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Chapter 1: The Cost of Orchids
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The Cattleya trianae was having a fit of pique, and Lady Phoebe Thorne was quite certain the feeling was mutual.

"If you die out of sheer stubbornness, I shall have you turned into compost for the cabbages," Phoebe muttered, leaning over the potting bench. She adjusted the humidity tray, her fingers stained a rich, loamy black that would have sent her late mother into a permanent swoon.

The greenhouse was her kingdom—a glass-walled sanctuary where the air smelled of damp earth and the promise of something blooming. Outside, the English rain was doing its best to dissolve the county of Sussex into a muddy soup, but inside, Phoebe was a queen among her orchids. A queen with a fraying hem and a smudge of dirt on her nose, perhaps, but a queen nonetheless.

The sharp, metallic clatter of the greenhouse door latch shattered the humid peace.

Phoebe didn't look up. "If that is you, Arthur, tell the cook I shall be in for tea as soon as this orchid decides to stop its dramatic decline. And do wipe your boots. I’ve just swept."

"I am not Arthur," a voice rasped. It was a voice like dry gravel and impending doom. "And I am not here for tea."

Phoebe’s shears paused mid-clip. She straightened, her spine clicking in protest, and turned to face the intruder.

Mr. Henderson, the bailiff, stood in the doorway. He looked like a man who enjoyed a good foreclosure as much as a glass of cheap gin. Behind him, looming like a thundercloud in an impeccably tailored charcoal coat, stood another man. This second figure was taller, broader, and radiated an aura of such frigid authority that Phoebe felt the temperature in the greenhouse drop ten degrees.

"Mr. Henderson," Phoebe said, her voice dropping into the cool, measured tone she reserved for pests, both botanical and human. She wiped her hands on her apron, though the gesture only served to spread the mud more evenly. "I believe our appointment was for Tuesday. It is currently Thursday. Your punctuality is as dismal as your manners."

Henderson stepped forward, his eyes darting to the rare specimens lining the glass shelves. "The Duke of Ashworth has no patience for Tuesdays, Lady Phoebe. He is here to settle the matter of the Thorne arrears. All of them."

Phoebe’s gaze shifted to the man in the charcoal coat. The Duke of Ashworth. The 'Ice Duke' of Mayfair. She had heard the rumors, of course—that he had been carved from a glacier and possessed a heart of pure flint. Up close, he looked less like a man and more like a very handsome, very dangerous statue. His face was a masterpiece of sharp angles and aristocratic disdain, his eyes a piercing, mercury gray that seemed to catalogue the exact value of her soul and find it wanting.

"Your Grace," Phoebe said, offering a curtsy that was perhaps three inches too shallow for a Duke. "You’ll forgive me if I don't throw a ball in your honor. I’m currently occupied with a dying orchid and a living debt."

Alaric Saint-James, the Duke of Ashworth, did not blink. He stepped further into the greenhouse, his polished Hessian boots clicking against the stone floor with predatory precision. "I find that debts, unlike orchids, rarely die of their own accord, Lady Phoebe. They simply grow until they consume the garden."

Phoebe felt a flare of heat in her cheeks that had nothing to do with the greenhouse stove. "A charming metaphor. Perhaps you could publish a book of them. I’m sure it would be a bestseller among the more heartless members of the House of Lords."

Henderson cleared his throat, sensing the lightning in the air. "Now, now. Lady Phoebe, the Duke is here to claim the collateral. The land, the house, and the contents therein. We shall begin the inventory immediately."

Phoebe’s hand tightened around her shears. Her sisters were in the main house, blissfully unaware that the roof over their heads was about to be snatched away. "The inventory can wait until I have spoken with my brother. Lord Thorne is currently—"

"—Currently at the races in Epsom, losing what remains of your family’s dignity," Alaric interrupted. His voice was silky, cold, and utterly devastating. He looked around the greenhouse, his gaze lingering on a rare Vanda. "I have no interest in your brother’s excuses. I have his signature on a promissory note that gives me legal right to every square inch of this estate."

Phoebe took a step toward him, her trowel still in her left hand. "You would turn three women out into the rain for the sake of a gambling debt? Is the Saint-James fortune so diminished that you must hunt for pennies in the pockets of orphans?"

Alaric’s jaw tightened—the only sign that her barb had found its mark. "It is not about the money, Lady Phoebe. It is about the principle of the contract. A man who does not pay his debts is a man who does not exist in the eyes of the law."

"Then it is a mercy the law is blind," Phoebe snapped. She turned back to Henderson, who was reaching for a particularly expensive porcelain pot. "Mr. Henderson, stop. You cannot take that."

"And why not?" the bailiff asked, sneering.

Phoebe’s mind raced. She looked at the Duke, then back at Henderson. A reckless, desperate plan took root in her mind. She dropped her shears and hurried toward Henderson, her expression suddenly shifting from anger to a look of panicked concern.

"The infection," she whispered, loud enough for both men to hear. "I didn't want to say anything, but if you touch those plants, you’ll be carrying the blight with you for miles."

Henderson pulled his hand back as if the pot had turned into a viper. "The blight?"

"A rare botanical rot," Phoebe said, her eyes wide and guileless. She gestured vaguely at the orchids. "Imported from the Orient. It starts with a simple itch on the hands, then a darkening of the skin, and within a week... well, I suppose you’ve always wanted to know what it’s like to be a turnip."

Henderson paled. He looked at the Duke, his confidence vanishing. "Your Grace, I... I wasn't informed of any contagion."

Alaric didn't move. He watched Phoebe with a terrifyingly focused intensity. "A turnip, Lady Phoebe? That is a remarkably specific prognosis."

"It’s a remarkably specific rot," Phoebe countered, turning her gaze back to Alaric. "It thrives on fine wool and aristocratic pride. You really shouldn't stay. The spores are airborne."

"How tragic," Alaric said, though he didn't sound particularly moved. He walked toward her, and Phoebe instinctively backed away. "And yet, you seem quite healthy. Despite being covered in the very soil that harbors this... turnip-making plague."

"I have developed an immunity," Phoebe said, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. "Years of exposure. My sisters, however, are quite fragile. If you insist on entering the house, you’ll be exposing yourselves to—"

"Enough," Alaric said. The word wasn't loud, but it cut through her lies like a frost. He looked at Henderson. "Wait outside, Henderson. I wish to speak with the Lady alone."

"But Your Grace, the rot—"

"If I turn into a vegetable, you may have my carriage," Alaric said, his eyes never leaving Phoebe’s. "Go."

Henderson didn't need to be told twice. He scrambled out of the greenhouse, the door slamming shut behind him.

Silence descended, heavy and humid. Phoebe gripped the edge of the potting bench, her fingers digging into the wood. She was trapped in a glass box with a man who looked like he had never been lied to in his entire life—or at least, never by someone as insignificant as her.

"A brilliant performance," Alaric said softly. He began to circle her, his movements fluid and dangerous. "The widening of the eyes, the tremor in the voice. If the London stage weren't so vulgar, you might have a second career."

"I have no idea what you’re talking about," Phoebe said, though the heat in her face gave her away.

"You lied to a representative of the Crown," Alaric said. "You invented a plague to protect a collection of overgrown weeds. You have a spectacular disregard for the truth, Lady Phoebe."

"I have a spectacular regard for my sisters' survival," she retorted. "If a few lies are the price of a roof, I’ll happily tell them until the sun turns cold."

Alaric stopped directly in front of her. He was so close she could smell the crisp scent of sandalwood and something sharper, like salt air. He reached out, his gloved hand moving toward her face. Phoebe flinched, but he didn't strike. Instead, he brushed a smudge of dirt from her cheek with his thumb.

The touch was brief, barely a whisper of leather against skin, but it sent a jolt of something electric through her that made her breath hitch.

"I don't want your land, Phoebe," he said, his voice dropping to a low, intimate register.

Phoebe blinked, the sudden use of her Christian name feeling like a transgression. "You don't? Then why are you here? Why the bailiff? Why the charcoal coat of doom?"

"I am here because I have a problem," Alaric said. He stepped back, the cold mask sliding back into place. "A problem that requires a woman with a flexible conscience and a talent for making people believe utter nonsense."

Phoebe crossed her arms over her chest, trying to regain her equilibrium. "I’m a botanist, not a mercenary."

"You are a woman whose brother has gambled away her life," Alaric corrected. "And I am a man whose grandmother has decided that I must be married by the end of the Season, or she will donate the Saint-James archives to a French museum."

Phoebe let out a short, sharp laugh. "The archives? I thought Dukes cared about things like gold and mistresses."

"The archives contain the history of my house," Alaric said, his gray eyes turning to flint. "They are the only thing that proves we are more than the scandal my mother left behind. My grandmother knows this. She is holding my reputation hostage."

"And you want me to... what? Steal them back?"

"I want you to be my fiancée," Alaric said.

The silence that followed was so absolute that Phoebe could hear the rhythmic drip of water from a nearby fern. She looked at him, waiting for the punchline, but his face remained a map of chilling gravity.

"I beg your pardon?"

"A fake engagement," Alaric explained, as if he were discussing the weather. "One Season in London. You will play the part of the devoted, respectable, and entirely dull woman I have finally chosen to marry. In exchange, I will cancel your brother’s debts, restore your estate, and provide dowries for all three of your sisters."

Phoebe’s jaw dropped. "You’re serious."

"I never joke about my grandmother," Alaric said. "She is coming to Ashworth in a week to inspect my progress. I need a woman who can stand by my side, look the ton in the eye, and lie so convincingly that they don't see the ruin underneath. After today's display with Mr. Henderson, I am convinced you are the only candidate for the job."

Phoebe looked around her greenhouse—the peeling paint, the dying orchids, the shadows of the debt collectors lurking outside. It was a Faustian bargain, wrapped in silk and delivered by a man who looked like the king of the underworld.

"You want me to lie to the entire world," Phoebe said. "To pretend to love... you?"

Alaric’s gaze swept over her mud-stained apron and her messy hair. "Love is not required, Lady Phoebe. Only the appearance of it. I require a wallflower who won't attract too much attention, but who can handle a rapier if the gossips get too close."

"A wallflower?" Phoebe’s voice rose. "I’ll have you know I’m quite—"

"You are currently a woman who talks to plants," Alaric interrupted. "I’m offering you the chance to be the woman who saves her family. Do we have a contract?"

Phoebe looked at the Cattleya trianae. It was a fragile, beautiful thing, struggling to survive in a world that didn't care about its beauty. She was no different.

She took a breath, the scent of damp earth filling her lungs. She looked at the Duke of Ashworth—this cold, arrogant, beautiful man who was offering her a golden cage.

"On one condition," she said, her voice steadying.

Alaric raised an eyebrow. "You are in no position to bargain."

"I am in every position," Phoebe countered. "You need a liar, and I’m the best one you’ve found. I want the debt cancelled tonight. Before I step foot in your carriage. And I want a budget for my botanical research. If I’m to be a Duchess, I’m to be a Duchess with a very expensive greenhouse."

A flicker of something that might have been amusement—or perhaps just respect for her audacity—passed through Alaric’s gray eyes.

"Tonight," he agreed. "The papers will be signed by moonrise. But understand this, Lady Phoebe: once we begin this masquerade, there is no going back. If you fail, if you let the mask slip for even a second, I will lose my archives, and you will lose everything."

Phoebe stepped forward and held out her hand. It was covered in dirt, a stark contrast to his pristine leather glove.

"I don't fail, Your Grace. I’ve spent my whole life pretending my father wasn't a drunk and my brother wasn't a fool. A Season in London will be a holiday by comparison."

Alaric looked at her hand. For a moment, she thought he would refuse to touch her. Then, he reached out and took her hand in his. The warmth of his palm seeped through the leather, a startling contrast to the icy demeanor he wore like armor.

"Then welcome to the fray, my dear," he murmured. "Try not to splash too much mud on the reputation. It’s the only one I have."

"Oh, Your Grace," Phoebe said, a sharp, dangerous smile playing on her lips. "I suspect I’m going to be the most interesting thing that’s happened to your reputation in twenty years."

As she pulled her hand away, she accidentally knocked a pot of damp seedlings. A spray of dark, wet mud flew through the air, landing with a sickening thwack directly across the Duke’s polished boots and the hem of his charcoal coat.

Alaric froze. He looked down at his ruined finery, then back up at Phoebe.

Phoebe didn't apologize. She didn't gasp. She simply picked up her shears and went back to her orchid.

"First lesson, Your Grace," she said, her voice light and dancing. "In a greenhouse, everyone gets their hands dirty. You might as well get used to the sensation."

Alaric Saint-James, the Duke of Ashworth, didn't say a word. He simply turned and walked out, his muddy boots marking the stone floor with every step. But as the door clicked shut, Phoebe could have sworn she heard him exhale a breath that sounded suspiciously like a challenge accepted.

She looked down at her orchid. The Cattleya seemed to have perked up, its petals reaching for the dim light.

"Well," Phoebe whispered. "It seems we’re going to London."
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Chapter 2: The Devil’s Ink
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The interior of the Duke of Ashworth’s carriage was less a mode of transport and more a mobile fortress of velvet and mahogany. It smelled of expensive cedar, old money, and the lingering, sharp scent of Alaric Saint-James’s disapproval. Outside, the Sussex rain lashed against the leather curtains in a rhythmic assault, turning the world into a blur of gray and mud.

Phoebe sat perched on the edge of the seat, her mud-stained skirts a jarring violation of the pristine cream upholstery. She felt like a weed that had somehow been potted in a Ming vase. Across from her, shrouded in the shadows of the flickering oil lamp, Alaric was a study in rigid silence. He sat with his silver-topped cane between his knees, his gloved hands resting atop it with the kind of stillness that suggested he might be made of marble after all.

"You’re staring, Lady Phoebe," he said, his voice cutting through the rumble of the wheels. He didn't look at her; his gaze was fixed on a point somewhere above her left shoulder.

"I’m observing," Phoebe corrected, adjusting her posture. "It’s a botanical habit. One must determine if a specimen is merely dormant or actually dead. You haven't moved a muscle since we passed the village gates. I began to wonder if you required a watering."

Alaric’s jaw tightened. "I am merely reflecting on the sheer insanity of this endeavor. I am currently spiraling toward a social precipice with a woman who carries a trowel like a weapon and treats the aristocracy as a collection of amusing insects."

"Insects are far more predictable," Phoebe noted. "They rarely demand you pretend to be in love with them for the sake of a library."

"A library," Alaric repeated, his voice dropping an octave. "You make it sound as though I am rescuing a collection of cookbooks. The Saint-James archives contain the letters of kings and the charters of this nation’s soul. They are the only thing that stands between my name and the gutter my mother dragged it through."

Phoebe watched the way his knuckles whitened against the silver of his cane. The "Ice Duke" wasn't cold, she realized; he was simply under a very high degree of pressure. "And I am the only thing that stands between you and those archives. It’s a terrifying thought, isn't it? Your legacy resting on the shoulders of a girl who smells of damp earth and doesn't know the difference between a minuet and a quadrille."

"I shall teach you the difference," Alaric said, finally turning his mercury-gray eyes toward her. "I shall teach you every step, every look, and every lie required to make the ton believe that I have fallen victim to a sudden, inexplicable bout of romantic fervor."

He reached into the side pocket of the carriage and pulled out a leather folder. With a flick of his wrist, he opened it to reveal several pages of vellum, densely packed with elegant, sloping script. He produced a travel inkwell and a quill, laying them on the small, fold-down table between them.

"The contract," Phoebe said, her voice small.

"The terms of our survival," Alaric countered. "I have drafted it myself. It covers everything from the financial disbursements to your sisters to the exact protocol for our public appearances."

Phoebe leaned forward, the light of the lamp casting a golden glow over the parchment. She scanned the lines, her eyes darting over words like annulment, allowance, and discretion.

"Clause four," she said, pointing a dirty finger at a paragraph halfway down the first page. "'The parties shall refrain from all forms of physical intimacy, save for those strictly required by public decorum.' That’s a bit vague, don't you think? Decorum is a very elastic concept in London."

Alaric leaned back, his eyes narrowing. "It is perfectly precise. In public, you will take my arm. I may, on occasion, touch your hand to lead you into a room. At a ball, we will dance the mandatory number of sets. There will be no lingering glances, no unscripted whispers, and certainly no... extracurricular contact."

"Extracurricular," Phoebe echoed, her lips twitching. "You make it sound like a Latin lesson. And what of the 'staged' moments? You mentioned a terrace kiss in your earlier tirade."

Alaric’s gaze dropped to her mouth for a fraction of a second before returning to the safety of her eyes. "Only if the gossip columnists require a definitive proof. It will be a performance. Nothing more. You will find that I am a very disciplined actor."

"And if I am not?" Phoebe asked, tilting her head. "What if I find your 'disciplined' acting to be entirely unconvincing? If we are to fool the world, Your Grace, we cannot look as though we are perpetually smelling something unpleasant. You look at me as if I were a particularly stubborn fungus."

"Fungi are at least quiet," Alaric muttered. He picked up the quill and dipped it into the ink. "Are there any other objections? Or shall we proceed to the signing?"

"Clause seven," Phoebe said, her voice sharpening. "'Lady Phoebe Thorne shall, at all times, adhere to the Duke of Ashworth’s schedule and social mandates.' This sounds remarkably like a prison sentence, only with better fabrics."

"It is a protection," Alaric said. "The ton will look for any crack in your facade. If you are where I say you are, doing what I say you are doing, they have no room to speculate. I am providing you with a shield, Phoebe. Do not complain about the weight of it."

"I’ve carried the weight of my father’s debts for five years, Your Grace. I’m quite used to heavy things. But I won't be a puppet. If I am to be your fiancée, I must be allowed to have a mind. A Duke who marries a woman with the personality of a tea tray will only invite more questions."

Alaric paused, the quill hovering over the vellum. He looked at her then—really looked at her—not as a problem to be solved, but as an adversary. "You wish for autonomy within a deception? That is a dangerous request."
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