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Chapter 1 – A Most Unscientific Encounter
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The Atropa belladonna was, in Elara’s expert opinion, far better company than a Duke with a wandering hand or a Countess with a penchant for discussing the seasonal price of Brussels lace. The plant sat in its ornate ceramic pot, its dark, bell-shaped flowers drooping with a lethal kind of grace. It was poisonous, unapologetic, and, most importantly, silent.

Elara Vance adjusted her spectacles, which had begun to fog in the humid, earth-scented air of the Cavendish conservatory. Behind her, the muffled strains of a quadrille drifted through the glass doors, accompanied by the high-pitched trill of Lady Featherington’s laugh—a sound that could likely shatter a specimen jar at fifty paces.

"One small cutting," Elara whispered to the foliage. "You are wasted on the Duke. He thinks you’re a decorative lily. I, on the other hand, intend to document your every toxic property."

She reached into the hidden pocket of her silk skirts and retrieved a small, silver-handled pair of shears. She was not a thief by nature—her father’s disastrous reputation had left her with a desperate, clinging need for propriety—but botanical science required sacrifices. If the Duke of Cavendish insisted on importing rare Mediterranean nightshade and then neglecting it in a corner behind a row of overgrown ferns, he deserved to have it liberated.

The steel blades glinted under the moonlight filtering through the glass dome. Just as Elara positioned the shears against the stem, a shadow detached itself from a nearby pillar.

"The nightshade is a bold choice for a boutonnière, though I suspect it might clash with your dress."

Elara jumped, her shears clattering against the ceramic pot with a sound like a gunshot. She whipped around, pressing her back against the plant stand, her heart attempting to vacate her ribs.

Standing in the shadows was a man who looked like he had been meticulously designed to provoke a scandal. Julian Thorne, the Earl of Relth, leaned against a marble plinth with an air of profound, practiced boredom. His cravat was tied with a reckless perfection, and his dark hair was just tousled enough to suggest he had recently been doing something he shouldn't.

"Lord Relth," Elara said, her voice regaining its crisp, academic edge despite the frantic rhythm in her chest. "I wasn't aware this conservatory had been designated as a smoking room for the disillusioned."

Julian stepped into the light, his gaze sweeping over her with a lazy, devastating intelligence. He didn't look at her face first; he looked at the shears in her hand, then at the plant. "It hasn't. But it is the only place in this house where one isn't subjected to my mother’s list of eligible heiresses. I find the nightshade less predatory."

"If you’re looking for sanctuary, you’ve picked the wrong alcove," Elara said, tucking the shears back into her pocket. "I was just... inspecting the Duke's horticulture."

"With a sharp instrument?" Julian tilted his head. "In my experience, ladies usually inspect flowers with their fans, not with a mind for dismemberment. Are you a secret gardener, Lady Elara? Or are you simply planning to poison the punch bowl? Because if it’s the latter, I have a list of names I’d be happy to contribute."

"I am a botanist," she corrected, stepping around him to make her exit. "And I find your cynicism as tedious as the ballroom. If you’ll excuse me."

"I wouldn't go that way," Julian said, his tone shifting just enough to make her stop. He didn't move, but the casual slouch vanished. "Unless you particularly want to meet Lord Sterling. He’s currently standing by the entrance to the rose garden, looking like a man who has finally found a way to call in a very large debt."

Elara froze. The name Sterling acted like a bucket of ice water down her spine. "How do you know about Sterling?"

Julian pushed off the plinth, his movements fluid and predatory. "I make it my business to know which sharks are circling the ballroom. Sterling has been boasting about his recent acquisition of certain... Vance family interests. He seemed quite confident that you would be receptive to his 'generous' offer of marriage tonight."

"Generous," Elara spat the word. "He wants the mineral rights to my family’s land. He’s been hounding my father for months, and now that my father is... unwell, he thinks he can corner me like a trapped fox."

"A fox with shears," Julian noted, standing a little too close. The scent of sandalwood and expensive brandy clung to him. "A formidable opponent, to be sure. But Sterling isn't playing a game of gardening. He’s playing a game of reputation. If he finds you alone in here, he’ll have you compromised before the musicians hit their next note. A forced marriage would be a very efficient way to settle your father’s accounts."

Elara gripped the fabric of her skirts. Her mind raced, calculating variables, seeking a logical exit. "I can just go back through the main doors. I’ll stay in the light. He won't dare cause a scene in front of the Duchess."

"Sterling doesn't need a scene. He only needs a witness," Julian countered. "And he’s brought two. His cousins are currently 'admiring' the ferns near the exit. They’re a well-coordinated pack."

The heat of the conservatory suddenly felt oppressive. Elara looked at the glass walls, the lush, green prison she had walked into. She was a woman of science, of facts, and the fact was that she was ruined if Sterling caught her. Her sister, Penelope, would never have a chance at a decent life. The Vance name, already tarnished by her father’s gambling and his ill-advised pursuit of a woman who had bled him dry, would vanish into the mud.

"Why are you telling me this?" Elara asked, her eyes narrowing behind her spectacles. "You aren't exactly known for your altruism, Lord Relth. Last I heard, you were too busy breaking hearts in Brighton to care about the plight of a wallflower."

Julian’s mouth twisted into a ghost of a smile—sharp, mocking, and entirely lacking in warmth. "I’m not being altruistic, Lady Elara. I’m being selfish. My mother is currently approaching that door with the daughter of a cotton magnate who smells of lavender and desperation. If she finds me alone, I am a dead man. If she finds me with you..."

He paused, his eyes gleaming with a sudden, wicked light.

"If she finds us together," Elara whispered, "we’re both ruined."

"Not ruined," Julian corrected. "Engaged."

Elara stared at him. "You’ve clearly spent too much time in the sun. Or the brandy. I am a botanist with a bankrupt father and a reputation for being 'difficult.' You are an Earl who treats life like a tedious joke. We have nothing in common except our dislike for the current company."

"Exactly," Julian said, stepping closer. He reached out, his fingers hovering near her cheek before he thought better of it and tucked them behind his back. "Which is why it’s perfect. No one would believe the Earl of Relth would marry for love. They will think I’ve finally succumbed to a grand, scandalous passion. It’s the perfect deterrent. My mother will be so shocked she’ll go to her bed for a month, and Sterling won't touch you if he thinks he’s competing with the Thorne fortune."

"It’s a lie," Elara said, though her mind was already beginning to weave the possibilities. "A massive, public, unsustainable lie."

"Most of the ton is a lie, Elara. We’re just choosing a more interesting one."

Before she could respond, the sound of heavy footsteps crunched on the gravel path outside the conservatory. A shadow blocked the light from the rose garden entrance. Sterling.

"Lady Elara?" The voice was oily, thick with a proprietary confidence that made Elara’s skin crawl. "I know you’re in here. There’s no need to hide among the weeds."

Elara’s breath hitched. She looked at Julian. He was watching her, waiting for the logic to click into place. He didn't look like a savior; he looked like a man who had just handed her a vial of poison and told her it was the cure.

"You have ten seconds," Julian whispered. "Sterling, or me."

Elara thought of Penelope’s bright, hopeful face. She thought of her father, broken and confused in his chair. She thought of the nightshade.

"You," she breathed.

Julian didn't hesitate. He grabbed her waist, pulling her flush against him. Elara gasped, her hands instinctively flying up to rest on his chest. His heart was steady—too steady. It was the heart of a man who was used to playing for high stakes and winning.

"Make it look real," he murmured, his breath hot against her ear.

"I don't know how to—"

He didn't give her time to finish. He lowered his head, his lips hovering just an inch from hers, his nose brushing against hers in a gesture of intimate familiarity. To any observer, they were lost in each other.

The conservatory doors swung open with a bang.

"Elara! I really must insist—" Sterling’s voice cut off abruptly.

Elara kept her eyes shut, her hands clutching Julian’s lapels. She could feel the vibration of Julian’s low, mocking chuckle against her own chest.

"Lord Sterling," Julian said, his voice dripping with the effortless arrogance of a man who owned the room even when he was hiding in it. He didn't let Elara go; if anything, he tightened his grip, pulling her deeper into his shadow. "I wasn't aware the Duke had started giving tours of the conservatory during the private moments of his guests."

There was a long, suffocating silence. Elara risked a glance over Julian’s shoulder. Sterling stood there, his face a mottled purple, his fists clenched at his sides. Behind him, his two cousins looked like they had just walked into a wall.

"Relth," Sterling spat. "What is the meaning of this? Lady Elara is... she has obligations."

"Her only obligation at the moment is to me," Julian said. He turned his head slightly, his gaze raking over Sterling with a chilling indifference. "I don't believe I’ve ever seen a man look so disappointed to find a lady in the arms of her fiancé. It’s almost as if you had other plans for her tonight. Plans that didn't involve her consent."

"Fiancé?" Sterling’s voice climbed an octave. "That’s impossible. There has been no announcement. The Vance family is—"

"The Vance family is about to be joined with mine," Julian interrupted, his voice like velvet over steel. "The announcement was meant for tomorrow, but as you’ve been so kind as to intrude upon our privacy, I suppose the news can’t wait."

Elara felt the world tilt. She had expected Julian to shoo Sterling away, to imply a tryst, to give her a moment to escape. She had not expected him to burn the boats.

"Julian," she whispered, a warning in her voice.

"Hush, darling," he murmured, loud enough for Sterling to hear. "I know you wanted to keep it a secret a little longer, but the Earl of Sterling clearly has a passion for botanical news."

Sterling looked like he was about to have an apoplectic fit. "This won't stand. Your mother—"

"My mother will be delighted," Julian said, though his eyes told a very different story. "Now, if you’ll excuse us, Sterling, my fiancée has had quite a shock. Finding a man of your... stature lurking in the bushes is enough to give any lady the vapors."

"I am not—" Sterling started, but Julian simply turned his back on him, effectively erasing him from the room.

"Go, Sterling," Julian said over his shoulder. "Before I decide that your presence here constitutes a personal insult to my future Countess. And we both know how I handle insults."

The threat hung in the humid air, sharp and jagged. Sterling glared at Elara one last time—a look of pure, unadulterated venom—before he turned on his heel and marched out, his cousins trailing behind him like whipped dogs.

The moment the doors clicked shut, Elara shoved Julian away. She stumbled back, her hand flying to her throat.

"Are you insane?" she hissed. "Fiancé? You told him we were engaged! You told the biggest gossip in London that I am the future Countess of Relth!"

Julian straightened his waistcoat, the bored mask sliding back into place as if it had never been removed. "I believe I told him exactly what you agreed to. You said 'you,' Lady Elara. I simply took the most effective route to ensure he didn't follow you back to the ballroom."

"There is a difference between a distraction and a life sentence!" Elara paced the small space between the nightshade and a towering palm. "Do you have any idea what this means? My father will expect a settlement. Your mother will expect a wedding. And the ton will expect... they’ll expect me to be someone I’m not!"

"And what exactly are you not?" Julian asked, watching her with a clinical curiosity that made her want to throw a pot at his head.

"I am not a Countess!" she cried. "I am a woman who wants to be left alone in a laboratory. I don't want to manage a household or host garden parties or... or bear heirs!"

"Well, that’s a relief," Julian said, leaning back against the plinth. "Because I have no intention of providing any heirs. My brother was the one meant for the dynastic heavy lifting. I am merely the placeholder. If anything, your lack of interest in the role makes you the perfect candidate."

Elara stopped pacing. She looked at him—really looked at him. Underneath the arrogance and the bored Earl routine, there was something jagged. Something that didn't fit the golden image of the Thorne family.

"You really hate this, don't you?" she asked softly. "The whole thing. The title, the expectations, the people."

Julian’s eyes flashed with a brief, searing intensity before he hooded them. "I find it... repetitive. And a fake engagement to a brilliant, angry botanist is the first thing in three years that hasn't bored me to tears."

"I am not here for your entertainment, Relth."

"No," he agreed. "You are here to save your family. And I am here to save my sanity. It’s a transaction, Elara. Pure and simple. Logic, as you so fondly put it."

Elara looked down at her hands. They were trembling. She hated that they were trembling. She was Lady Elara Vance, the woman who could identify fifty species of fungi by sight. She was not a girl who got caught in a lie because a handsome Earl looked at her like she was an interesting puzzle.

"What happens tomorrow?" she asked.

"Tomorrow, I send a solicitor to Vance Manor to handle Sterling’s debts. And then, we begin the performance."

"And when does it end?"

Julian looked at the glass dome, at the cold, distant stars. "When it’s safe for you to be alone again. Or when I find a way to disappear without my mother having a stroke. Whichever comes first."

He offered his arm. "Shall we? The ballroom is waiting, and I suspect Sterling has already started the wildfire. We might as well give them a show."

Elara looked at the arm. It was a bridge to a future she had never imagined—a dangerous, complicated, glittering future. If she took it, she was no longer just the wallflower with the shears. She was a player in a game where the rules were written in whispers and the stakes were her heart.

"Wait," she said, reaching into her pocket.

She turned to the nightshade, snapped off a small, perfect cutting, and tucked it into her bodice.

"If I’m going to be a Countess," she said, meeting Julian’s startled gaze with a sharp look of her own, "I’m going to need my own weapons."

Julian laughed then—a real, genuine sound that startled the birds in the rafters. "God help the ton. They have no idea what’s coming."

He led her out of the conservatory and back toward the light. As they approached the double doors of the ballroom, the music seemed to swell, a crescendo of violins and cello that felt like an ultimatum.

The heat of the ballroom hit them first—the scent of hundreds of candles, expensive perfume, and the subtle, sharp tang of anticipation. The room was a sea of pastel silks and dark wool, but as they stepped onto the polished floor, the sea parted.

The whispering started almost immediately. It was a low, rhythmic sound, like the rustle of dry leaves before a storm. Heads turned, fans dropped, and for a moment, the dancing actually faltered.

Elara felt the weight of a hundred gazes. She felt the judgment, the confusion, and the sudden, sharp spike of envy from the debutantes. She felt like a specimen under a glass slide.

"Don't look at them," Julian murmured, his hand tightening on hers where it rested on his arm. "Look at me. You’re supposed to be in the throes of a scandalous passion, remember? Try to look like you don't want to dissect me."

"It’s a very difficult urge to suppress," she whispered back, though she did as he asked. She looked up at him, forcing her expression to soften, her lips to curve into a smile that she hoped looked like something other than a grimace.

"Better," he said. "Now, stay close. My mother is at two o'clock, and she looks like she’s about to declare war."

Lady Beatrice, the Dowager Countess of Relth, was a woman who navigated society like a dreadnought. She was draped in purple velvet that seemed to absorb the light around her, and her expression was one of frozen horror. Beside her stood a girl in a pale pink dress who was indeed smelling a sprig of lavender and looking as though she might faint.

"Julian!" Lady Beatrice’s voice carried over the music, a command that brought the rest of the room to a standstill. "What is the meaning of this? Lord Sterling has been telling the most outrageous—"

Julian didn't wait for her to finish. He led Elara right into the center of the floor, under the massive crystal chandelier. He looked around at the assembled aristocracy of England with an expression of supreme, effortless triumph.

"Mother," he said, his voice ringing out with a clarity that silenced the last of the violins. "I apologize for the delay in the formal announcement. But as the news has already begun to travel, I see no reason to wait."

He took Elara’s hand, lifting it to his lips. He didn't just kiss her knuckles; he pressed a lingering, deliberate kiss to the back of her hand, his eyes never leaving hers.

"It gives me the greatest pleasure to introduce you to Lady Elara Vance," Julian said, the iron in his voice brook no argument. "My future wife. And the next Countess of Relth."

The silence that followed was absolute.

Elara didn't look at Lady Beatrice. She didn't look at Sterling, who was watching from the edge of the crowd like a wolf in a waistcoat. She looked at Julian.

She saw the shadow of his lie. She saw the brilliance of his mask. And for the first time, she felt the terrifying, unscientific thrill of a variable she couldn't control.

"You’re quite good at this," she whispered under the cover of the sudden, explosive roar of conversation that erupted around them.

"At what? Saving damsels?"

"At lying."

"It’s a requirement of the peerage, Elara," he whispered back, his eyes dancing with a dangerous, dark amusement. "Right next to knowing which fork to use for the fish. Now, smile. We’ve just committed the scandal of the decade, and the night is still young."

Elara smiled, but as she looked out at the glittering, treacherous world of the ton, she felt the small, sharp cutting of the nightshade pressing against her skin.

It was a reminder. The game had begun, and in the world of the Earl of Relth, the most beautiful things were often the most deadly.

She wasn't just a wallflower anymore. She was a weapon. And she had a feeling she was going to need every bit of her poison to survive the man holding her hand.
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Chapter 2 – The Devil’s Contract
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The morning sun had the audacity to be cheerful, which Elara considered a personal affront. It streamed through the windows of the hired carriage, highlighting every frayed thread in her velvet pelisse and every dark circle beneath her eyes. She had spent the night staring at the ceiling of her bedroom, mentally cataloging the various ways a fake engagement to an Earl could result in her being sent to Bedlam, or worse, a nunnery in the Outer Hebrides.

By the time the carriage pulled up to the imposing marble steps of Relth House, Elara had moved past panic and settled into a state of cold, clinical resolve. If she was to be a sacrificial lamb on the altar of the Thorne family legacy, she would at least ensure the wool was of the finest quality.

The butler who opened the door was a man of such monumental dignity that Elara felt she should apologize for existing in his general vicinity.

"Lady Elara Vance to see the Earl of Relth," she said, her voice steady. "He is expecting me."

"His lordship is in the library, my lady. If you would follow me."

The house was a testament to the Thorne fortune—halls of echoing stone, portraits of ancestors who looked like they had never smiled a day in their lives, and enough gilding to blind a small army. It felt less like a home and more like a fortress.

When the butler opened the double mahogany doors to the library, the scent hit her first: old paper, leather, and the faint, lingering trail of Julian’s sandalwood soap.

Julian Thorne did not look like a man who had just set the gossip mills of London on fire. He was slumped in a large wingback chair, one leg draped carelessly over the arm, a cup of coffee held precously in his hand. He hadn't bothered with a coat; his linen shirt was open at the collar, and his hair looked like he had spent the morning trying to solve a complex mathematical theorem by rubbing his head against a wall.

"You’re late," he said, not bothering to look up. "I’ve already had two frantic missives from my solicitor and a bouquet of black roses from a woman who apparently thought we were destined for the altar. I’m quite certain she’s planning a dramatic swan dive into the Serpentine."

"I am precisely on time," Elara countered, closing the door behind her. "And if you’re referring to Lady Margaret, she’s far too fond of her own reflection to ruin it with pond water. Now, put your leg down. We have business."

Julian finally looked at her, his eyes hooded and dark. A slow, infuriatingly handsome smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Business. I do love it when you use your scientific voice, Elara. It makes me feel like a particularly interesting specimen of moss."

"Moss is productive. You are currently a decorative nuisance." Elara crossed the room and sat in the chair opposite him, pulling a folded piece of parchment from her reticule. "I spent the night drafting the terms of our arrangement. If we are to carry out this... farce, I require structure."

Julian groaned, dropping his leg and leaning forward. "Structure. Of course. Why simply lie to the world when we can create a bureaucratic nightmare out of it?"

"We are not just lying, Lord Relth. We are navigating a social minefield with a live explosive strapped to our reputations." She smoothed the parchment on the low table between them. "Item one: The financial settlement. You mentioned the Vance Manor debts. I require a bank draft by noon today to stop the foreclosure proceedings."

Julian waved a hand dismissively. "Done. My man of business is already at the bank. Your father’s creditors will be paid in full before the sun sets."

Elara felt a momentary tremor of relief, but she pushed it down. "Item two: The duration. This engagement shall last no longer than the end of the Season. Three months. On the final day, we shall announce a 'mutual and amicable' parting due to irreconcilable temperaments."

"Irreconcilable temperaments," Julian repeated, testing the words. "I like it. It sounds sophisticated. Much better than 'The Earl is a bore and the Lady prefers ferns.'"

"Item three," Elara continued, her voice tightening slightly. "The 'No-Touching' clause."

Julian paused, his coffee cup halfway to his lips. "The what?"

"Outside of necessary public displays—taking your arm at a ball, perhaps a brief hand-press at dinner—there is to be no physical contact. No... moonlight strolls that involve leaning, no lingering touches, and absolutely no kissing. My reputation is already on life support; I will not have it pronounced dead because you decide to practice your libertine charms on me."

Julian set his cup down slowly. He leaned forward, his gaze suddenly sharp enough to cut silk. "You’re worried I won't be able to keep my hands off you, Lady Elara?"

"I am worried that you won't know when the performance ends and the boredom begins," she snapped. "I’ve seen how you look at women, Relth. You treat attraction like a parlor trick. I am not a card to be palmed."

For a heartbeat, the banter vanished. The silence in the library grew heavy, charged with a strange, magnetic friction. Julian’s gaze dropped to her mouth, then flicked back to her eyes.

"Agreed," he said, his voice dropping an octave. "No touching. Unless, of course, the Duchess of Devonshire is watching. In which case, I might have to look at you with such longing that she forgets to blink for a week."

"You will look at me with the polite regard of a man who has made a sensible choice," Elara said firmly. "Nothing more."

"Sensible? Elara, I just claimed to be engaged to a woman who carries shears in her bodice and insults me before breakfast. There is nothing sensible about this. If I don't look like I’m hopelessly infatuated, they’ll see through us in an hour."

"Then you’d better find a way to act infatuated without moving your arms," she said. "Is that all?"

"Not quite." Julian stood up, pacing to the window. He looked out at the manicured garden, his shoulders stiffening. "Item four. My terms."

Elara blinked. "You have terms?"

"I am an Earl, not a charity. If I am to pay your debts and shield you from Sterling, I need something in return." He turned back to her, and the playful rake was gone. In his place was the man who had been raised to lead a dynasty he didn't want. "My mother is hosting a house party at Relth Park in two weeks. It’s a ten-day affair. Every ambitious mama in the four kingdoms will be there, including the woman she’s spent the last year trying to force down my throat."

"Lady Caroline?" Elara asked.

"Lady Caroline," Julian confirmed with a grimace. "She is the human equivalent of a sugar sculpture—ornate, fragile, and guaranteed to give me a headache. My mother wants me to marry her to 'stabilize' the Thorne line. If I arrive with you, and we survive ten days under my mother’s roof without the engagement being exposed as a fraud, she will finally stop. I need you to be the most convincing, most charming, most... indispensable fiancée the world has ever seen."

"Ten days?" Elara’s heart sank. A ballroom was one thing; a house party was an endurance test. It meant shared breakfasts, long walks, and constant observation. "In your family home?"

"It’s the only way, Elara. We have to prove this isn't a whim. If we survive Relth Park, the ton will accept us. And once they accept us, Sterling can't touch you. He wouldn't dare move against the future Countess of Relth."

Elara looked at the parchment. The "No-Touching" clause seemed very thin suddenly. "Ten days. And you pay the debts today?"

"The bank draft is already written." Julian walked over to his desk and picked up a heavy, cream-colored envelope. He didn't hand it to her immediately. He held it just out of reach. "One more thing."

"There are always more things with you."

"The 'no touching' rule applies to me," Julian said, his voice light but his eyes intense. "Does it apply to you as well? If I’m in the middle of a particularly grueling interrogation by my mother and you decide to squeeze my hand for support... do I get to sue for breach of contract?"

Elara felt a flush creep up her neck. "I don't squeeze hands for support, Lord Relth. I find my own support."

"I’m sure you do. But at Relth Park, the walls have ears and the servants have eyes. We aren't just pretending for Sterling. We’re pretending for my brother’s ghost."

He said it so quietly she almost missed it. The "Ghost"—Arthur, the golden boy, the perfect heir.

"I’m not a replacement for him, Julian," Elara said softly, the scientific detachment slipping for a moment.

Julian’s jaw tightened. He tossed the envelope onto the table. It slid across the wood and landed on her list of terms.

"I’m well aware of that," he said, turning back to the window. "Arthur would never have been stupid enough to get caught in a conservatory with a woman holding a pair of shears."

Elara picked up the envelope. It was heavy. It was the weight of her father’s house, her sister’s dowry, and her own stolen freedom. She stood up, tucking the bank draft into her reticule.

"I’ll be ready for the house party," she said. "But don't expect me to like it."

"Elara?"

She paused at the door.

"Try to wear something that isn't the color of a dead leaf," Julian said, his voice regaining its teasing edge. "If we’re going to be scandalous, we might as well look the part."

"I like the color of dead leaves," she retorted. "It’s very efficient for camouflage."

"Unfortunately for you, my lady, you’re no longer allowed to hide."

Elara walked out, the sound of her heels clicking on the marble floor sounding like the ticking of a clock. She had the money. She had the protection. But as she stepped back into the sunlight, she couldn't shake the feeling that she had just signed a contract with the devil, and the price of her home was going to be far higher than a few thousand pounds.

The drive back to Vance Manor was a blur of conflicting emotions. In her reticule, the draft for five thousand pounds sat like a warm coal. It was more money than she had seen in her entire life. It meant the bailiffs would leave. It meant she wouldn't have to watch her father shrink further into his own skin as he waited for the final blow.

But the cost. Ten days at Relth Park.

When she arrived home, her sister Penelope was waiting on the porch, her blonde hair windblown and her blue eyes wide with a mixture of terror and excitement.

"Is it true?" Penelope cried, rushing down the steps. "The whole village is talking! They say you and Lord Relth... that you were caught in a conservatory! Elara, tell me it’s not true! Tell me you haven't ruined us!"

Elara stepped down from the carriage, feeling a thousand years old. "I haven't ruined us, Pen. I’ve saved us."

She reached into her bag and pulled out the envelope. "Take this to the solicitor. Now. Don't stop for anything. Tell him the debt is settled in full."

Penelope stared at the envelope, her mouth falling open. "Where did you get this? Elara, Lord Relth didn't... he didn't pay this just because you were caught together?"

"He paid it because we are engaged," Elara said, her voice flat. "And we are engaged because it is the only way to keep Sterling away. It’s a strategy, Pen. Nothing more."

"But it’s Lord Relth!" Penelope’s voice was a mix of awe and horror. "He’s a rake! He’s dangerous! They say he once fought a duel over a woman’s garter!"

"Then he’ll be very disappointed with me," Elara said, walking past her sister and into the house. "I don't even wear garters. I prefer ribbons; they’re more practical for field work."
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