and in the pause Elias Ashcombe arrived, sliding into the conversation. His dark eyes held the faint glimmer of amusement that never overreached, his words chosen with the precision of a barrister arguing a case before God Himself.

“Preparedness, indulgence, concern, all admirable qualities when deployed in proper measure,” he said smoothly, twirling his signet ring once before letting it fall still upon his finger. “Yet I wonder, Your Grace, whether any of it answers the more pertinent question: what precisely has your late husband left behind, and in whose company did he leave it?”

The implication threaded through his tone with such elegant menace that it could not be challenged without confirming it. Peregrine bristled like a spaniel denied the best chair; James’s jaw tightened, though his silence was more dangerous than Vale’s noise.

Cressida, however, had no intention of letting Ashcombe dictate the field. She arched her brow, veil trembling lightly as the drizzle thickened. “You speak as though you have already inventoried both his affairs and mine, Mr. Ashcombe. How efficient of you. Shall I save you trouble by handing over the keys to my boudoir as well?”

Vale burst into delighted laughter, seizing upon her words as if they were champagne bubbles meant to be swallowed whole. “Yes, Ashcombe, by all means, produce a master key and let us all discover what treasures her grace conceals.”

“Vale,” James said, the single word ground out like a warning drum.

Ashcombe’s lips curved with glacial composure. “I require no keys. Knowledge suffices, and knowledge is often yielded more readily than jewels.”

And so they stood, three men circling her with different weapons: Peregrine Vale with his irrepressible charm, Major James Denholm with his immovable guardianship, Elias Ashcombe with his insinuations; and Cressida, beneath her veil, smiled a private smile. To mourners, they might appear as solicitous companions offering condolence. To her, they looked exactly like three hunting dogs who had just scented the same hare, each poised to spring, each certain of his claim, each oblivious to the fact that the hare carried teeth sharper than any of theirs.



By the time luncheon was concluded at Harcourt House, with the final slice of funeral ham dispatched and the ladies dispersed to whisper their satisfaction at both the beef and the widow’s composure, Cressida had acquired not one but three shadows. Vale, Denholm, and Ashcombe flanked her with such precision that she wondered whether they had rehearsed their choreography, for no sooner had she risen from the table than all three inclined their heads, fell into step, and herded her toward the drawing room as if she were an errant lamb in need of penning.

The solicitor awaited her there, a grave man with spectacles perched upon a nose that twitched whenever he prepared to deliver unpleasant news, which was often. He bowed with ponderous respect, then cleared his throat in the funereal manner of men who thrive upon other people’s calamities. “Your grace, the late duke expressed his desire that his will be read at the earliest opportunity. I trust the urgency will not be thought indecorous.”

Cressida, who thought nearly everything about her husband indecorous, gestured with stately indifference toward the escritoire. “By all means, sir, do proceed before the soup is digested and people forget we are meant to be miserable.”

Vale chuckled and at once busied himself with the brandy decanter. “An occasion such as this demands fortification,” he declared, pouring generous measures into four glasses and distributing them with the cheer of a bacchanalian priest. “To the dearly departed, may his debts be smaller than his appetites.”

The solicitor adjusted his spectacles, either not hearing or feigning deafness. He unrolled the document with solemn care. “To my beloved wife, Cressida, Duchess of Harcourt, I leave the entirety of my properties, estates, and holdings, to manage as she deems fit. I commend her to the guardianship and friendship of my esteemed companions...”

“Guardianship?” Cressida cut in, her voice silken but edged. “How droll. Did he leave me in swaddling clothes as well?”

Ashcombe’s lips curved faintly. “The word may be inconvenient, but the intent has merit. Guardianship need not imply weakness. Sometimes it merely suggests a shared interest.”

Vale handed her a glass, eyes sparkling. “Do not frown so, duchess. Guardianship sounds far more enticing when applied by us. Imagine being watched over by three wolves — ravaging, ravenous...”

“Vale,” Denholm interrupted, his tone a cannonball to Vale’s champagne bubble. “Let the solicitor continue.”

The solicitor cleared his throat again, affronted. “Yes, well, in addition to properties and lands, there are certain obligations. To wit, arrears in estate maintenance, unpaid for several years.” He glanced up, then down swiftly. “Also gambling markers unsettled, amounting to a considerable sum. Loans from gentlemen of less than reputable standing. And, er, outstanding accounts with various establishments: tailors, vintners, a purveyor of racing pigeons.”

Cressida lifted her glass and drained half in one smooth swallow. “I see. In short, he has bequeathed me the dubious honour of being the wealthiest pauper in London.”

Vale clinked his glass against hers with wicked delight. “Wealthiest, certainly. Pauper, arguable. You remain in possession of the one commodity rarer than rubies — yourself. And that, duchess, is a fortune which eclipses the Bank of England.”

Denholm’s scowl deepened. “These debts, do you know their holders by name?”

Ashcombe’s gaze sharpened, the gleam of calculation sliding like quicksilver through his expression. “Names matter less than terms. Some creditors prefer coin, others prefer influence, and a few, unfortunately, prefer destruction. I would advise full disclosure, Your Grace. The weight of ignorance is often heavier than the debt itself.”

Cressida leaned back against the velvet of her chair, studying them as though they were three volumes laid before her. “Gentlemen,” she said at last, her voice steady, almost amused, “I thank you for your solicitous outrage, your earnest strategems, and your offer of guardianship. Yet you forget that the late duke, in leaving me all, has left me mistress of all — debts included. If London must call me a pauper duchess, let it also call me sovereign of my own ruin. You may assist, you may advise, you may pour me brandy until I forget numbers entirely, but do not mistake me for helpless.”

Vale raised his glass in salute, eyes dancing with admiration. “God preserve me, but your defiance is the only inheritance worth having.”

Denholm, after a pause, set his untouched glass aside. “Then we find solutions. Quickly.”

The solicitor opened his mouth, perhaps to suggest a dreary schedule of meetings and documents, but the decision was snatched from him by the sudden appearance of a footman, white-faced and breathless, clutching an envelope that looked as if it had been wrestled from a creditor’s teeth. He bowed in jerks, his composure drowned in sweat. “Your grace, this arrived by express, the rider would not depart until I promised it went directly into your hands.”

Cressida broke the seal with one sharp flick, the vellum yielding beneath her fingers. Her eyes moved swiftly across the cramped handwriting, and though she had long since schooled her features into composure, the missive required every ounce of her discipline. She folded it closed, quite calmly, and laid it upon the solicitor’s desk as though it were a note of thanks for a ball, rather than a demand laced with menace.

“From Mr. Hardwick,” she announced, tone airy with deliberate nonchalance. “He proposes to seize Aberthorne, the coastal estate, within a month’s time unless a staggering sum is settled in full. He expresses confidence that I shall see reason, else he will make very public example of me.”

Peregrine snatched the letter up with such energy that his brandy sloshed across his cuff. He read with widened eyes, then flung himself back into a chair as though struck by a bullet of indignation. “The insolence! A man to threaten a widow with eviction. Does he not comprehend that beauty so resplendent must be housed in a palace, not hounded onto the streets?” He reached for the decanter again, pouring with a flourish. “Clearly, the only remedy is more brandy. If the villain intends to strip your assets, we shall strip the decanter first.”

James looked ready to march at once for pistols. “Hardwick’s men are thugs. They will come quickly. You cannot remain unguarded.”

Cressida arched her brow, amused despite the stakes. “I assure you, Major, I am hardly unguarded with three grown men circling me like overzealous governesses. I expect you will soon be instructing me in the proper hour for my nap.”

Elias, who had taken the letter delicately from Peregrine’s careless grasp, now read with the calm of a man examining a chessboard. His fingers spun his signet ring once, then stilled. “Hardwick is precise in his threat, and precision suggests confidence. If he intends to seize Aberthorne, he will have already calculated resistance. To meet him piecemeal would be folly. Better we consolidate our forces.” His eyes, dark and unreadable, slid to hers. “Better under one roof, where we may keep watch without distraction.”

Peregrine straightened, seizing upon the notion with enthusiasm. “Aberthorne House, naturally! Let us all remove there at once. A house by the sea, an imperiled duchess, three stalwart guardians, what could be more delicious? It will be like a gothic novel, only with more champagne.”

Cressida could not help the laugh that escaped her, low and warm. “Three guardians? I do not require a harem of knights clanking about my drawing rooms.”

“Not knights,” Peregrine protested, leaning toward her with a wicked grin. “Wolves. Sleek, hungry, territorial wolves. And one duchess to tame them.”

James’s voice cut through his extravagance. “It is necessary. You are not safe alone.”

Elias inclined his head, voice smooth, words deliberate. “Permit us to frame it not as intrusion but as strategy. A unified defense, one location, a fortress made stronger by proximity.”

Cressida, sipping her brandy with deceptive serenity, regarded the three of them arrayed before her: Vale with his reckless sparkle, Denholm with his relentless gravity, Ashcombe with his subtle snares. They believed themselves to be protectors, yet she saw the gleam in their eyes, each man assessing, each calculating his claim.

She set down her glass, lips curving. “Very well, gentlemen. If you must hover, let it be at Aberthorne. But be warned: I suffer governesses poorly, and wolves even less so. Should you grow tiresome, I reserve the right to muzzle you.”

Peregrine raised his glass in immediate toast. “Then by all means, duchess, muzzle me first. I beg you.”

James’s jaw ticked, but his eyes softened for the briefest instant. Elias merely smiled, a cat who had already counted the feathers of the canary.

And thus, with a creditor’s threat and three men’s resolve, the stage was set: Aberthorne House would not be a refuge but a crucible, where debts, desires, and dangerous games would be paid in full.
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​Chapter 2: The House of Interference
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Aberthorne House had never been modest, for the Harcourts were a family that built their homes in the manner of men who wished the countryside to kneel before them. The estate stood upon a bluff above the sea, a vast spread of pale stone and tall windows that glittered with salt light. Its façade bristled with columns and balustrades that had been imported from Italy at ruinous expense, for no Harcourt had ever been content with English understatement when continental extravagance could be purchased instead.

The approach curved through windswept lawns that refused all attempts at polite trimming, for the sea air bent every tree into a permanent bow and salted the grass into ragged obedience. Yet the drive remained grand, lined with statues that looked as if they longed to step down and complain about the weather. A carriage drew up to a portico so wide that a minor coronation might be staged upon its steps, the carved pediment above depicting Neptune scattering coins and horses in a fit of generosity that none of his descendants had quite managed to inherit.

Inside, Aberthorne was a palace of contradictions. The grand hall soared, all marble floors and painted ceilings where nymphs cavorted with dolphins, yet every corner bore the scars of neglect: gilt flaking, velvet fading, a draught whistling cheerfully through doors that had not been mended in years. Portraits of Harcourts past glowered from their gilded frames, each duke more dissipated than the last, their wigs growing larger in direct proportion to their debts. The dining room could seat thirty with ease, though its sideboard displayed only three unchipped platters and one punch bowl with a hairline crack that servants prayed would hold.

Most infamous of all was the library, a cavernous chamber lined from floor to corniced ceiling with books in varying states of scandal. Learned tomes sat elbow to elbow with French novels bound in disguises, and tucked behind Homer’s Iliad one might find a treatise on boudoir gymnastics that had once been impounded by customs. The room smelled faintly of leather, dust, and mischief, and no guest ever left it without a suspicion that the duchess’s late husband had used it for pursuits more carnal than classical.

Above, the bedchambers sprawled like a maze designed for both privacy and intrigue. Corridors twisted, staircases doubled back, and secret doors whispered promises of assignations. The master suite commanded a view of the sea so commanding that even storms seemed staged for the occupant’s amusement. Yet the housemaids muttered that no curtains could keep out the sighing of the waves at night, and no fire quite conquered the chill that crept through its stones.

Cressida withdrew to her bedchamber, her body weary of mourning veils, her mind exhausted by creditors and guardians and wolves in gentleman’s attire. She dismissed her maid with a wave, preferring solitude to the endless fuss of sympathetic female hands. Standing before the mirror, she tugged at the fastenings of her gown with slow relief, each loosened hook a small rebellion. She longed for the comfort of muslin unburdened by crape, and perhaps even a few scandalous hours in her French novel before the tide dragged her back into the theatre of responsibility.

She had just bared one shoulder, the silk sliding down to reveal the pale line of her chemise, when the door burst open without ceremony, and in swept Peregrine, blond hair gleaming damp from sea air, expression alight with alarm that would have been convincing had she not known him already for a dramatist. In his hand he clutched a small vial like a knight presenting holy relics.

“Duchess! I came at once — word reached me you had swooned!”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “Swooned?”

“Collapsed, fainted, expired upon the carpet — choose your synonym. I feared you overcome, and so...” He brandished the vial triumphantly. “Smelling salts, to restore your delicate frame.”

Cressida’s lips curved into a smile. “You did not knock.”

“Of course not,” he said cheerfully, then froze as his gaze, ever treacherous, landed upon the spill of her bare shoulder, the loosened gown, the trace of chemise lace against skin. His voice faltered into reverent silence, and for a heartbeat the room itself seemed to listen with him.

Cressida drew herself upright, dark eyes flashing like storm-tossed quartz. “You will turn around. At once.”

“Certainly,” he said, and pivoted obediently, though his shoulders shook faintly with suppressed laughter. “But you cannot expect me to cease speaking merely because I face the wall. My tongue remains tragically independent.” His voice dropped lower, rich and teasing. “You must forgive my intrusion, but I felt honour-bound to see to your health. A duchess must never languish unattended, least of all in her dressing gown, where the risk of... ah... overexertion is grave.”

“You are insufferable,” she said crisply, tightening her gown with swift fingers.

“Insufferably devoted,” he replied. “Shall I remain in position until you deem yourself suitably restored? My patience, unlike my virtue, is boundless.”

“Your virtue was mortgaged long before my husband’s estates.”

“True,” he admitted, utterly unoffended, “but unlike his estates, it requires no bailiffs.”

When she finally permitted him to turn back, he did so with a grin that could only belong to a man who had trespassed into forbidden territory and found the danger intoxicating. He set the vial upon her dressing table with exaggerated gallantry. “Here, my lady. Administer these salts should your pulse quicken beyond endurance.”

She picked it up, uncorked it with suspicion, and sniffed. Lavender, soothing and floral, rose to meet her nose. Her gaze cut to him like a rapier. “This is lavender water, not hartshorn.”

“Lavender water?” he asked innocently, already backing toward the door. “Ah well, they are easily confused. Both are bottled salvation, though one calms the nerves while the other revives the spirit. In your case, duchess, both seemed equally necessary.”

Before she could devise a retort sharp enough to pierce his armor of levity, he bowed himself out, grin flashing like mischief incarnate. The door shut behind him, leaving the scent of lavender hanging in the chamber.

Cressida stared at the vial in her hand, cheeks warm, heart drumming an undignified rhythm beneath her corset. She told herself she was annoyed, that his presumption warranted every shade of censure. Yet the mirror reflected her with a smirk tugging traitorously at her mouth, and she knew, with the clarity of a woman too clever for self-deception, that she was intrigued.

The following morning, Cressida descended the sweeping staircase of Aberthorne where she found her entrance hall transformed into the scene of a campaign headquarters. Trunks, carpetbags, and cases were piled high, servants scurried under command, and the order of the house lay in ruins. 

James stood in the centre with his arms folded, issuing instructions in clipped tones that brooked no refusal. Elias, by contrast, leaned against a column, his voice soft as velvet as he redirected a pair of footmen with such precision that even their bowels would likely obey him for the rest of the week.

Her slippered foot paused upon the stair. “What are these?” She said, voice carrying over the clatter of trunks.

James turned at once, expression sober as if he faced a battlefield report. “We start as we mean to go on.” He gestured toward the ordered chaos of baggage. “Provisions. Arms. Wardrobe.”

Elias inclined his head. “An establishment properly fortified, duchess. No one shall trouble you. Not without going through us first. Consider it less intrusion and more... consolidation of power.”

Her eyes swept the hall, taking in the military precision of Denholm’s stacking, the diplomatic manipulation of Ashcombe’s placement, and — though absent from sight, she would wager — Peregrine’s inevitable decision to unpack his cravats across three rooms before luncheon. A sigh escaped her, not entirely despair, not entirely amusement. “I see,” she said, descending the last steps with the poise of a woman acknowledging the inevitable while plotting the undoing of it. “Then allow me, gentlemen, to be the first to extend formal welcome. Aberthorne House is yours, or rather ours, until Hardwick and his vultures are satisfied.” She paused, her smirk curving with dangerous delight. “Though I warn you, I make a dreadful hostess. My patience is shorter than my gowns, and you will find both in peril if you test me.”

James inclined his head as though accepting the charge of a regiment. Elias’s lips curved, unreadable and amused.

Cressida folded her hands, ledger ticking over in her mind, and thought with crisp finality: if she survived this month without scandal, it would be nothing short of a miracle.

Her first attempt at evasion was made the very next morning. While Peregrine still snored in a guest chamber as though his lungs had been borrowed from an opera singer, and Elias busied himself with the quiet inspection of household ledgers as if secrets might be coaxed from them by candlelight, Cressida took up her basket and slipped toward the door. She had half a mind to breathe the air of the market, to select her own produce and haggle without commentary, to feel once more a woman free in her movements.

Yet freedom, it appeared, was a privilege Major James Denholm refused to grant. She had scarcely set foot into the gravelled drive when his shadow fell across hers, broad and immovable. He carried his hat under one arm, his boots polished into obedience, and his expression unyielding. “You will not go alone,” he said.

Cressida turned, smile as arched as the eyebrow that accompanied it. “Major, I am not embarking upon a campaign in the Peninsula. I wish merely to purchase pears.”

“The market is no place for a lady unescorted,” he replied, slow and steady as though dictating the law. “Crowded. Unpredictable. Men with hands.”

“Men with hands?” she repeated, laughing outright. “How shocking. I had hoped for a market populated entirely by statues.”

If the jest touched him, he gave no sign. He took the basket from her grip with soldierly finality. “I will carry it.”

And so they went, duchess and sentinel, into the press of stalls and shouting vendors. Cressida moved among the bustle with practiced grace, but the experience was made entirely absurd by the towering form of Denholm at her elbow. He paid the butcher before she could reach her purse, passed coin to the fishmonger with such solemnity that the man stammered thanks, and received her parcels with the precision of a quartermaster provisioning an army. Every apple, every loaf, every skein of thread was treated as contraband seized from the enemy. When a produce seller, a handsome rogue with a smile full of suggestion, leaned forward to declare his peaches the ripest, James fixed him with a stare so severe that the fellow nearly dropped his basket.

“I assure you, Major,” Cressida said sweetly as they walked on, “I have never seen an apple transaction conducted with such martial severity. Pray, did Wellington instruct you in the art of cabbage acquisition?”

“Vendors overreach,” he said simply, adjusting the parcels. “You must be defended from insult.”

“Insult?” she echoed, laughing as she accepted a bunch of herbs from a trembling girl who looked ready to flee under his gaze. “The poor man offered me a peach, not a duel.”

James’s lips pressed into a line. Then, after a pause that might have cracked stone, he said, “Peach was metaphor.”

The words were delivered with such blunt gravity that Cressida nearly dropped her herbs for laughing. She covered her mouth with her gloved hand, eyes dancing as she regarded him. “Oh, Major. If you intend to patrol every metaphor in the marketplace, I fear we shall be here until Michaelmas.”

Unmoved, he adjusted the parcels once more, each bundle balanced with the symmetry of a battle formation. “Then I am prepared to remain.”

Cressida sighed in mock despair, yet her heart betrayed her with a warm flutter. For all his severity, his presence wrapped about her like armor.

Upon their return to Aberthorne, Elias materialised in the library, a letter already in hand and the faintest smile at the corner of his mouth. He looked perfectly at ease, as if he had been born reclining against leather spines and gilt-edged volumes. “Ah, duchess,” he said softly, holding out the letter, “your correspondence awaits you. The world has a way of scratching at doors no sooner than one arrives home.”

Cressida raised a brow, setting aside her gloves. “The world will find its nails broken if it scratches too persistently. What is it this time — an invitation thinly disguised as surveillance, or another creditor reminding me that my husband’s enthusiasm for dice outstripped his talent for numbers?”

“A mixture,” Elias said smoothly, gesturing her toward the escritoire. “I took the liberty of opening nothing, but I noted the handwriting. Invitations from Lady Bexley and Lady Fenton. Both women live for scandal, which means their gatherings are equal parts trap and opportunity. And this...” He tapped the more officious envelope. “From Hardwick’s solicitor. Its tone I can almost predict.”

“Then predict aloud, and spare me the tedium.”

“Alas, duchess,” he murmured, taking the chair beside hers as she sat, “words have weight, and even the heaviest must be weighed before they are discarded.” He slid a sheet of paper before her, dipped her quill in ink, and, before she could object, leaned over her shoulder, his hand brushing hers with deliberate calm. “Let us compose replies that leave no chink in your armour.”

The contact startled her less than the proximity: his breath warm against her ear, the faint trace of bergamot clinging to his cravat, the slow cadence of his words designed to sink beneath skin. With a recklessness that surprised her, she leaned back the smallest degree, enough to feel him more solidly at her shoulder.

“Begin with Lady Bexley,” Elias murmured, eyes scanning the page as though the battle were already joined. “‘My dear lady, I regret I cannot...’” He stopped, plucked the quill lightly from her fingers, and scratched the words away. “No, far too blunt. Regret is dull. Cannot is defeat. Better: ‘Circumstances compel me to decline.’” He looked at her with faint amusement. “Do you see the difference between insult and intrigue? The first closes the door. The second leaves it ajar, and every hostess adores a door half-open.”

Cressida tilted her head, lips curving. “How fortunate that you are here to prevent me from offending every salon in London. Though I wonder, are you truly protecting me, or merely ensuring my decline is the talk of every drawing room by morning?”

“Why not both?” he asked lightly, his hand guiding hers across the page, their fingers brushing with deliberate intimacy. “Intrigue is the coin of society. Let them gossip about your refusals, and you will discover they chase you all the harder.”

She could not help the smirk that spread as she watched their script form together, elegant letters made more intimate by the way his chest brushed her shoulder when he leaned close. “You speak as if rejection is seduction.”

“In the right hands it always is,” Elias murmured, so low she felt it rather than heard it.

Her quill hesitated upon the final flourish, ink pooling into a dark bead. For a moment, she let herself lean fully into him, the warmth of his presence seeping through fabric and bone, her pulse fluttering in amused rebellion. Then she exhaled, set the quill down with decisive snap, and straightened.

“Very well, Mr. Ashcombe,” she said, arching a brow. “You may reforge my letters into weapons. But do not mistake my cooperation for surrender. I should hate to discover you think of me as one of your pawns.”

His smile sharpened, elegant and unreadable. “A pawn? No, duchess. You are the queen. The rest of us merely decide whether to protect you or be swept from the board.”

That smile still lingered in her thoughts the next morning as her maid laced her corset and laid out a selection of gowns befitting a sober widow destined for a sober meeting with a creditor. Cressida studied them with dissatisfaction: greys, blacks, one dark blue that suggested dignity but no triumph. She had just reached for the least dispiriting when the door to her dressing room flew wide and Peregrine bounded in with all the subtlety of a cavalry charge.

“My lady duchess,” he sang, rifling through her wardrobe before she could object, “you must not insult the art of negotiation by dressing as if you intend to be buried twice.”

“Peregrine,” she said, fixing him with her most imperious stare, “I am meeting a creditor, not a courtesan’s patron. A degree of gravity is required.”

“Gravity is the last thing you require,” he retorted, already elbow-deep in her gowns. He emerged triumphant with a length of crimson silk that shimmered in the morning light like fresh sin. He held it aloft with both hands, eyes sparkling. “This, duchess, is the only weapon worth wielding against a man who thinks of numbers. Distract him from the arithmetic by reminding him of geometry.” He lowered the bodice suggestively to illustrate its daring dip. “A neckline plotted at such an angle is worth a thousand sovereigns.”

Cressida’s brows climbed. “That gown is indecent.”

“Indecent?” he repeated, clutching it to his chest as though wounded. “It is diplomacy made fabric. The French have known for centuries that décolletage is the surest treaty. England lags scandalously behind.”

She folded her arms. “I will not reduce myself to a...”

“Strategist?” he interrupted with mock solemnity. “Because that is all it is, strategy. The eye leads the mind astray, and while your creditor’s gaze travels south, his purse will fall open north.”
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