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Chapter 1: The Midnight Negotiation
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The problem with hiding in a library during the season's most ambitious ball was that libraries were the natural habitat of people with something to hide.

Lady Phoebe Westfall squeezed herself further into the shadows of the third-floor gallery at Bridewell House, her fingers brushing the cool, cracked leather of a volume on Linnean classification. Below her, the library was a cavern of mahogany and silence, illuminated only by the dying embers in the hearth and a single, flickering candelabra on the central desk. It was a magnificent escape from the humid crush of the ballroom, where the scent of wilted lilies and desperate ambition had become quite literally suffocating.

She had been aiming for The Botanical Register, Volume II. Instead, she had found a front-row seat to a felony.

"I believe we agreed on four thousand, Thorne."

The voice was like a winter frost—smooth, chilling, and undeniably aristocratic. Phoebe peered through the carved balustrade.

Standing by the desk was Arthur Vane, the Duke of Kestrel. Even in the dim light, he looked as though he had been etched from marble by a sculptor with a penchant for severe perfection. His cravat remained a mathematical marvel of snowy linen, his black coat fit his broad shoulders with an insolence that suggested the fabric itself was afraid to wrinkle, and his expression was that of a man who found the entire concept of human emotion to be a particularly tedious clerical error.

Opposite him stood a man who looked like he had been assembled from damp rags and bad intentions. Julian Thorne. Phoebe recognized him; he was the sort of man her father would call a 'business associate' right before losing the deed to a tenant farm.

"The price of discretion has risen, Your Grace," Thorne said, his voice a greasy contrast to the Duke’s ice. "Inflation is a devil. And this ledger... well, it’s a very heavy read. Full of your father's rather creative accounting."

Arthur didn't flinch. He didn't even blink. He reached into his coat and produced a heavy silk purse. The metallic clink of gold coins hitting the mahogany desk was the loudest sound Phoebe had ever heard.

"Five thousand," Arthur said. "And the ledger stays in the fireplace. If I see your face again, Thorne, I won't be bringing a purse. I’ll be bringing the Constable and a very long rope."

Thorne reached for the money, his fingers twitching. "A pleasure doing business with a man who values his family's... pristine reputation."

Phoebe shifted, her foot catching on a loose floorboard. The wood let out a sharp, rhythmic groan that echoed through the high-vaulted room like a pistol shot.

Thorne froze. Arthur Vane’s head snapped toward the gallery.

"Who’s there?" the Duke demanded.

Phoebe held her breath. Perhaps if she stayed perfectly still, he would assume it was the house settling, or a particularly heavy ghost.

"Come down," Arthur commanded. His voice wasn't loud, but it carried the absolute weight of a man who owned three counties and had never been told no. "Now. Or I shall come up and fetch you, and I promise you will find the experience significantly less pleasant."

Phoebe sighed, smoothed her skirts—which were, tragically, a shade of yellow that was supposed to be 'primrose' but looked more like 'jaundiced lemon'—and stepped into the light of the gallery rail.

"There is really no need for threats, Your Grace," she said, trying for a tone of bored elegance. It was difficult when one was clutching a book on mosses. "I was merely looking for light reading. The ballroom is dreadfully loud, and Lady Bridewell’s punch is essentially vinegar with aspirations."

Arthur’s eyes narrowed. He didn't look surprised. He looked like he was calculating the most efficient way to dispose of a witness. Thorne, meanwhile, looked ready to bolt.

"Leave," Arthur snapped at Thorne, not taking his eyes off Phoebe. "Now."

Thorne didn't need a second invitation. He snatched the purse and vanished through the side door with the unseemly haste of a rat escaping a sinking ship.

Phoebe descended the spiral staircase, her slippers clicking on the iron steps. She kept her chin up, though her stomach felt as if it were performing a very complicated jig. As she reached the floor, she realized exactly how tall the Duke of Kestrel was. He loomed. He was a vertical wall of redirected sunlight and disapproval.

"Lady Phoebe Westfall," he said, his voice flat. "The Earl of Westfall’s daughter. The one who spends her time in greenhouses and refuses to dance."

"I don't refuse to dance, Your Grace," Phoebe corrected, stepping around the desk to put a piece of furniture between them. "I simply find that the plants provide better conversation. They rarely ask about my dowry or comment on the unfortunate state of my hair."

"You just witnessed a private transaction," Arthur said, ignoring her attempt at levity. He stepped closer. "A transaction involving a significant amount of gold and a man of questionable character. Most young ladies would be reaching for their smelling salts."

"Most young ladies have more expensive salts than I do," Phoebe replied. She set her book down on the desk. "And most young ladies haven't spent the last three years watching their father lose the family silver to men exactly like Mr. Thorne. I am remarkably difficult to shock, Your Grace. Though I must admit, I didn't expect the Iron Duke to be a fan of clandestine library meetings."

Arthur’s jaw tightened. "What you saw was a matter of family business. You will forget it. Immediately."

"Will I?" Phoebe tilted her head. She looked at the fireplace, where a few charred scraps of paper were all that remained of the ledger. "That looked like a very expensive bonfire. Five thousand pounds, if I heard correctly."

"Your hearing is as inconvenient as your presence."

"It’s a curse, truly." Phoebe leaned against the desk, her heart racing, but her voice remaining steady. This was it. The moment her mother’s journals were either saved or lost. "Five thousand pounds is a staggering sum. It could build a magnificent conservatory. It could buy enough coal to keep a house warm for a decade. It could even, perhaps, save a collection of rare orchids from being sold to a collector in France."

Arthur stilled. The air in the library suddenly felt very thin. "Are you attempting to blackmail me, Lady Phoebe?"

"Blackmail is such a grubby word. I prefer to think of it as a botanical grant."

Arthur let out a short, dark laugh that didn't reach his eyes. "You have a great deal of nerve for a woman whose family name is currently a punchline in every club on St. James’s Street."

"Which is exactly why I need the money," Phoebe snapped, her mask of boredom slipping for a fraction of a second. "My father is a fool, Your Grace. He is currently upstairs trying to marry me off to a Baron with bad breath and a worse temper because he thinks it will settle his debts. Meanwhile, my mother’s life’s work—orchids that exist nowhere else in England—are dying because we cannot afford to heat the glass houses. So yes, I have nerve. Nerve is all I have left."

Arthur studied her. He didn't look angry anymore; he looked clinical. He paced a short circle around the desk, his boots silent on the Persian rug.

"Five thousand pounds for your silence," he mused. "And what is to stop you from coming back for another five thousand next month? Blackmailers are like weeds, Lady Phoebe. Once they take root, they are impossible to eradicate."

"I am not a weed," Phoebe said, her voice sharpening. "I am a woman with a deadline. I want five thousand pounds, once. I will give you my word—the word of a Westfall, which used to mean something—and you will never hear from me again. You can go back to being perfect, and I can go back to my dirt."

Arthur stopped directly in front of her. He was close enough that she could smell him—sandalwood, starch, and the faint, sharp scent of expensive ink.

"Your word is insufficient," he said softly. "In my experience, desperate people have very flexible memories."

"Then what do you suggest? A blood oath? I’m afraid I didn't bring a dagger."

"I suggest a tether." Arthur’s eyes traveled over her, from her jaundiced lemon dress to the smudge of ink on her thumb. "You caught me in a compromise, Lady Phoebe. But in doing so, you have compromised yourself. You were in a dark library, alone, with a man who is not your kin. If I were to open those doors right now and announce our presence, your reputation would be ash before the candles guttered out."

Phoebe felt a chill that had nothing to do with the library’s drafts. "You wouldn't. Your own reputation—"

"—would survive," Arthur interrupted. "I am a Duke. I would be called a rogue. You would be called a ruin. My sister is making her debut this season. I cannot have whispers of blackmailed ledgers following her. But I also cannot have you wandering London with a secret that could topple my house."

"So we are at a stalemate," Phoebe said, though she felt the ground shifting beneath her.

"No," Arthur said. "We are at an opening move." He reached out, his fingers hovering just inches from her cheek before he dropped his hand. "I will not give you five thousand pounds to disappear. I will give you five thousand pounds to stay."

Phoebe blinked. "I beg your pardon?"

"I need a distraction," Arthur said, his voice regaining its icy, business-like clip. "The gossip sheets are already sniffing around my father’s estate. They expect a scandal. If I am seen courting a... quiet, respectable girl from a troubled house, it provides a narrative of redemption. It keeps the investigators away from my ledgers and the suitors away from my sister’s dowry."

"You want a fake engagement," Phoebe said, her voice flat with disbelief.

"I want a strategic alliance," Arthur corrected. "A Season of your time. You will attend the balls, you will walk in the park on my arm, and you will look at me with whatever degree of affection you can manage to simulate without gagging. In exchange, I will fund your orchids. I will pay your father’s most pressing debts. And at the end of the Season, we will discover a 'mutual incompatibility' and part ways. You will have your money, and I will have my peace."

Phoebe looked at him—this beautiful, cold, arrogant man. He was offering her everything she needed, wrapped in a shroud of social ruin.

"You realize everyone will think you’ve lost your mind," she said. "The Duke of Kestrel and the girl who smells like compost?"

"Let them think I’ve been struck by a bolt of romantic lightning," Arthur said, his lip curling in a ghost of a smile that was more like a dare. "It’s a very popular trope in those dreadful novels you ladies read."

"I read botanical journals, Your Grace. Reality is much more interesting."

"Then let us create some reality. Five thousand pounds, Lady Phoebe. Do we have a bargain?"

Phoebe looked at the soot on her gloves, then back at the Duke. She thought of the orchids, their pale petals curling in the cold. She thought of her father’s wine-red face as he tried to sell her to the highest bidder.

She reached out her hand. "Five thousand. And you have to visit the greenhouse at least once. I want you to see exactly what you’re paying for."

Arthur took her hand. His palm was warm, his grip firm and uncompromising.

"I look forward to it," he said, though he sounded like a man looking forward to a tooth extraction. He didn't let go of her hand. Instead, he leaned in, his voice dropping to a low murmur. "But remember, Phoebe—from this moment on, you are mine. If you speak a word of what you saw tonight to anyone, including your plants, I will ensure that the only thing you have left to grow is weeds in a debtor's prison."

Phoebe didn't pull away. She met his gaze, her own eyes sparking with a defiance that seemed to surprise him. "Threats are so unimaginative, Arthur. Surely a Duke can do better than that."

He stared at her for a long beat, something flickered in the depths of his grey eyes that looked dangerously like intrigue. Then, he released her hand and stepped back into the shadows.

"We start tomorrow," he said. "Wear something that isn't the color of a dying citrus fruit. My carriage will be at your door at eleven."

"I look forward to being your redemption, Your Grace," Phoebe said, curtsying with just enough exaggeration to be insulting.

As she watched him walk out of the library, his stride confident and his back perfectly straight, Phoebe realized she had just made a pact with the devil. But as she picked up her book on mosses, she couldn't help but think that the devil had remarkably nice shoulders.

The Season had only just begun, and already, the garden was becoming very crowded indeed.

Arthur walked through the halls of Bridewell House, his mind moving with the rapid, clicking precision of a clockwork engine. He had a witness. He had a fake fiancée. And he had a five-thousand-pound hole in his pocket.

It was, by all accounts, a disaster.

But as he stepped back into the roar of the ballroom, his gaze instinctively sought out the Earl of Westfall, who was currently laughing too loudly at a joke he clearly didn't understand. Arthur felt a surge of cold satisfaction. He would fix this. He would control the narrative. He would save the Vane name, even if he had to drag a stubborn, ink-stained wallflower along with him.

He just hadn't expected her to have such sharp teeth.

"Your Grace!" Lady Honoria, his sister, appeared at his elbow, her eyes wide. "Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Lady Danbury is asking after you, and she looks like she’s lost her patience."

"I was in the library, Honoria," Arthur said, his voice smooth as glass. "I believe I’ve just made a most significant discovery."

Honoria tilted her head. "A book? I didn't know you were in the mood for reading."

"Not a book," Arthur said, his eyes scanning the crowd until he saw a flash of jaundiced lemon slipping through the doors toward the street. "A specimen. A very rare specimen indeed."

And for the first time in ten years, the Duke of Kestrel felt the faint, uncomfortable flutter of something that wasn't logic. He ignored it. He had a Season to win, a scandal to bury, and a wallflower to bloom.

The game was afoot, and Lady Phoebe Westfall had no idea that the Duke of Kestrel never played to lose.
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Chapter 2: The Morning After the Theft
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The Westfall breakfast room was a masterclass in the art of pretending that the eighteenth century had never actually ended. It featured peeling wallpaper that had once been a vibrant shade of sage, a sideboard with three legs and one very strategically placed stack of books, and a chill that suggested the fireplace had long ago gone on strike in protest of the lack of coal.

Phoebe sat at the table, wrapped in a shawl so thick it could have doubled as a horse blanket, staring at a piece of toast that had all the structural integrity of a roof shingle.

"You look," her father said, peering over the top of a three-day-old newspaper, "as though you are plotting a murder. Or a garden. With you, it is difficult to tell the difference."

The Earl of Westfall was a man of delicate constitution and even more delicate finances. He possessed a nose that had grown impressively red from years of 'medicinal' brandy and a penchant for losing estates he didn’t technically own.

"I am merely contemplating the logistics of the day, Papa," Phoebe replied, pushing the toast aside. "It is eleven o'clock. We should expect a visitor."

"A visitor? At this hour? Unless it is a creditor with a sense of humor, I cannot imagine who would bother."

"The Duke of Kestrel."

Her father froze. A drop of tea escaped his cup and landed on his waistcoat. "Kestrel? The Iron Duke? Phoebe, if this is a joke, it is a remarkably cruel one. That man hasn't looked at a Westfall since the Regency was a novelty. He thinks we are a contagion."

"He doesn't think we are a contagion," Phoebe said, standing to adjust her shawl. She had chosen her best gown—a faded blue silk that was only slightly frayed at the cuffs. It was honest. It was respectable. It was the dress of a woman who was about to sell her soul for a heating bill. "He thinks we are a strategic opportunity."

A thundering knock echoed through the house, rattling the half-empty jam jar on the table. It was the kind of knock that demanded immediate surrender.

A moment later, their butler—Barnaby, who was eighty percent starch and twenty percent ancient grievances—shuffled into the room. He held a silver tray that was so tarnished it looked like lead. On it sat a single, heavy vellum card.

"The Duke of Kestrel," Barnaby announced, his voice vibrating with a mixture of awe and suspicion. "He is in the drawing room. He says he is here for... 'the specimen'."

Phoebe’s father turned a shade of grey that matched the wallpaper. "The specimen? Phoebe, what have you done? Have you stolen something from his greenhouses? I told you that collecting moss would lead to ruin!"

"I haven't stolen anything, Papa. Stay here. Try to look... dignified. Or at least solvent."

Phoebe strode toward the drawing room, her heart performing a frantic percussion against her ribs. She paused at the heavy oak doors, smoothed her hair, and stepped inside.

Arthur Vane was standing by the window, silhouetted against the weak morning light. In the daylight, he was even more offensively handsome than he had been in the library. His greatcoat was draped over a chair, revealing a charcoal-grey tailcoat that fit him with the kind of precision usually reserved for military fortifications. He looked utterly out of place amidst the dust motes and the sagging velvet chairs.

He turned as she entered, his gaze sweeping over her with the speed and accuracy of a tax auditor. He didn't say hello. He didn't bow.

"You’re late," he said.

"I am in my own house, Your Grace. In this geography, I am exactly on time." Phoebe walked to the center of the room. "I see you brought the carriage. It’s blocking the entire street. The neighbors will think we’ve finally been arrested."

"The neighbors should be grateful for the view," Arthur replied. He took a step toward her, his eyes narrowing as they caught the fraying silk at her wrists. He looked at the fireplace, which was cold, and then back at her. "It is freezing in here. Do you live in a refrigerator by choice, or is this part of your botanical research?"

"It keeps the orchids from thinking it’s summer," Phoebe said, lifting her chin. "And it saves on coal. A double victory for logic, wouldn't you say?"

Arthur’s expression didn't soften. He reached into his waistcoat and pulled out a small, velvet-lined box. He flipped it open. Inside sat a diamond the size of a pigeon’s egg, surrounded by sapphires that looked like frozen drops of the midnight sky.

"Put it on," he commanded.

Phoebe stared at the ring. It was worth more than the entire house and the street it sat on. "It’s a bit... subtle, don't you think? People might miss it if they aren't standing on the moon."

"It is a Kestrel heirloom. My mother wore it. It says that I am serious, that I am obsessed, and that anyone who questions your presence at my side is questioning my judgment."

Phoebe reached for the ring, but her fingers were trembling. Arthur noticed. He didn't comment on it. Instead, he stepped forward, took her hand in his, and slid the ring onto her finger. His touch was brief, but the heat of his skin felt like a brand against her chilled flesh.

"It’s heavy," she whispered, looking down at her hand.

"It’s an anchor," he corrected. "Now, where is your father? I believe I have a performance to give."

They found the Earl of Westfall in the breakfast room, still staring at his cold toast as if it might provide an escape route. When Arthur entered, the Earl scrambled to his feet so quickly he nearly toppled his chair.

"Your Grace!" the Earl stammered, sketching a bow that was far too deep for a man of his rank. "An unexpected honor. Truly. I was just saying to Phoebe—"

"Westfall," Arthur interrupted, his voice dropping into a tone of practiced, aristocratic warmth that Phoebe found terrifying. "Forgive the intrusion. But I found myself unable to wait a moment longer. Your daughter is a remarkable woman."

The Earl blinked. He looked at Phoebe, then at the Duke, then at the massive diamond glowing on Phoebe’s hand. His jaw didn't just drop; it practically hit the floorboard. "Remarkable? Well, yes. She’s very good with... ferns. But I didn't realize you were... acquainted."

"We met in the library at Bridewell House," Arthur said, leaning casually against the sideboard. He looked as though he owned the room, the house, and the Earl’s soul. "It was a meeting of minds. I found her perspective on... preservation... to be quite refreshing. In fact, I found it so refreshing that I asked her to marry me on the spot."

Phoebe fought the urge to roll her eyes. Romantic lightning, indeed.

"Marry?" her father squeaked. "The Duke of Kestrel? And Phoebe?"

"I realize the haste is unconventional," Arthur continued, his gaze flickering to Phoebe with a look that could have been mistaken for adoration if one didn't know he was a cold-blooded tactician. "But when one finds a rare specimen, one does not leave it for others to pluck. I intend to announce the engagement at the end of the week. With your blessing, of course."

The Earl of Westfall looked like a man who had just won the lottery while being struck by a meteorite. "Blessing? Good heavens, yes! Absolutely. Of course! My dear boy—Your Grace—I am overwhelmed. Truly."

"Excellent," Arthur said. He pushed off the sideboard. "I shall take Phoebe for a drive. We have much to discuss regarding the... settlements."

"Settlements!" the Earl echoed, his eyes lighting up with a sudden, predatory greed. "Yes, yes. Settlements are vital. Very complex things, settlements."

Arthur’s gaze sharpened. He turned his head slowly, looking at the stack of unpaid bills sitting on the corner of the table—bills for the butcher, the baker, and a very large one from a firm of solicitors. He reached out, picked up the top one, and glanced at it.

"Papa, don't," Phoebe said, her face heating.

"Is this a problem, Westfall?" Arthur asked, his voice returning to its chillingly neutral state.

"A trifle!" the Earl said, waving a hand dismissively. "A temporary liquidity issue. A misunderstanding with the bank. Nothing for a Duke to concern himself with."

Arthur looked at Phoebe. He saw the way she was clutching her shawl, the way she was trying to stand tall even as her world was being stripped bare in front of a stranger. He saw the ink stain on her thumb and the faint blue veins in her shivering hands.

He turned back to the Earl. "How much?"

"Your Grace?"

"The total," Arthur said. "For the house. For the debts. For the... orchids. Give me the figure."

The Earl hesitated, his greed warring with his remaining shred of pride. Greed won by a landslide. He leaned in and whispered a number that made Phoebe’s stomach turn.

Arthur didn't flinch. He didn't even look surprised. He reached into his coat, pulled out a small, leather-bound book, and wrote a draft with a silver fountain pen. He tore it out and laid it on the table.

"That should cover the 'misunderstandings' with the bank," Arthur said. "I expect the house to be heated by this evening. I expect my fiancée to have a wardrobe that doesn't involve blankets. And I expect you, Westfall, to stay away from the tables at White's for at least a month. If I hear that you have gambled away a single penny of this, the engagement is off, and I will personally oversee your bankruptcy."

The Earl stared at the draft as if it were a holy relic. "I... I see. Yes. Of course. You are most generous, Your Grace. Most generous."

"I am not generous," Arthur said, his eyes locking onto Phoebe’s. "I am a man who protects his investments."

He turned to Phoebe and offered his arm. "Shall we, Lady Phoebe? The horses are getting restless, and I find the air in here... stifling."

Phoebe placed her hand on his sleeve. Through the fine wool, she could feel the hard muscle of his forearm. As he led her out of the room, she looked back at her father, who was already reaching for the draft with trembling fingers.

The front door closed behind them, and the cold air of the street hit her face. The Duke’s carriage was a monstrously elegant affair, all black lacquer and silver trim, with four matched greys that looked like they were made of moonlight.

Arthur handed her inside, then climbed in after her, shutting the door with a solid, expensive thud. The interior smelled of leather and expensive tobacco.

"You didn't have to do that," Phoebe said, her voice tight. "The five thousand was for me. For the orchids. You didn't have to pay him."

Arthur sat opposite her, his legs long and encased in perfect buckskin breeches. He looked out the window as the carriage began to move. "I told you. I have a sister. If I am to be engaged to a woman whose father is being hunted by bailiffs, it reflects poorly on my judgment. I am buying silence, Phoebe. And I am buying time."

"You bought me," she said, the words feeling like ash in her mouth. "You didn't just pay a debt. You bought a person. I saw the way you looked at him. You look at my father the way you look at a bug you’re about to squash."

Arthur turned his head. His grey eyes were like flint. "Your father is a bug, Phoebe. He would have sold you to a man three times your age for half that amount. Do not pretend that our arrangement is any less a transaction because it involves a ring instead of a ledger."

"I am not pretending," she snapped. "I know exactly what this is. But I didn't realize the 'Iron Duke' enjoyed playing savior. Does it make you feel powerful? Rescuing the poor little wallflower from her drafty house?"

Arthur leaned forward. The space between them vanished. Phoebe could see the tiny gold flecks in his irises. "I don't play, Phoebe. And I don't rescue. I secure my perimeter. You are now within that perimeter. That means you will eat, you will stay warm, and you will wear the clothes I send to you. Not because I care for your comfort, but because I cannot have my future Duchess looking like a chimney sweep."

"Future Duchess?" Phoebe let out a jagged laugh. "It’s a fake engagement, Arthur. Or did you forget that part in your rush to be a martyr?"

"The ton must believe it is real," he said, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous velvet. "And they will only believe it if you look the part. For the next three months, you are the most precious thing I own. Act accordingly."

He sat back, the moment of intensity breaking like a wave. He went back to looking out the window, his profile as cold and unreadable as a coin.

Phoebe looked down at the diamond on her finger. It felt like a shackle. She had wanted to save her mother’s orchids, to save her home, to save herself. But as the carriage rolled toward Mayfair, she realized that she hadn't escaped the marriage market at all. She had simply been acquired by the most expensive buyer in London.
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