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Chapter 1: The Midnight Transaction
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The Earl of Derby’s ballroom was a shimmering sea of silk, sweat, and secrets, and Lady Elara Vance was quite certain she was the only person present who intended to leave it as a criminal.

She stood at the edge of the dance floor, her back pressed against a fluted marble column that felt significantly more supportive than her own knees. Behind the lace of her silver domino mask, Elara’s eyes were not on the spinning couples or the glittering chandeliers, but on the heavy oak doors at the far end of the gallery.

“You look,” a voice murmured beside her, “as though you are contemplating either a grand romantic elopement or a very messy murder.”

Elara didn’t jump. A Vance did not jump, mostly because they were usually too busy calculating the interest on their next debt to be startled by social pleasantries. She turned her head slightly to see her brother, Arthur, leaning against the neighboring column with a glass of champagne held at a dangerously jaunty angle.

“Neither,” Elara whispered, her practiced wallflower stutter absent in the privacy of their sibling shorthand. “I am contemplating the fact that if I do not get those vowels back tonight, you will be spending your summer in a fleet-side cellar, and I shall be forced to sell my spectacles to pay for your bread and water.”

Arthur sighed, a sound of profound, unearned melancholy. “It was a very unlucky hand, Elara. The man has the devil’s own luck. And he’s an Earl. One would think an Earl would have better things to do than fleece a simple country gentleman of his last few thousand pounds.”

“Julian Thorne is not a man who ‘fleeces,’” Elara snapped, her eyes returning to the doors. “He is a man who harvests. And he is currently harvesting our family’s remains. Now, be a dear and go spill that champagne on someone influential. I need the gallery clear for three minutes.”

“Three minutes? Elara, you’re a lady, not a housebreaker.”

“Tonight,” she said, adjusting the silk ribbon of her mask with a snap, “I am both.”

She didn’t wait for his reply. Stepping into the shadows of the gallery, Elara slipped through the doors as the orchestra struck up a particularly boisterous quadrille. The noise of the ballroom vanished, replaced by the heavy, muffled silence of the Earl’s private wing.

The library was exactly as the Vesper would have described it in one of her pamphlets: a tomb for the living, lined with the leather-bound egos of men who believed their pedigrees made them immortal. It smelled of beeswax, old parchment, and the lingering, crisp scent of sandalwood—a scent that made the hair on the back of Elara’s neck stand up before she even saw him.

She didn’t head for the desk. She knew Julian Thorne. He was a man of order, a man who kept his most precious weapons close. She went straight for the small, innocuous safe tucked behind a portrait of a very grim-looking ancestor.

Her fingers were steady. She had spent three hours practicing the mechanism on a similar model in a locksmith’s shop in Cheapside, claiming she’d lost the key to her “charity box.”

Click.

The door swung open. Elara reached inside, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. Her fingers brushed parchment. She pulled out a bundle of slips—Arthur’s messy, desperate scrawl on the vowels that had signed away the Vance estate.

“I believe,” a voice like velvet-wrapped steel said from the darkness, “that the penalty for theft is significantly higher than the penalty for a bad hand at whist.”

Elara froze. The parchment felt like a brand against her palm.

Slowly, she turned.

Julian Thorne, the Earl of Blackwood, was silhouetted against the floor-to-ceiling windows, the moonlight catching the harsh, handsome planes of his face. He wasn’t wearing a mask. He didn’t need one. His face was already a masterpiece of impassive cruelty. He was leaning against a high-backed chair, his arms crossed over a waistcoat that probably cost more than Elara’s entire dowry.

“Lord Blackwood,” Elara said. She took a breath, summoning the stutter, the camouflage that had kept her safe for three seasons. “I—I was merely... searching for a b-book. The h-heat in the ballroom was quite... op-p-pressive.”

Julian stepped into the light. He was taller than he looked in the House of Lords, and twice as intimidating when he wasn’t surrounded by fusty old dukes. “A book. In my private safe. Behind a portrait of my great-uncle Barnaby.” He tilted his head, his dark eyes tracking the movement of her hand as she tried to tuck the vowels into the folds of her skirt. “Is it a very small book, Lady Elara? Or perhaps a very thin one?”

Elara felt the heat rise to her cheeks—not the blush of a maiden, but the fire of a woman who was tired of being hunted. She dropped the stutter. It was a useless shield against a man who looked at the world as if it were a ledger to be balanced.

“It is a very expensive book, My Lord,” she said, her voice clear and biting. “And it belongs to my family. Or at least, it shouldn’t belong to yours.”

Julian’s eyebrows twitched—the closest he ever came to a look of surprise. “No stutter? How disappointing. I was beginning to find the rhythmic hesitation rather soothing. It’s a pity the wit behind it is so... criminal.”

He walked toward her, each step measured and predatory. Elara didn’t back away. She couldn’t. The ancestor’s portrait was pressing into her spine.

“Give them to me,” he said, reaching out a large, well-manicured hand.

“No.” Elara clutched the vowels tighter. “You won these from a man who wasn’t in his right mind. Arthur was half-drunk and three-quarters desperate.”

“Being a fool is not a legal defense for debt, Lady Elara. If it were, the House of Lords would be empty.” Julian was close now—close enough that she could see the silver flecks in his irises. “I am a man of my word. Your brother gave his word. I am simply holding him to the valuation he placed on his own honor.”

“Honor?” Elara scoffed, her mask slipping as her indignation flared. “You speak of honor while you sit in wait like a spider, catching broken men in your web so you can add their acreage to your own? You are not an Earl, My Lord. You are a debt collector with a better tailor.”

Julian’s eyes darkened, but he didn’t flinch. Instead, he leaned in, his voice dropping to a dangerous, intimate murmur. “And you are a wallflower who has spent three years pretending to be a simpleton while sharpening your tongue on the reputations of your betters. Tell me, does the ‘Mute Miss Vance’ know that her sister-in-ink, The Vesper, is currently standing in my library with her hand in my safe?”

The blood drained from Elara’s face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t you?” Julian reached out, but instead of taking the papers, he took her hand. He turned it over, exposing the faint, stubborn smudge of ink on the side of her middle finger. “The Vesper uses a very specific blend of lampblack and indigo. It’s quite distinctive. And quite hard to wash off after a long night of writing seditious nonsense about the Cabinet.”

Elara’s breath hitched. She was caught. Not just as a thief, but as a radical. A woman who wrote for the public. A woman who would be social carrion if the truth ever came out.

“What do you want?” she whispered.

“At the moment?” Julian’s gaze dropped to her mouth, and for a terrifying second, Elara thought he might actually kiss her just to prove he could. “I want my vowels back. And then I want to decide exactly how much your silence is worth to me.”

“It’s not for sale,” she snapped, though her voice lacked its earlier steel.

“Everything is for sale, Elara. That is the one rule of the—”

The sound of the library door handle turning was like a gunshot.

“Lord Blackwood? Julian? Are you in here? I could have sworn I saw a glimmer of light...”

The voice belonged to Mrs. Chillingworth. Mrs. Chillingworth, whose primary occupation was the destruction of reputations and whose secondary hobby was the delivery of those ruins to the morning papers.

Elara looked at Julian. Panic, cold and sharp, flooded her chest. If they were found like this—in the dark, alone, with a safe open—there would be no stuttering her way out of it. Her life would be over. Arthur’s life would be over.

Julian’s reaction was instantaneous. He didn’t push her away. He didn’t hide the papers.

He grabbed her waist and pulled her flush against his chest, his other hand coming up to cradle the back of her head.

“What are you—” Elara started, but the words were lost as he buried his face in the crook of her neck, his breath hot against her skin.

“Collar me,” he hissed against her ear. “Now.”

“What?”

“Wrap your arms around my neck and look devastated. Now, Elara!”

She obeyed by instinct. Her arms flew up, her fingers tangling in the silk of his cravat, her body molded against the hard, unyielding line of his.

The door swung wide.

Mrs. Chillingworth stood in the threshold, her candle held aloft like a torch in a dark cave. Her mouth dropped open, her eyes widening behind her spectacles.

“Oh!” the woman gasped. “Oh, my heavens. Lord Blackwood? I... I had no idea. I was merely looking for the—”

Julian didn’t pull away immediately. He let the silence stretch, let the image burn into the woman’s retinas. Then, with a sigh of exaggerated frustration, he slowly disentangled himself from Elara, though he kept one arm firmly around her waist, tucking her into his side. Elara buried her face in his shoulder, partially to hide her expression and partially because she was fairly certain she was about to faint.

“Mrs. Chillingworth,” Julian said, his voice a masterpiece of bored aristocratic irritation. “Is there a particular reason you are patrolling my private quarters with a light? I was under the impression I was hosting a ball, not an inquest.”

“I... I am so sorry, My Lord,” the gossip stuttered, her gaze darting between Julian’s disheveled hair and Elara’s hidden face. “I didn’t realize... that is, I hadn’t heard that you and Lady Elara were... quite so...”

“Quite so what?” Julian challenged, his grip on Elara tightening. “Quite so devoted? I suppose a secret is only a secret until someone carries a candle into a dark room. I had hoped to wait until the end of the Season to announce our betrothal, but it seems your curiosity has outpaced my discretion.”

Elara’s heart stopped. She felt the word betrothal vibrate through Julian’s chest and settle in her own lungs like lead.

“Betrothal?” Mrs. Chillingworth squeaked, her face lighting up with the frantic joy of a woman who had just found a diamond in a dung heap. “An engagement? Between a Thorne and a Vance? Oh, the ton will be absolutely... they will be stunned! It’s quite the romantic reconciliation, isn’t it? Ending the feud with a ring!”

“Quite,” Julian said, his voice clipping the word short. “Now, if you would be so kind as to return to the ballroom and keep this to yourself for at least another ten minutes? I should like to compose myself before the stampede begins.”

“Of course! Of course, My Lord. My lips are sealed!”

The door slammed shut, followed by the frantic, muffled patter of retreating footsteps.

Silence reclaimed the library.

Elara didn’t move. She couldn’t. She was still trapped in the circle of Julian’s arm, her head resting against his heart, which was beating with a steady, terrifying calm.

“You can let go now,” she whispered into his waistcoat.

“I could,” Julian agreed, his voice low and vibrating. “But I suspect if I do, you will either fall over or attempt to stab me with a letter opener. And I’ve had quite enough excitement for one evening.”

He released her slowly. Elara stumbled back, her hand flying to her throat. She felt as though the air in the room had been replaced by something thicker, something harder to breathe.

“Betrothal?” she hissed, the word coming out as a strangled accusation. “You told that woman we were engaged? Do you have any idea what you’ve done? By tomorrow morning, it will be in every parlor from Mayfair to Cheapside! My brother will expect a dowry we don’t have, and your political allies will think you’ve lost your mind!”

Julian didn’t look bothered. He walked back to the safe, casually picked up the vowels she had dropped in the scuffle, and tucked them into his breast pocket.

“I know exactly what I’ve done, Lady Elara,” he said, turning to face her. The moonlight made him look like something carved from marble—beautiful, cold, and utterly immovable. “I have just saved your reputation, your brother’s life, and my own political standing in one breath.”

“By lying!”

“By creating a temporary necessity.” Julian stepped toward her again. “Mrs. Chillingworth would have seen those papers in your hand within five seconds. She would have seen the open safe. You would have been in the hulks, and I would have been the Earl who let a wallflower rob him blind. That was not an option.”

“So we just... we just tell everyone it was a mistake?” Elara asked, her voice trembling. “We say she misunderstood?”

“No.” Julian’s eyes locked onto hers. “Mrs. Chillingworth does not ‘misunderstand.’ She publishes. If we deny it now, we both look like liars and fools. And I do not like being either.”

“Then what?”

Julian reached into his pocket and pulled out the vowels. He held them up, the parchment ghostly in the light.

“You want these back,” he said. “And I want a wife who can navigate a ballroom without making people wonder if she’s about to have a seizure. I need a woman with a mind sharp enough to keep my enemies at bay and a tongue that knows when to stay silent. Apparently, you have both.”

Elara stared at him. “You’re serious.”

“I am always serious. It is my greatest flaw.” He took another step, invading her personal space until she was forced to look up at him. “Here is the wager, Elara. You will play the part of my fiancée for the remainder of the Season. You will attend every ball, every breakfast, and every tedious garden party at my side. You will look at me with something approaching affection, and you will ensure that the name ‘Thorne’ is associated with grace rather than scandal.”

“And in return?”

“In return,” Julian said, his voice dropping to a silken threat, “I will hold these vowels. I will not call them in. I will pay your brother’s most pressing debts. And I will forget that I ever saw ink on your fingers.”

“And at the end of the Season?”

“We shall discover a ‘mutual incompatibility,’” Julian said with a shrug. “We will part ways. You will have your family’s land, and I will have my political seat secured by the image of a settled, respectable man.”

Elara looked at the papers in his hand. She looked at the man who held her entire world in his palm.

“And if I refuse?”

Julian’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes turned to flint. “Then I walk back into that ballroom. I tell Mrs. Chillingworth that you were caught attempting to rob me. I hand your brother over to the bailiffs tonight. And I make it my personal mission to ensure that ‘The Vesper’ is unmasked and hounded out of England.”

The silence in the library was absolute. Outside, the muffled sound of a waltz began—a light, cheerful tune that felt like a mockery.

Elara realized she was shaking. Not with fear, but with a cold, crystalline fury. Julian Thorne wasn’t just an Earl; he was a master of the board, and he had just moved his queen into position.

“You are a monster,” she whispered.

“I am an Earl,” he corrected softly. “The two are rarely mutually exclusive.”

He held out his hand. Not for the papers, but for her.

“Do we have an agreement, Lady Elara? Or shall I call for the carriage to take your brother to Newgate?”

Elara looked at his hand. She thought of Arthur’s desperate face. She thought of her mother’s ruined legacy. She thought of the ink on her fingers and the fire in her heart.

She reached out and placed her hand in his. His skin was warm, his grip firm and possessive.

“We have an agreement,” she said, her voice like glass.

“Excellent.” Julian leaned down, his lips brushing the back of her hand in a gesture that was technically polite but felt like a brand. “Smile, Elara. We have a ballroom full of people to deceive. And I should hate for our first night as a betrothed couple to be anything less than... convincing.”

He tucked her arm into his, his posture shifting instantly into that of a doting, proud suitor. As they walked toward the doors, Elara felt the weight of the lie settle onto her shoulders.

“One thing, Julian,” she said, her voice barely a whisper as they reached the threshold.

“Yes?”

“I am a very good writer. I hope you’re prepared for the ending I give this story.”

Julian let out a short, sharp bark of a laugh—the first genuine sound she had heard from him. “My dear, I am the one holding the pen. You are merely the ink.”

“We shall see,” Elara murmured.

And as the doors swung open and the light of a thousand candles hit them, Lady Elara Vance stepped into the glare of the ton, her head high, her stutter gone, and her heart set on a wager she had no intention of losing.

The ballroom erupted in a sea of whispers as they descended the stairs. Elara could see Mrs. Chillingworth in the center of a huddle of dowagers, her hands moving frantically as she spread the news.

Julian’s grip on her arm was like a band of iron. He leaned down, his breath tickling her ear. “Look happy, Elara. You’ve just caught the most eligible bachelor in London. Try to look as though it wasn’t a death sentence.”

“I am trying,” she hissed back, her face fixed in a mask of radiant joy. “But it’s difficult when my fiancé smells like a debtor’s prison and arrogance.”

“Sandalwood and success,” he corrected smoothly. “Now, smile. Here comes your brother.”

Arthur was weaving through the crowd, his face a mask of utter bewilderment. He reached them, his eyes darting between their joined arms.

“Julian? Elara? What is—the whole room is talking. They’re saying... they’re saying you’re engaged?”

Julian stepped forward, his expression the picture of a man who had finally found peace. “It’s true, Arthur. Your sister has finally agreed to put me out of my misery. I hope we can count on your blessing?”

Arthur looked at Elara. She gave him a tiny, imperceptible nod.

“I... I... of course!” Arthur blurted out, a look of immense relief washing over his face as he realized the bailiffs wouldn’t be knocking tomorrow. “Marvelous! Truly marvelous! I always knew there was a... a spark between you two!”

“A conflagration,” Elara muttered under her breath.

“Come,” Julian said, ignoring her. “Let us dance. I believe the orchestra is playing a waltz. It would be a shame to waste it.”

He led her onto the floor. The crowd parted like the Red Sea, eyes boring into them from every side. Julian took her hand and placed his other on her waist, pulling her closer than was strictly necessary for a public dance.

As they began to turn, Elara looked up at him. The Ice Earl was gone, replaced by a man who looked down at her with a warmth that was terrifyingly convincing.

“You’re very good at this,” she said as they spun.

“I told you,” Julian replied, his eyes locked on hers. “I am always serious. And I have a great deal riding on this performance.”

“As do I.”

“Then don’t step on my toes, Elara. It would ruin the illusion of our perfect harmony.”

“I’ll try,” she said, her eyes flashing. “But I make no promises about your heart.”

Julian’s grip tightened for a fraction of a second. “My heart is not part of the wager, Lady Elara. It was lost long before you ever picked up a pen.”

The waltz swirled around them, a dizzying blur of light and sound. In that moment, surrounded by the enemies of her family and the man who held her future in his hands, Elara Vance realized that the game had only just begun. And as she looked into Julian Thorne’s dark, fathomless eyes, she knew that by the time the Season was over, one of them would be ruined—and it wouldn’t be her.

The music reached its crescendo. Julian spun her one last time, bringing her to a halt in the center of the room. The silence that followed was heavy with expectation.

Julian leaned down and kissed her cheek—a light, chaste brush of lips that felt like a declaration of war.

“To the Season, Elara,” he whispered.

“To the wager,” she replied.

And as the ton broke into a storm of applause and gossip, the wallflower and the Earl stood together, the perfect picture of a lie that was about to become the truth.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of forced congratulations and acidic smiles. Every time Elara felt her resolve falter, she felt the pressure of Julian’s hand on hers, a constant reminder of the cage she had stepped into.

When they finally reached the Vance carriage, Arthur was already inside, snoring softly, oblivious to the fact that his sister had just sold her soul to save his hide.

Julian stood at the carriage door, the moonlight silvering his hair.

“I will call on you at eleven tomorrow,” he said, his voice back to its usual cool command. “We have a ride in the Park. It is essential that we are seen together in the light of day.”

“I shall be ready,” Elara said, her hand on the carriage door. “Though I can’t promise I won’t have developed a sudden illness.”

“I am an Earl, Elara. I have a very good physician. He specializes in sudden illnesses caused by cold feet.”

He stepped back, tipping his hat.

“Goodnight, Lady Elara. Dream of contracts and ink.”

“Goodnight, Lord Blackwood. Dream of whatever it is monsters dream of.”

As the carriage pulled away, Elara leaned back against the squabs and closed her eyes. Her fingers still tingled where he had touched her. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, crumpled piece of paper she had managed to snag from his desk in the chaos—a scrap of a ledger.

She looked at it in the dim light of the carriage lamp. It wasn’t a debt note. It was a list of names—men in the Cabinet, with notes beside each one.

A smile touched her lips.

Julian Thorne thought he had bought a wallflower. He thought he had trapped a Vesper.

But as the carriage rattled through the dark streets of London, Elara Vance knew one thing for certain: she hadn’t just entered a fake engagement. She had just found her best story yet.

And she was going to write every single word of it.

The next morning, the sun rose over a London that was already humming with the news. From the kitchens of Mayfair to the clubs of St. James, the story was the same: the Ice Earl had been thawed by the Mute Miss Vance.

In her small, cramped bedroom, Elara sat at her desk, her spectacles perched on her nose. She dipped her pen into the ink—the specific blend of lampblack and indigo—and began to write.

“They say that when the lion and the lamb lie down together, it is a sign of the end of days. But in the case of a certain Earl and a certain wallflower, one must wonder: which one has the sharper teeth?”

She paused, looking out at the waking city.

The wager was on. The game was set.

And Lady Elara Vance was ready to play.
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Chapter 2: The Terms of Surrender
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The morning sun in Mayfair did not so much rise as it did cross-examine. It filtered through the towering windows of Blackwood House with a clinical, unforgiving brightness that seemed specifically designed to highlight the frayed lace of Elara’s sleeve and the frantic state of her nerves.

Elara stood in the center of the Earl’s library—a room that felt more like a fortress than a place of study—and waited. She had been waiting for precisely seven minutes, which was just long enough to realize that Julian Thorne’s taste in decor was as intimidating as his taste in women was apparently non-existent. The walls were lined with leather-bound volumes that looked as though they hadn’t been opened since the Restoration, and the air smelled of floor wax, old money, and the lingering, sharp scent of the Earl’s preferred sandalwood soap.

“Do sit down, Lady Elara. You are vibrating with such intensity that I fear for the structural integrity of my floorboards.”

Elara didn’t jump, though it was a near thing. Julian had entered from a side door, moved with the silent, predatory grace of a man who never stumbled over his own feet. He was dressed for the morning in a coat of charcoal superfine that fit his shoulders with offensive precision. He held a copy of the Morning Post in one hand and a cup of black coffee in the other.

“I would rather stand,” Elara said, her voice only slightly thinner than she would have liked. “It makes it easier to flee when you inevitably reveal your horns and cloven hooves.”

Julian moved toward his massive mahogany desk, his expression a masterpiece of aristocratic boredom. “A common misconception. If I had horns, I should find it impossible to wear my hats, and cloven hooves are notoriously difficult to fit into bench-made boots.” He gestured toward the newspaper. “Have you seen the headlines? Or does your family not subscribe to the chronicles of their own destruction?”

Elara felt the heat rise to her cheeks. “I am well aware of what the papers are saying. My brother has spent the morning alternating between weeping into his ale and trying to calculate if your dowry—should it exist—will cover his outstanding tab at White’s.”

Julian sat, leaning back in his chair with a fluidity that made Elara feel even more like a stiff, wooden puppet. “Arthur is a visionary. A deluded one, but a visionary nonetheless. However, we are not here to discuss your brother’s imaginative accounting. We are here to discuss the fact that, as of ten o’clock this morning, the ton believes I have finally succumbed to a moment of madness and pledged my life to a woman who hides behind spectacles and a manufactured stammer.”

“It is not manufactured,” Elara lied, the habit of the stutter itching at the back of her throat.

“Oh, please. Spare me the performance. We are behind closed doors, and I have already seen the viper behind the velvet.” Julian tossed the newspaper onto the desk. The headline was large enough to be read from across the room: THE ICE EARL THAWS: A SECRET BETROTHAL IN THE DARK. “You are the most dangerous woman in London, Elara. Not because of your beauty—which you hide with remarkable diligence—but because of that mind of yours. It is a pity you use it primarily for theft and sedition.”

Elara took two steps toward the desk, her hands clenched at her sides. “I am not a thief. I was reclaiming what was stolen from my family by a man who knows nothing of mercy.”

“Mercy is a luxury for those who can afford it. Your family is currently bankrupt of both coin and character.” Julian reached into a drawer and pulled out a thin, leather-bound ledger. He flipped it open with a snap. “Let us speak of numbers. They are so much cleaner than emotions, don’t you think?”

“I think you use numbers to hide the fact that you don’t have a heart.”

“A heart is a liability in a business transaction. And make no mistake, Elara, this is a transaction.” He tapped a finger against a page. “Your brother owes my estate fifteen thousand pounds. That is just the whist debt from last night. It does not account for the mortgage on Vance Hall, which my father bought ten years ago, or the three thousand pounds in vowels currently circulating through the less reputable clubs of St. James, all of which I have recently acquired.”

Elara felt the room tilt. Fifteen thousand? She knew it was bad, but Arthur’s “little run of bad luck” was a catastrophe. “You bought his debts? All of them?”

“I like to keep my enemies on a short leash,” Julian said smoothly. “And at the moment, the Vance family leash is pinned firmly to my desk. If I so much as twitch my finger, your brother goes to Newgate, your home is razed to the ground, and you are left to find work as a governess for a family that will undoubtedly find your ‘stutter’ as irritating as I do.”

The threat was delivered with the same tone one might use to discuss the weather. Elara felt a spark of pure, unadulterated hatred flare in her chest, and with it, the cold clarity that always came when she was writing her pamphlets.

“You need this as much as I do,” she said, her voice dropping to a low, dangerous level. “Don’t pretend this is all for my benefit. You are the ‘Ice Earl.’ You are seen as cold, calculating, and fundamentally unlikable. The Prince Regent is looking for a new Minister of Trade, and he prefers men who are ‘settled.’ A rogue might be charming, but a bachelor who looks like he’s calculating the tax on a smile is a political risk. You need a wife to humanize you. You need a woman who can make the ton believe that there is a soul somewhere beneath that waistcoat.”

Julian’s eyes narrowed. For a moment, the mask of boredom slipped, revealing a flash of genuine irritation. “You have a very high opinion of your own utility.”

“And you have a very low opinion of my intelligence. You didn’t just claim an engagement to save my reputation, Julian. You saw an opportunity. A Vance for a Thorne. A blood-feud ended. It’s a fairy tale for the masses. It makes you look merciful. It makes you look... lovable.”

Julian let out a short, sharp bark of a laugh. “Lovable? My dear, I have no desire to be lovable. I want to be respected. But you are correct about the Prince. He has a soft spot for romantic reconciliations. He finds them ‘moving.’ If I appear to have ended a decade-long feud with a kiss, my path to the Cabinet is cleared of several very tedious obstacles.”

“Then we are agreed,” Elara said, moving toward the door. “We will play the part. We will be the talk of the Season. And as soon as the Prince gives you that appointment, we will discover we are ‘ill-suited’ and go our separate ways.”

“Not so fast.” Julian stood up, his height suddenly a physical weight in the room. He walked around the desk, stopping just inches from her. “There is the matter of your... extracurricular activities.”

Elara’s heart did a slow, heavy roll. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“The Vesper,” Julian whispered, the name sounding like a caress and a threat all at once. “I spent my morning re-reading the pamphlet from three weeks ago. The one titled ‘The Arrogance of the Cold: A Study in Thorne Logic.’ It was a particularly biting critique of my speech on the Corn Laws. The author mentioned a specific quote I gave in a private committee meeting—a quote I only gave to three other men.”

Elara held her breath.

“I wondered how a common satirist could have heard it,” Julian continued, his gaze drifting to her ink-stained finger. “Until I remembered that Arthur Vance was serving as the secretary for that committee. And Arthur Vance has a sister who is notoriously ‘quiet,’ a woman who spends her evenings tucked away in libraries, invisible to everyone. Invisible enough to read a brother’s notes, perhaps?”

“It was a very good critique,” Elara murmured, the Vesper’s pride overriding her common sense. “Your stance on the export duties was intellectually bankrupt.”

Julian leaned in closer. She could smell the coffee and the sandalwood, a combination that was dizzyingly masculine. “It was brilliant. It was also seditious. If I were to hand you over to the authorities, Elara, your brother’s debts would be the least of your worries.”

“But you won’t,” she said, looking him dead in the eye. “Because a man who marries a seditionist looks like a fool, and we’ve already established that you hate being a fool.”

Julian looked at her for a long, silent moment. A strange, flickering light appeared in his eyes—not anger, but something that looked uncomfortably like respect. He reached out, his thumb grazing the line of her jaw. The touch was light, but it felt like a brand.

“You have a sharp tongue, Lady Elara. I suggest you keep it tucked away when we are in public. The ton expects a wallflower, not a viper.”

“And the ton expects a gentleman, Julian. I suggest you try to remember how to pretend you have a soul.” She stepped back, breaking the contact. “I will agree to your wager. I will be your fiancée. I will be the silent, doting pearl at your side. I will ensure the Prince sees exactly what he wants to see.”

“And in return?” Julian asked, his voice low.

“In return,” Elara said, her eyes flashing, “you will do more than just hold the debts. You will pay them. In full. Every penny Arthur owes, plus the mortgage on Vance Hall. And you will do it by the first of July.”

Julian’s lip curled into a faint, predatory smile. “July? That’s barely two months away. You’re asking for a fortune, Elara.”

“I am asking for the price of my freedom. And for yours. If I am to be the woman who humanizes the ‘Ice Earl,’ I expect to be compensated for the emotional labor. It is a very difficult role to play.”

Julian laughed—a real, rich sound that vibrated in the small space between them. “Emotional labor? You are a mercenary, Elara Vance. It is a pity we are enemies. We might have made a formidable team.”

“We are a team, Julian. A fake one. But a team nonetheless.”

He held out his hand. “By the first of July, then. If you can keep your stutter in place and your pamphlets in the drawer, the Vance debts will be cleared. You will have your estate, and I will have my Cabinet seat.”

Elara looked at his hand—large, powerful, and the only thing standing between her and ruin. She placed her own hand in his. His grip was firm, his skin warm, and for a terrifying second, she felt a pull toward him that had nothing to do with debts or ledgers.

“I will be your fiancée, My Lord,” she said, her voice steady. “But make no mistake. I will never be your fool.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Julian replied, his grip tightening for a fraction of a second before he let her go. “Now, go home and practice your adoring gaze. We have a ride in the Park at four, and I expect you to look as though you’ve just been handed the keys to the kingdom.”

“I’ll try,” Elara said, moving toward the door. “But don’t be surprised if I look like I’ve just been handed a death warrant instead. It’s a very similar expression.”

As she slipped out of the library and into the hall, Elara felt the weight of the contract settle onto her shoulders. She had saved Arthur. She had saved her home. But as she stepped out into the blinding London sun, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had just invited a wolf into the fold—and that by July, there might not be anything left of her heart to save.

Inside the library, Julian Thorne stood by the window, watching her carriage pull away. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small scrap of paper he had found on his desk after she left—a scrap of a ledger with his own notes on it.

He looked at her handwriting, then at the smudge of ink on his own thumb from where he had touched her jaw.

“A viper in the velvet,” he whispered to the empty room. “This Season is going to be far more interesting than I anticipated.”

He sat back down at his desk and picked up his pen. But for the first time in his life, the numbers in his ledger didn’t seem quite so clean. They seemed, in fact, to be written in lampblack and indigo.



The carriage ride back to the Vance townhouse was a blur of cognitive dissonance. Elara leaned her head against the cool glass of the window, watching the fashionable world go by. To everyone outside, she was the luckiest girl in England. She was the girl who had caught the Earl of Blackwood, the man every debutante had sighed over and every mother had schemed for.

But Elara knew the truth. She was a bird in a gilded cage, and the man who held the key was currently calculating the interest on her soul.

“Elara! Elara, thank God!”

Arthur met her at the door, looking as though he had aged ten years since the night before. His cravat was a disaster, and his eyes were bloodshot. “Is it true? Did he... did he agree? Are we saved?”

Elara looked at her brother—the man she had spent her life protecting, the man whose weakness was now her cage. “We are saved, Arthur. For now.”

“Oh, thank the heavens! I knew you could do it. I knew he’d listen to reason!”

“He didn’t listen to reason, Arthur. He listened to leverage.” Elara pushed past him, heading for the stairs. “And from now on, you are to stay away from the clubs. You are to stay away from the cards. If you so much as look at a pair of dice before July, I will personally hand you over to the bailiffs.”

“Of course, of course! Anything you say!” Arthur followed her up the stairs like a chastened puppy. “But Elara... the engagement... you’re not really going to marry him, are you? I mean, he’s a Thorne. And he’s... well, he’s a bit of a cold fish, isn’t he?”

Elara stopped at her bedroom door and turned to look at him. “He is a shark, Arthur. Not a fish. And I am currently the only thing keeping him from eating you alive. So you will play your part, and I will play mine.”
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