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Chapter 1 - The Shadow in the Silk
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The Prince Regent’s taste in interior decor was much like his taste in waistcoats: aggressively gold, unapologetically expensive, and prone to making one feel slightly claustrophobic. Under the sprawling, glittering chandeliers of Carlton House, the air was a thick soup of expensive French perfume, beeswax, and the quiet, desperate hum of three hundred aristocrats trying to outshine their neighbors.

Lady Elara Vance stood in her favorite tactical position—the narrow strip of shadow between a towering Corinthian column and a particularly hideous bust of a Roman emperor. From here, she was invisible. To the Ton, a woman in a gown the color of an overcast Tuesday was little more than an architectural detail. They looked past her, through her, and occasionally, almost into her, as if she were a conveniently placed mirror.

It was the perfect vantage point for a predator. Or, at the very least, a satirist.

"The Earl of Hereford’s toupee is migrating again," Elara whispered, her voice barely a breath. "It has shifted three degrees to the west. By the time the quadrille begins, he shall be wearing it as an epaulet."

She didn't look down as her hand moved beneath the sheer silk of her fan. Tucked into the ivory ribs was a scrap of vellum no larger than a playing card. With a tiny, sharpened lead pencil, she scrawled three words: Hereford. Hair. Haphazard.

"And Lady Jersey is wearing enough diamonds to anchor a frigate," she continued to herself, her eyes darting across the room with the precision of a hawk. "One heavy sneeze and she’ll take out the entire front row of the woodwinds."

This was the secret life of a wallflower. While the beauties of the season flirted and the dowagers plotted, Elara Vance collected the ammunition that would, by Thursday morning, become the most feared gossip column in London: The Penhaligon Papers.

Under the pseudonym "Lady Penhaligon," Elara had spent the last year stripping the gilding off the English aristocracy. She was the shadow in the ballroom, the ghost in the gallery. And currently, her sights were set on the most formidable target in the room.

Arthur St. Claire, the Duke of Ashworth, stood at the far end of the hall. Even from fifty paces, he radiated a sort of glacial magnetism. He was a man of sharp angles and even sharper expectations, dressed in black so profound it seemed to absorb the light of the candles around him. He didn't lounge; he didn't lean. He stood with the terrifying posture of a man who had never once in his life doubted his own rectitude.

"The Ice Duke," Elara murmured, her pencil hovering. "Moving through the ballroom with the warmth of a cathedral crypt and the grace of a guillotine."

She watched him. It was a professional necessity, she told herself. He was the pillar of the establishment, the self-appointed guardian of the Ton’s morality. After his father had nearly dragged the Ashworth name through the gutters of every gambling hell in Europe, Arthur had spent a decade turning himself into a statue of impeccable, unshakeable virtue.

He was her favorite person to mock because he was so utterly, infuriatingly perfect.

Elara watched as a daring debutante, a blonde slip of a thing in pale pink, approached him. The girl fluttered her eyelashes so violently Elara feared she might create a draft. Arthur didn't move. He didn't smile. He inclined his head by exactly half an inch—the precise measurement of polite boredom—and said something that caused the girl to flush a deep, mottled red and retreat as if she’d been struck.

"Efficient," Elara noted, scribbling: Ashworth’s heart is rumored to be a very fine specimen of Northumbrian coal. Hard, dark, and requires a great deal of pressure to produce even a spark.

She was so engrossed in her internal monologue that she didn't notice the shift in the room's currents. The "invisible" shield of the wallflower was a sturdy thing, but it relied on the fact that no one was looking for you.

Arthur St. Claire, however, was looking for someone.

His gaze swept the perimeter of the room. It was a slow, methodical search. When his eyes reached her corner, Elara didn't flinch. She had spent twenty-three years practicing the art of being a piece of furniture. She stilled her breathing. She fixed a vacant, pleasant expression on her face—the look of a girl thinking about nothing more complex than whether the lemonade was properly chilled.

But the Duke’s gaze didn't pass over her. It snagged.

His eyes, a blue so pale they were almost silver, narrowed. He began to walk. Not toward the bar, not toward the Prince Regent, but directly toward the Roman bust and the girl in the Tuesday-colored silk.

Panic, Elara realized, is a very loud emotion.

She tucked the pencil into her glove and snapped her fan shut, hiding the vellum scrap. She began to edge toward the refreshment table, her movements fluid and practiced.

"Lady Elara Vance, I presume?"

The voice was like velvet pulled over gravel. It was deep, resonant, and entirely too close.

Elara stopped. She took a breath, adjusted her spectacles, and turned. She forced a small, clumsy curtsy. "Your Grace. I am surprised you noticed me. Most people find I blend quite seamlessly into the masonry."

Arthur St. Claire looked down at her. He was significantly taller than her, a fact he used to great effect. He didn't offer a smile. "I have developed a keen eye for things that are out of place, Lady Elara. And you have been standing in that corner for twenty minutes without a single glass of champagne or a single conversation. In London, that is either a sign of profound social failure or extreme focus."

"Perhaps I was simply admiring the bust," Elara said, gesturing to the marble emperor. "He has a very commanding nose. It reminds me of my Great Aunt Hortense."

Arthur didn't even glance at the statue. His focus remained on her face, unnervingly intense. "You were not looking at the statue. You were looking at the room. You were looking at me."

Elara felt a bead of sweat prickle beneath her corset. "A Duke in a ballroom is a difficult thing to miss, Your Grace. You are, quite literally, the center of gravity. It is a matter of physics, not fascination."

"Physics," he repeated, the word sounding like a challenge. "You are the daughter of the Earl of Vance. Your brother, Thomas, was a contemporary of mine at Oxford."

The mention of Thomas brought a familiar, sharp ache to Elara’s chest. Thomas had been the sun; she had been the moon. When he died of a fever four years ago, the light had gone out of the Vance household, leaving Elara to navigate the shadows alone.

"He was," Elara said, her voice tightening. "He spoke of you often. He said you were the only man he knew who could translate Virgil while simultaneously winning a boxing match."

"Your brother was an optimist," Arthur said, and for a fleeting second, the ice in his expression softened. "He was also a man who believed that everyone had a secret. I find myself wondering what yours is, Lady Elara."

"My secret?" Elara laughed, a light, self-deprecating sound. "I’m a wallflower, Your Grace. My secrets involve the correct way to press a wildflower and the quietest way to exit a room before the dancing starts. I am profoundly uninteresting. Ask anyone."

"And yet," Arthur stepped closer, invading her personal space in a way that felt both scandalous and strangely exhilarating. "You have ink on your middle finger."

Elara froze. She looked down. There, on the side of her right hand, was a faint, telltale smudge of charcoal lead.

"I... I was sketching," she lied, her mind racing. "The drapery. The Regent has a very specific way of hanging his swags."

"You were sketching with your fan closed?" He reached out, his gloved fingers hovering near her hand. He didn't touch her, but the heat from his skin seemed to radiate through the silk. "I have been searching for someone, Lady Elara. Someone who has been making a very profitable habit of slandering my family in the public broadsheets."

The "Lady Penhaligon" secret felt like a lead weight in her stomach. "I’m sure I don't know who you mean, Your Grace. I rarely read the scandal sheets. They are so... vulgar."

"They are more than vulgar," Arthur said, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "They are a threat to the order I have spent my life building. Lady Penhaligon is clever, I grant her that. She sees the cracks in the facade. But she is also a coward who hides behind a quill."

Elara’s pride flared—a dangerous, hot thing. "Perhaps she doesn't hide. Perhaps she simply realizes that in this world, a woman's only power is her silence—and what she does with it when no one is listening."

Arthur’s eyes sharpened. For a moment, the "Ice Duke" mask cracked, revealing a flash of genuine intrigue. "That is a very sophisticated sentiment for a girl who claims to be interested in pressed flowers."

"Even wallflowers need to defend themselves, Your Grace," Elara said, snapping her fan open. The vellum scrap was still tucked there, safe but incriminating. "Now, if you’ll excuse me, I believe I see my father, and he looks like he’s lost his way to the card room."

"Lady Elara," Arthur called out as she began to retreat.

She paused, looking back over her shoulder.

"The Earl of Hereford’s toupee," Arthur said, a ghost of a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. "It moved again. It is now four degrees to the west."

Elara felt the blood rush to her cheeks. He had been listening. Or worse, he had been watching her watch the room.

"Goodnight, Your Grace," she managed, and practically bolted toward the exit.

The Vance townhouse in Mayfair was a drafty, crumbling monument to better days. The carpets were thin, the candles were made of tallow rather than expensive beeswax, and the silence that greeted Elara as she stepped into the foyer was heavy with the scent of old dust and looming disaster.

She didn't head to bed. She went to her small, cramped study at the back of the house. It was the only room that felt like hers. The walls were lined with books—not the fashionable novels of the day, but thick tomes on history, philosophy, and political economy.

She sat at her desk, pulled out the vellum scrap, and stared at it.

Ashworth’s heart is rumored to be a very fine specimen of Northumbrian coal.

She sighed and crumpled the paper. The Duke wasn't coal. He wasn't even ice. He was something far more complicated—a man who looked at the world with the same clinical, diagnostic intensity that she did. He was the first person in three seasons who had actually seen her.

And he wanted to destroy the only thing that made her feel alive.

A sharp, rhythmic thumping from the floor above interrupted her thoughts. It was her father’s heavy, uneven stride. Lord Vance had been a different man before the debt and the grief. Now, he was a ghost haunting his own hallways, a man who spent his days at the clubs and his nights staring at the ledger he couldn't balance.

"Elara?"

The door creaked open. Her father stood there, his cravat undone, his eyes bloodshot and wide with a kind of frantic energy that made her stomach drop.

"Father? It’s nearly three in the morning. Did you have luck at the tables?"

Lord Vance didn't answer. He walked into the room and sank into the tattered velvet chair opposite her desk. He looked smaller than he had that morning. Brittle.

"Elara," he whispered, his voice cracking. "I... I have done something catastrophic."

Elara stood up, her hand going instinctively to her chest. "The debt? How much?"

"It isn't just the money," he said, burying his face in his hands. "I was playing with Lord Julian Vane. He... he kept raising the stakes. I was sure the next hand would turn. I was so sure."

Lord Julian Vane. Elara knew the name. A man with a smile like a shark and a reputation for predatory lending. He wasn't just a rake; he was a collector of people’s misfortunes.

"How much, Father?"

"Fifty thousand pounds," he choked out.

Elara felt the air leave the room. "Fifty thousand? We don't have fifty thousand pence! The estate is already mortgaged to the hilt. Penelope’s dowry—"

"Gone," her father said, a sob breaking through his voice. "I put it up. I thought... I thought I could double it. I wanted to give her the wedding she deserves."

"You gambled away your daughter’s future?" Elara’s voice was a low, trembling cord of fury. "Penelope is supposed to marry Lord Sterling in the spring. Without a dowry, the engagement will be severed within the hour. She’ll be ruined. We’ll all be ruined."

"Vane... he said he wouldn't call the debt," Lord Vance looked up, a glimmer of pathetic hope in his eyes. "He said he’d forget the whole thing. If I gave him something else."

Elara took a step back, her back hitting the cold wood of her bookshelf. "What else?"

"You," her father whispered. "He wants you, Elara. He said he’s always had a penchant for the quiet ones. He said if you agree to marry him, the debt is erased. The dowry is restored."

The room tilted. Julian Vane was forty-five, a known libertine who had gone through two wives and countless mistresses. Marriage to him wasn't a life; it was a life sentence.

"No," Elara said, her voice barely audible. "No, Father. I won't."

"He’ll send us to the Fleet!" her father cried, leaping to his feet. "We’ll lose the house. Penelope will be a beggar. Your mother’s memory... everything will be dragged through the mud. I’m an old man, Elara. I won't survive prison. Please. For your sister. For me."

Elara looked at her father. She saw the weakness, the cowardice, the absolute failure of a man who was willing to sell his daughter to pay for his own greed. But she also saw the face of her sister, Penelope—sweet, naive Penelope, who was currently sleeping upstairs, dreaming of her wedding.

If Penelope lost her dowry, she was finished. In the Ton, a girl without a fortune was a tragedy; a girl whose father was a ruined gambler was a plague.

"I won't marry Julian Vane," Elara said, her mind working with a frantic, cold precision. "He is a monster. I would rather die."

"Then we are lost," Lord Vance collapsed back into the chair, weeping openly now.

Elara stared at her desk. Her gaze fell on the latest edition of The Penhaligon Papers lying in the corner. She thought of the Duke of Ashworth. She thought of the way he had looked at her—as if she were a puzzle he intended to solve.

He needed a wife who wouldn't cause a scandal. He needed a wallflower.

And she needed a miracle. Or, at the very least, a very large amount of money and a name that Julian Vane wouldn't dare touch.

"I won't marry Vane," Elara said, her voice gaining a sudden, sharp clarity. "But I will save this family. Give me one week, Father. One week to find another way."

"Another way?" her father looked up, wiping his eyes with his sleeve. "What other way is there? No one is going to hand us fifty thousand pounds, Elara. Not for a wallflower."

"You’d be surprised," Elara said, her eyes flashing with a dangerous, dark light. "What people will pay for the right kind of silence."

She walked to the window, looking out over the sleeping streets of London. The "Ice Duke" wanted to find Lady Penhaligon. He wanted to secure his family’s future.

She had the quill. She had the secret. And now, she had the motive.

"The Duke of Ashworth," she whispered to the glass. "I hope you’re ready, Your Grace. Because I’m about to become the most expensive mistake you’ve ever made."

The next morning, the sun crawled over the London skyline with an offensive amount of cheer. Elara had not slept. She had spent the night calculating, drafting, and discarding plans until her mind felt like a frayed rope.

There was only one path. It was insane, it was dangerous, and it would likely lead to her total social annihilation. But it was the only way to save Penelope.

She dressed in her most unremarkable morning gown—a drab muslin that made her skin look like parchment—and told her maid she was going to the bookseller’s. In reality, she hailed a hackney and gave the driver an address that made him raise an eyebrow.

The Ashworth Townhouse was a monstrous pile of stone that occupied half a block. It looked less like a home and more like a fortress designed to keep the rest of the world at bay.

Elara stepped out of the hackney, her legs trembling. She clutched her reticule, which contained two things: a bottle of smelling salts and a very specific, unpublished edition of The Penhaligon Papers.

She walked up the steps and hammered on the massive oak door.

A footman in livery so stiff he could barely bend opened it. He looked Elara up and down with the practiced disdain of a servant who served a Duke. "Yes? We are not receiving callers this early."

"Tell the Duke of Ashworth that Lady Elara Vance is here," she said, her voice steady despite the hammer-pulse in her throat. "And tell him that I have found the person he was looking for at the ball."

The footman hesitated, then saw the look in Elara’s eyes. It wasn't the look of a wallflower. It was the look of a woman who had just realized she was standing on the edge of a cliff and had decided to jump.

"Wait here, miss."

Five minutes passed. Then ten. Elara stood in the cavernous marble foyer, surrounded by portraits of grim-faced St. Claires who all looked like they were judging her choice of footwear.

Finally, the footman returned. "His Grace will see you in the study."

The study was even more intimidating than the one in the country. It was filled with the scent of expensive tobacco and old vellum. Arthur St. Claire was sitting behind a massive mahogany desk, his cravat perfectly tied, his expression unreadable.

He didn't stand up when she entered. He simply watched her walk across the room.

"Lady Elara," he said, his voice cool. "You told my man you had found the person I was searching for. I assume you mean the satirist."

Elara stood before the desk. She didn't sit, even though her knees felt like they might give way. She reached into her reticule and pulled out a sheet of paper. She laid it flat on his desk.

"I found her," Elara said. "She’s standing in front of you."

The silence that followed was so absolute Elara could hear the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece. Arthur didn't move. He didn't gasp. He simply looked at the paper, then back up at her.

"You," he said, the word barely a whisper. "You are Lady Penhaligon."

"I am. And I have the drafts of every column for the last year in my study to prove it. Including the one I wrote about your 'Northumbrian coal' heart last night."

Arthur leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrow and dangerous. "You have a great deal of courage to come here, Lady Elara. Do you have any idea what I could do to you? I could have you ruined by nightfall. I could bring charges of libel. I could see your father stripped of his titles."

"You could," Elara agreed. "But you won't."

"And why is that?"

"Because," Elara said, leaning forward, her heart pounding against her ribs like a trapped bird. "I am going to offer you a bargain. One that will solve both of our problems."

Arthur folded his hands. "I am listening. Though I can't imagine what a girl like you thinks she can offer me."

"You need a wife," Elara said. "Your grandmother’s will is quite specific. If you aren't married or at least betrothed by the end of the season, you lose the St. Claire trust—money you need to fix the drainage on the southern estates and pay off the last of your father’s creditors."

Arthur’s jaw tightened. "How do you know about the trust?"

"I’m Lady Penhaligon, Your Grace. It is my job to know the things people want to hide. You need a wife who is quiet, beyond reproach, and who won't ask questions. You need someone who is so boring that the Ton will stop looking at your family secrets and start looking at... well, nothing at all."

"You," Arthur said, a flicker of amusement crossing his face. "You’re suggesting I marry you?"

"A fake engagement," Elara corrected. "Just until the end of the season. Long enough for you to secure the trust. Long enough for the heat to die down. In exchange, you will pay fifty thousand pounds to settle a debt my father owes to Julian Vane. And you will provide a dowry for my sister, Penelope."

Arthur laughed. It wasn't a kind sound. "Fifty thousand pounds? For a fake engagement to a girl who has spent the last year dragging my name through the mud? You overvalue yourself, Lady Elara."

"Do I?" Elara reached into her reticule again and pulled out a second sheet of paper. "This is the column I intend to publish on Thursday. It’s an exposé on your father’s final night in London. The real reason he fled to the continent. I have the bank records, Arthur. I have the letters from the woman in the tavern."

Arthur’s expression went from cold to lethal. He lunged across the desk, his hand slamming down on the paper. "You wouldn't."

"I would," Elara said, her voice trembling but her gaze held steady. "I have a sister to save. I will burn every house in London to the ground to keep her safe. Including yours."

They stared at each other across the mahogany desk, two predators locked in a stalemate. The "Ice Duke" and the "Scribbling Wallflower."

"You are a terrifying woman, Lady Elara," Arthur said, his voice low and vibrating with a strange, dark energy.

"I’m a desperate woman, Your Grace. There is a difference."

Arthur looked at the paper under his hand, then at the girl standing before him. He saw the ink on her finger, the fire in her eyes, and the absolute lack of fear.

"Fifty thousand pounds," he said slowly. "And a dowry for the sister."

"And you must never reveal that I am Penhaligon. Not even to your grandmother."

Arthur stood up. He walked around the desk, stopping just inches from her. The power he radiated was overwhelming, a physical force that made Elara’s breath hitch.

"I accept your bargain," he said. "But understand this, Elara. From this moment on, you belong to the St. Claire name. You will be the perfect fiancée. You will be at my beck and call. And if you so much as pick up a quill without my permission, I will make you regret the day you learned to spell."

He reached out and took her hand. His grip was firm, possessive.

"Deal?"

Elara looked at his hand, then up at his icy blue eyes. She was making a pact with the devil. She was selling her soul to save her family.

"Deal," she whispered.

Arthur didn't let go of her hand. Instead, he pulled her closer, his voice dropping to a whisper against her ear.

"Then let the performance begin. I believe we have an engagement to announce."

Elara stepped out of the Ashworth House twenty minutes later, the world tilting around her. She had saved Penelope. She had stopped Julian Vane.

But as she watched Arthur St. Claire watch her from the window, she realized she had just invited the most dangerous man in England into the one place she thought was safe: her life.

The Shadow in the Silk had finally been caught. And she had no idea if she’d survive the light.
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Chapter 2 - The Devil’s Proposition
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The library at Ashworth House did not merely contain books; it curated them with a terrifying, masculine efficiency. Every leather-bound spine stood in a perfect, unwavering line, as if the ghosts of the St. Claire ancestors would court-martial any volume that dared to lean. The air smelled of old paper, expensive beeswax, and the lingering, sharp scent of the Duke’s favorite black tea.

Lady Elara Vance sat on the edge of a chair that felt like it had been carved from the very bedrock of the British Isles. It was uncomfortable, imposing, and entirely too large for a woman who had spent most of her life trying to occupy as little space as possible.

Across the mahogany desk, Arthur St. Claire—the Duke of Ashworth, the "Stone Duke," and currently, her most reluctant business partner—was drafting a document. The only sound in the room was the rhythmic, aggressive scratching of his quill.

"You realize," Arthur said, without looking up, "that if I am seen in public with you more than twice, the Ton will have us married and buried before the week is out. My grandmother is already likely ordering the orange blossoms."

"Then we must ensure your grandmother has an excellent sense of timing," Elara replied, adjusting her spectacles. They were slipping down her nose, a habit they had developed whenever she was particularly nervous. "And as for the 'married and buried' part, I believe the engagement serves the purpose of the former, while your current expression suggests you are quite ready to handle the latter."

Arthur paused. He looked up, his pale blue eyes pinning her to the velvet upholstery. "Your wit is a dangerous thing, Lady Elara. It is a pity you wasted it on a scandal sheet. You could have been a diplomat. Or a highwayman."

"The pay for a highwayman is irregular, and the hours are dreadful for one's complexion," Elara shot back, her heart doing a frantic little jig against her ribs. "Besides, being a satirist is much the same. One still holds people up for their valuables. In my case, I simply steal their dignity."

Arthur grunted—a sound that, in any other man, might have been a laugh. He slid the parchment across the desk. The ink was still wet, shimmering under the light of the green-shaded lamp.

"The terms," he said. "Read them. Carefully. I do not wish for there to be any misunderstandings when the inevitable happens and we find ourselves wanting to throttle one another."

Elara pulled the paper toward her. Her eyes scanned the elegant, sharp script. It was as precise as the man himself.

I. The engagement shall be deemed 'publicly official' for a period of no less than three months.

II. Lady Elara Vance shall attend all major social functions at the side of the Duke of Ashworth.

III. The sum of fifty thousand pounds shall be paid directly to the creditors of the Earl of Vance upon the formal announcement.

IV. A further trust shall be established for the dowry of Lady Penelope Vance.

She stopped at the fifth clause. Her breath hitched.

V. During the term of this agreement, Lady Elara Vance shall cease all literary activities under the name 'Lady Penhaligon' or any other pseudonym. Any breach of this clause shall result in the immediate dissolution of the agreement and the total reclamation of all funds.

Elara looked up, her jaw tightening. "Clause Five is rather... restrictive."

"Clause Five is the only reason I am not having you escorted to the magistrates this morning," Arthur said, leaning back. He crossed his arms, his broad shoulders straining the fine wool of his coat. "You are a liability, Elara. A woman with a secret identity is a woman with a loaded pistol. I will not have my fiancée—even a temporary one—taking potshots at the aristocracy from behind my back. If we are to do this, the quill must be broken."

"I am a writer, Your Grace. Not a criminal."

"In the eyes of the law, regarding libel? There is a very thin line between the two. One I am currently paying fifty thousand pounds to ignore."

Elara looked back at the paper. The sacrifice was enormous. The Penhaligon Papers was the only thing that belonged entirely to her. It was her voice, her power, her small, sharp rebellion against a world that expected her to be a silent ornament. To give it up felt like cutting off her own hand.

But then she thought of Penelope. She thought of her sister’s bright, hopeful face as she talked about her future husband. She thought of the Fleet Prison—the damp, the filth, and the way it would surely kill her father within a month.

"I agree to Clause Five," she said, her voice steady despite the mourning in her chest. "But I have a counter-condition."

Arthur raised an eyebrow. "You are in a remarkably poor position to negotiate, but proceed. I find your audacity almost entertaining."

"I will stop writing. But you will provide me with a library pass to the Royal Society's archives. And," she paused, a spark of mischief lighting her eyes, "you will allow me to edit your public speeches. Your current rhetorical style is about as exciting as a bowl of cold gruel."

Arthur stared at her. For a long moment, silence stretched between them, thick and expectant. Then, he let out a short, sharp bark of a laugh. It was a beautiful sound—rich and genuine—and it transformed his face, smoothing the hard lines of his brow.

"My speeches are considered models of clarity and gravitas," he defended, though the ice in his eyes had begun to thaw.

"They are models of insomnia, Your Grace. If you want the Ton to believe we are in love, they must see that I have influenced you. A man in love does not speak like a ledger. He speaks like a man who has discovered there is more to life than the price of corn."

"Very well," Arthur said, his voice softening in a way that made Elara’s breath catch. "You may edit the speeches. But if you try to insert any poetry about 'soul-searing glances,' I shall retract the library pass."

"I wouldn't dream of it. Soul-searing glances are for the French. We shall stick to spirited debate and the occasional witty rejoinder."

Arthur dipped the quill again and added a small notation at the bottom of the parchment. "Sign it, then. Before I regain my senses and realize I am inviting a viper into my sitting room."

Elara took the quill. Her hand trembled slightly as she signed her name: Lady Elara Vance. It looked so small and fragile beneath his bold, heavy signature.

As she set the quill down, the reality of what she had done crashed over her. She was engaged. To a Duke. To this Duke.
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