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Chapter 1 — The Midnight Hunt
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The Earl of Danbury’s ballroom was a masterpiece of sensory assault. Between the cloying scent of three hundred beeswax candles, the frantic scraping of the orchestra’s violins, and the humid breath of the Ton’s most dedicated gossips, the air had grown thick enough to chew. It was the sort of atmosphere that favored the bold, the beautiful, and the exceptionally loud.

Lady Elara Vance was none of those things.

She stood against a fluted marble pillar, her gown a shade of lavender so purposefully dull it bordered on ecclesiastical. In a room full of peacocks, she was a sparrow, and she cultivated that insignificance with the precision of a master gardener. To the passing dowagers, she was merely the eldest Vance girl—the one who hadn’t married, the one who didn’t sparkle, the one who was safely, comfortably invisible.

It was a magnificent tactical advantage.

“I believe the punch is slightly turned,” her younger sister, Sophia, whispered, appearing at Elara’s elbow. Sophia was everything Elara was not: radiant, seventeen, and currently terrified. “Or perhaps it is just the smell of Lord Ponsonby’s pomade. It’s quite aggressive tonight.”

Elara adjusted the silk of her glove, her eyes scanning the room not for suitors, but for exits. “Ponsonby is the least of our concerns, Sophie. Did you see Father go into the card room?”

Sophia’s face fell, the youthful glow dimming. “An hour ago. With the Duke of Rothbury’s brother-in-law.”

“Then we are officially on the clock,” Elara said, her voice dropping to a low, steady hum. “I need you to stay here. If anyone asks for me, tell them I’ve gone to the retiring room with a sudden, devastating headache. Be specific. Mention the vapors. No one ever follows up on the vapors.”

“Elara, you can’t,” Sophia hissed, clutching her arm. “If you’re caught—”

“If I’m caught, I’ll be ruined. If I’m not, we might actually have bread and jam next month. I find the trade-off acceptable.” Elara gave her sister’s hand a reassuring squeeze, though her own palms were beginning to damp. “Stay in the light, Sophie. Smile until your face aches.”

With a practiced, fluid motion, Elara melted away from the pillar. She didn’t head for the main doors, where the footmen stood like statues in gold braid. Instead, she slipped behind a heavy velvet curtain near the musicians’ dais, finding the narrow service corridor that smelled of floor wax and secrets.

She knew the layout of Danbury House from a previous, less desperate season. The library was on the ground floor, tucked away from the main thoroughfare of the party. It was the sanctuary of men who preferred the clink of crystal to the lilt of a waltz, and tonight, it held the only thing that could save the Vance name from the gutter.

Her father had been a fool, but he was a fool with a predictable habit. He signed away what he didn’t have on slips of paper—vouchers, markers, the currency of the damned. And tonight, he had signed them over to the one man in London who didn’t believe in mercy: Arthur St. Clair, the Duke of Rothbury.

The hallway was dim, lit only by the occasional flickering wall sconce. Elara’s heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs, but her feet remained silent. She reached the heavy oak door of the library and paused, listening. Silence.

She eased the door open. The room was vast, lined with leather-bound volumes that climbed toward a vaulted ceiling. The air here was cooler, smelling of old paper and expensive tobacco. A single branch of candles flickered on a massive mahogany desk near the window, casting long, skeletal shadows across the Persian rug.

“Directly to the point, then,” she whispered to herself.

She crossed the room, her slippers making no sound. Her father had mentioned a “black lacquered box” where the Duke’s secretary kept the evening’s winnings before they were officially tallied. She found it sitting atop a stack of ledgers. Her breath hitched.

Her fingers were inches from the lid when a voice drifted from the shadows of a wingback chair by the fireplace.

“I’ve always found the third drawer on the left more productive for light reading, Lady Elara. The box is strictly for those with a taste for arithmetic.”

Elara froze. The blood in her veins turned to slush. Slowly, with the agonizing deliberation of a creature sensing a predator, she turned toward the sound.

The Duke of Rothbury sat in the depths of the chair, a snifter of brandy held loosely in one hand. He wasn’t wearing his formal coat; it was draped over a nearby ottoman, leaving him in a crisp white shirt and a waistcoat that shimmered like a serpent’s skin. His dark hair was slightly mussed, and his eyes—cold, slate-gray, and utterly unreadable—were fixed on her with the clinical interest of a naturalist observing a new species of insect.

“Your Grace,” Elara managed, her voice remarkably steady despite the fact that her soul was currently trying to exit through her toes. “I wasn’t aware this room was occupied.”

“Clearly,” Arthur said, taking a slow, deliberate sip of his brandy. He didn’t rise. He didn’t move. He simply loomed within the stillness. “It is a library, after all. People have been known to read in them. Though I suspect your interests tonight are less... literary.”

Elara straightened her spine. The “Drab Mouse” mask was useless now; she had been caught with her hand in the proverbial till. “The decor is fascinating, I’ll admit. I’ve a particular fondness for mahogany.”

“And for other people’s property, it seems.” Arthur set the brandy down on a side table with a click that sounded like a pistol cocking. He stood up then, and the room seemed to shrink. He was a tall man, broader than the fashionable dandies in the ballroom, with a stillness about him that was far more intimidating than a shout. “Tell me, Lady Elara, did your father send you? Or is this a solo venture into larceny?”

“My father is currently losing his dignity in your card room, Your Grace. He hasn’t the wit to send me anywhere,” Elara snapped, the sharp edge of her temper cutting through her fear. “And it isn’t larceny to retrieve what should never have been gambled in the first place.”

“An interesting legal theory. I doubt the magistrate would agree.” He took a step toward her, his boots clicking rhythmically on the hardwood border of the rug. “You were looking for the Vance vouchers. Six thousand pounds’ worth, if I recall the tally from ten minutes ago.”

Elara felt the air leave her lungs. Six thousand. It was more than their dowries. It was their home. It was everything. “He is a sick man,” she whispered.

“He is a bored man,” Arthur corrected, stopping five feet away. The candlelight caught the sharp planes of his face—the high cheekbones, the straight, unforgiving line of his nose, and the faint, jagged scar that ran along his jawline, a souvenir of Waterloo that he never bothered to hide. “There is a difference. One deserves a physician; the other deserves a lesson.”

“And you are the one to give it?” Elara challenged, her eyes flashing. “The great Duke of Rothbury, who has so much gold he uses it to fill his silences? You don’t need those vouchers. To you, they are just paper. To my sister, they are a cage.”

Arthur tilted his head, studying her. “You’ve dropped the ‘quiet wallflower’ act. I find the change... refreshing. Most women in your position would be weeping by now. Or swooning. Have you considered a swoon? It might distract me long enough for you to make a run for the window.”

“I don’t swoon,” Elara said, her chin lifting. “It’s a waste of energy and it wrinkles the fabric. If you’re going to call the watch, do it. But don’t expect me to perform for your amusement while you wait.”

“The watch? Such a messy solution,” Arthur mused, walking a slow circle around her. He moved like a soldier—efficient, balanced, always measuring the distance. “A scandal like that would ruin your sister even faster than your father’s debts. No, I think I prefer a more... private arrangement.”

Elara’s eyes narrowed. The banter had taken a sharper turn. “If you think I am the sort of woman who will trade her honor for a handful of paper—”

“Good God, woman, suppress your melodrama,” Arthur interrupted with a roll of his eyes. “I’m a Duke, not a villain in a penny dreadful. I have no interest in your honor. I imagine it’s a very tedious, well-guarded thing.”

Elara felt a flush that was half-fury, half-embarrassment creep up her neck. “Then what do you want?”

Arthur stopped in front of her. For a moment, the cynicism in his gaze flickered, replaced by a cold, calculating weariness. “I am in a predicament of my own. My mother has decided that this season I must marry. She has enlisted half the debutantes in London to hunt me down like a stag at bay. Every ball is an ambush. Every dinner is an interrogation. My cousin Julian is already measuring the drapes at Rothbury House, waiting for me to remain heirless so he can claim the title and spend the estate into the ground.”

“My heart bleeds for you,” Elara said dryly. “The burden of being a wealthy Duke must be truly exhausting.”

“It is a nuisance,” Arthur agreed, ignoring her sarcasm. “One that requires a shield. I need a fiancée. Someone who understands the value of a bargain. Someone who can navigate a ballroom without needing her hand held, who can hold a conversation that doesn’t revolve around the weather or the poetry of Lord Byron, and who—most importantly—has absolutely no intention of actually falling in love with me.”

Elara stared at him. The music from the ballroom drifted in, a muffled, ghostly waltz. “You want a fake engagement.”

“I want a strategic alliance,” Arthur corrected. “I provide the vouchers and a sudden, inexplicable devotion. You provide the social cover. We endure three months of the Ton’s scrutiny, and at the end of the season, we discover a ‘tragic incompatibility.’ We break the engagement, you keep your family’s fortune, and I spend the next five years in blessed, unbothered solitude.”

“And why me?” Elara asked, her mind racing. “There are a hundred girls out there who would jump at the chance to be a Duchess, even for a few months.”

“That is exactly the problem,” Arthur said, his voice dropping an octave. “They would jump. They would hope. They would try to ‘soften’ me. You, Lady Elara, were just caught trying to rob me. You have a motive to keep the secret, a sharp enough tongue to keep me entertained, and a clear-eyed pragmatism that I find remarkably useful. You don’t want a husband; you want a savior for your sister. I can be that, provided you can be my shield.”

Elara looked at the black box on the desk, then back at the man standing before her. He was arrogant, cold, and entirely too observant. He was everything she had spent her life trying to avoid.

“Six thousand pounds,” she said.

“And your father’s debts settled for the duration of the season,” Arthur added. “I’ll have my man keep him on a short leash. No more gaming hells.”

“And Sophia? Her debut must be perfect.”

“I shall provide the sponsorship. My mother will be so delighted I’ve chosen someone that she’ll make your sister the Diamond of the Season just to spite the other mamas.”

Elara took a breath, the scent of lavender and sandalwood filling her lungs. It was madness. It was a leap off a cliff into a sea of sharks. But she could hear Sophia’s laugh in her mind—the laugh of a girl who didn’t yet know she was supposed to be a sacrifice to her father’s failures.

“One more thing,” Elara said, her voice trembling just slightly.

“Yes?”

“I want it in writing. Not a marriage contract, but a business agreement. If you try to back out, if you try to humiliate us—”

“You’ll what? Sue me in the ecclesiastical courts?” Arthur let out a short, dry laugh. “You really are a suspicious creature. Very well. I’ll have my secretary draft something. But for tonight, a handshake will have to suffice. We must return to the ballroom together. The performance begins now.”

He extended his hand. It was a large hand, calloused and steady. Elara looked at it for a long beat. She was stepping out of the shadows and into a spotlight that would burn her if she wasn’t careful.

“I’m going to regret this,” she whispered.

“Undoubtedly,” Arthur replied, his lips twitching into the ghost of a smile. “But you’ll be the best-dressed woman in London while you do.”

Elara reached out and placed her hand in his. His grip was firm, warm, and entirely too solid. The friction of his skin against hers sent a jolt of electricity up her arm that had nothing to do with social conventions and everything to do with the man himself.

“To the lions, then,” she said.

Arthur didn’t let go. He stepped closer, leaning down until his breath stirred the hair at her temple. “A word of advice, Lady Elara. If we are to convince the Ton we are in love, you’ll have to stop looking at me as if you’re planning where to hide my body.”

“I’ll do my best,” she retorted, her wit returning as the reality of the situation settled in. “But do try not to be so... Duke-ish. It’s very off-putting.”

“I shall endeavor to be merely... Arthur,” he said, his voice laced with a subtle, dangerous humor. “Now, take my arm. And for heaven’s sake, try to look smug. You’ve just bagged the most elusive bachelor in England. It would be insulting to my vanity if you looked miserable about it.”

Elara slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow. The wool of his waistcoat was soft, but the arm beneath it was like iron. As they walked toward the library door, she felt the transformation begin. The “Drab Mouse” was staying behind in the shadows.

They reached the door, and Arthur paused, his hand on the latch. He looked down at her, his expression unreadable once more. “Ready?”

“No,” Elara said honestly.

“Good. It makes for a better story.”

He threw open the door and led her back into the light.

The transition was jarring. The silence of the library was replaced by the roar of the crowd and the renewed vigor of the violins. As they stepped onto the main floor, the effect was instantaneous. It was like a stone dropped into a mirror-still pond. The ripples of silence spread outward from them, conversation dying in mid-sentence, fans stopping their rhythmic flutter, heads turning with the synchronized precision of a military parade.

Arthur didn’t hesitate. He led her directly toward the center of the room, his pace leisurely, his head held high. He didn’t look at the gossips; he looked only at her, his gaze softened into a practiced, devastatingly effective mask of affection.

“Stay with me,” he murmured, loud enough for a nearby Countess to overhear. “I find I cannot bear to have you more than a yard away, Elara.”

Elara felt the heat rise to her cheeks—a perfectly timed, natural blush that she couldn’t have faked if she tried. She looked up at him, her eyes wide. “You are being absurd, Arthur.”

“I am being a man in love,” he countered, his smile widening just enough to show a hint of teeth. “There is a distinction.”

The crowd parted before them like the Red Sea. Elara spotted her father near the punch bowl, his face pale, his eyes bugging out as he saw his eldest daughter on the arm of the man who held his life in his ledger. She looked away, focusing instead on Sophia, who stood frozen by a pillar, her mouth slightly agape.

They reached the middle of the floor just as the music ended. In the sudden, ringing quiet, the Duke of Rothbury came to a halt. He didn’t wait for a formal announcement. He simply looked at the Earl of Danbury, who was watching from the dais.

“Danbury,” Arthur called out, his voice carrying to every corner of the room. “I believe I owe you an apology. I’ve been hogging the most enchanting woman in the room for the last twenty minutes.”

A collective gasp went up. It was a soft, sibilant sound, like the rustle of a thousand silk petticoats.

“Your Grace?” the Earl stammered, stepping down. “I... I wasn’t aware...”

“None of us were,” Arthur said, his hand tightening slightly on Elara’s. “But it is a night for revelations. Lady Elara has done me the immense honor of agreeing to become the next Duchess of Rothbury.”

The silence that followed was absolute. For three seconds, the heartbeat of London society stopped.

Then, the explosion.

A wall of sound hit them—cries of disbelief, frantic whispers, the clatter of dropped fans. Elara felt as if she were standing in the eye of a hurricane. People began to surge forward, their faces a blur of curiosity and envy.

“Keep smiling,” Arthur whispered under the cover of the noise. “You’re doing beautifully.”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” she whispered back, her smile fixed and bright.

“Wait until we’re in the carriage. It’s more private.”

He leaned down then, right there in front of the most judgmental audience in the world, and pressed a lingering kiss to the back of her hand. His eyes met hers, and for a fleeting second, the “fake” mask faltered. There was a challenge in his gaze, a spark of something that wasn’t in the contract.

Elara realized then that she hadn’t just saved her family. She had entered into a duel with a man who had never lost.

The “Midnight Hunt” had begun, and she wasn’t entirely sure if she was the hunter or the prey.

“To the Duchess,” someone shouted, and the room erupted in a cheer that felt more like a battle cry.

As the first of the matchmaking mamas descended upon them, their eyes glittering with the predatory instinct of their kind, Elara leaned into Arthur’s side. She felt the strength of him, the solid, unyielding reality of the man.

“You realize they’re going to tear me apart, don’t you?” she murmured as Lady Danbury approached with a shark-like grin.

“Let them try,” Arthur replied, his voice a low, dangerous rumble. “They’ll find you’ve a much sharper bite than they expect.”

He turned to greet the hostess, his transition into the role of the devoted fiancé seamless and terrifying. Elara followed suit, her voice steady as she accepted the first of a thousand insincere congratulations.

The night was far from over. In fact, as she caught the venomous glare of Lord Julian Vane from across the room, she realized the war had only just begun. The Duke had his shield, and the Wallflower had her fortune.

But as they began to navigate the treacherous waters of the ballroom, Elara couldn’t shake the feeling that the six thousand pounds was the least of what she was going to lose before the season was through.

The performance had begun, and there was no turning back.

As the orchestra struck up a celebratory quadrille, Arthur led her toward the dance floor. The crowd fell back, giving them a wide berth.

“Dance with me, Elara,” he said, his hand finding hers once more.

“I’m not sure my legs will support me,” she admitted.

“Then I shall hold you up. That is what a devoted fiancé does, is it not?”

“You’re enjoying this,” she accused, her eyes meeting his.

“I haven’t been this entertained since the treaty of Paris,” he confessed.

As they moved into the first steps of the dance, Elara felt the eyes of the world upon them. Every movement was a lie, every look was a calculation. And yet, as Arthur spun her in a graceful arc, the heat of his hand through her glove felt like the only real thing in a room full of ghosts.

The “Midnight Hunt” had its first victory. But the season was long, and the Duke of Rothbury was a man with many secrets. As Elara looked into his slate-gray eyes, she wondered if she had traded her father’s debts for a much more dangerous kind of ruin.

But for now, she smiled. She laughed. She played the part of the radiant bride-to-be.

After all, she was a Vance. And if there was one thing her father had taught her, it was how to play a hand even when the deck was stacked against you.

The dance continued, the music swelling to a crescendo, drowned out only by the relentless hum of a scandal that would be whispered about in every drawing room from Mayfair to Chelsea by morning.

The “Drab Mouse” was gone. In her place stood a woman who had just wagered her life on a Duke’s bored whim.

And as the dance came to an end, and Arthur bowed to her with a grace that was both elegant and mocking, Elara knew one thing for certain.

The game was finally worth the candle.

The carriage ride home was a study in contrasts. Outside, the London streets were slick with a fine mist, the gas lamps casting a sickly yellow glow over the cobblestones. Inside, the silence was so heavy it felt as though the air itself had been sucked out of the vehicle.

Arthur sat opposite her, his long legs stretched out, his eyes closed. He looked exhausted, the lines of tension around his mouth more pronounced now that the audience was gone.

Elara sat huddled in her corner, her hands knotted in her lap. The adrenaline had faded, leaving behind a hollow, cold dread.

“You didn’t tell me about your cousin,” she said suddenly, the words breaking the silence like a gunshot.

Arthur opened one eye. “Julian? I believe I mentioned he was measuring the drapes.”

“You didn’t mention he looks at you as if he’s deciding which knife to use.”

Arthur let out a soft, mirthless chuckle. “Julian is a man of simple appetites. He wants what I have because he believes he would enjoy it more. He is likely at this very moment questioning your father about the ‘unexpected’ nature of our courtship.”

“My father will tell him nothing,” Elara said, though she felt a twinge of doubt. “He’s too terrified of you.”

“Fear is a good motivator, but greed is better. I’ll have a guard placed on your house tomorrow.”

Elara bristled. “A guard? We aren’t prisoners.”

“You are the future Duchess of Rothbury,” Arthur said, opening both eyes now and leaning forward. The intensity of his gaze was startling. “In the eyes of the law, you are the most valuable piece of property in my possession. In the eyes of the Ton, you are a target. You will have a guard, you will have a footman, and you will not go anywhere without my knowledge.”

“I am not a piece of property,” Elara hissed, her eyes sparking with anger.

“For the next three months, you are,” he countered. “That was the bargain, Elara. You wanted the vouchers. You wanted the sister’s debut. This is the price. Do not pretend you didn’t know the nature of the cage you were stepping into.”

He reached into his waistcoat and pulled out a small, folded piece of paper. He tossed it into her lap.

“What is this?”

“The first of the vouchers. One thousand pounds. Consider it a down payment on your cooperation.”

Elara picked up the paper. It was her father’s handwriting—sprawling, desperate, messy. She felt a wave of nausea.

“I hate you,” she whispered.

Arthur didn’t flinch. If anything, his expression softened into something that looked dangerously like pity.

“Good,” he said. “Hatred is honest. It’s much easier to work with than affection. Keep that fire, Elara. You’re going to need it when the vultures start circling tomorrow morning.”

The carriage lurched to a halt in front of the Vance’s modest townhouse. The paint was peeling, and the knocker was slightly crooked, but tonight, it felt like a sanctuary.

Arthur didn’t move to help her out. He stayed in the shadows of the carriage, his face obscured.

“I will call on you at eleven tomorrow,” he said. “We are going to the park. Wear the green silk. It makes you look less like a mouse and more like a predator.”

“I don’t have a green silk,” Elara said.

“You do now. It was delivered an hour ago. My secretary is very efficient.”

Elara stepped out of the carriage, her feet hitting the wet pavement. She turned back to look at him one last time.

“Why are you doing this, Arthur? Truly? It can’t just be about the matchmaking.”

Arthur was silent for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was so low she could barely hear it over the sound of the rain.

“Because for the first time in three years, I found something in that library that was more interesting than my own thoughts.”

He signaled the driver, and the carriage pulled away before she could respond.

Elara stood on the doorstep, the voucher clutched in her hand, watching the red lights of the carriage disappear into the fog.

The “Midnight Hunt” had only just begun, but as she let herself into the quiet, dark house, she knew that the shadows here would never feel the same again.

She walked upstairs, her steps heavy. She stopped at Sophia’s door, listening to her sister’s soft, even breathing.

She had done it. The debt was being paid.

But as she reached her own room and saw the emerald-green silk dress draped across her bed like a coiled snake, Elara felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the night air.

The Duke had given her the armor. Now, she just had to survive the war.
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Chapter 2 — The Terms of Surrender
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The emerald-green silk was, quite frankly, an act of psychological warfare.

As Elara stood before the towering, soot-stained facade of Rothbury House the following morning, she felt less like a debutante and more like a soldier donning plate armor. The dress was magnificent—a scandalous departure from the muddy lavenders and apologetic greys she usually favored. The neckline was daring, the sleeves were puffed into delicate clouds of organza, and the skirt moved with a liquid hiss that announced her presence three seconds before she actually entered a room.

It was the dress of a woman who was loved, or at least, the dress of a woman who was very, very expensive.

“You look as if you’re about to storm a citadel, Elara,” Sophia whispered beside her. Her sister was dressed in her best primrose muslin, looking far more nervous than the occasion technically warranted.

“I am,” Elara replied, adjusting the fit of her kid-leather gloves. “I’m just not sure if I’m the invader or the spy.”

The front door of Rothbury House was opened by a footman who appeared to have been carved from a particularly grim block of granite. He didn’t blink as he ushered them into a foyer that was larger than the entire ground floor of the Vance townhouse. It was a cavern of white marble, echoing with the ticking of a grandfather clock that sounded like the steady beat of a guillotine.

“The Duke is in his study,” the footman announced. “He is expecting you, Lady Elara. Your sister is invited to take tea in the morning room with the housekeeper.”

“I am perfectly capable of—” Sophia began, her chin lifting.

“It’s fine, Sophie,” Elara interrupted, catching her sister’s eye. “Go. Eat the Duke’s biscuits. They’re likely the only things in this house that aren’t made of ice.”

With a final, bracing breath, Elara followed the footman down a long, portrait-lined gallery. The ancestors of the St. Clair line stared down at her with varying degrees of ducal disdain. They all had the same nose—straight, arrogant, and seemingly designed to look down upon the rest of humanity.

The study door opened, and she was plunged back into the masculine sanctuary of woodsmoke and leather.

Arthur was standing by the window, silhouetted against the pale morning light. He wasn’t wearing a coat today, merely a waistcoat of dark brocade over a linen shirt with sleeves rolled up to his forearms. It was an unsettlingly informal look for a man who moved with such rigid precision.

“You’re three minutes late,” he said, without turning around.

“And you’re three minutes more Duke-ish than you were last night,” Elara countered, the silk of her skirts rustling as she crossed the rug. “I assume the emerald silk met your secretary’s exacting standards?”

Arthur turned then. His gaze traveled slowly from the hem of her skirt to the modest pulse leaping at the hollow of her throat, finally settling on her eyes. For a heartbeat, the air in the room seemed to thin.

“The color suits you,” he admitted, his voice a low, dry rumble. “It makes you look... dangerous.”

“Good. I feel dangerous. Negotiating with a man who carries a ledger where his heart should be requires a certain edge.”

“A ledger is far more reliable than a heart, Lady Elara. It doesn’t skip beats, and it’s remarkably easy to audit.” He gestured to the two leather armchairs facing his desk. “Sit. We have a great deal of ground to cover before our promenade.”

Elara sat, her skirts billowing around her. She felt like a vibrant bird trapped in a very mahogany cage. Arthur moved behind his desk, which was piled with maps, ledgers, and a stack of papers that Elara recognized as her father’s vouchers.

“I’ve spent the morning drafting our... operational guidelines,” Arthur said, sliding a single sheet of vellum toward her.

Elara picked it up. “Operational guidelines? Most people call it a betrothal, Your Grace.”

“A betrothal is an emotional entanglement. This is a tactical arrangement designed to achieve a specific social outcome. Let us call it what it is.”

Elara scanned the list. Her eyebrows climbed higher with every line.

1. Public appearances shall be limited to three evening events and two daytime promenades per week. 2. Private conversation shall remain focused on the maintenance of the ruse. 3. No family members are to be granted financial boons beyond the agreed-upon debt settlement. 4. Neither party shall engage in genuine romantic pursuit of another for the duration of the contract.

“It’s very... thorough,” Elara said, looking up. “Though you’ve omitted the most important part.”

“Which is?”

“How we are to behave toward one another,” she said, leaning forward. “The Ton isn’t stupid, Arthur. They don’t just look for a ring; they look for the way a man leans into a woman’s space. They look for the way she touches his sleeve. If we behave like two generals negotiating a truce, they’ll have the truth out of us by Tuesday.”

Arthur leaned back, his fingers steepled. “I am aware of the requirements of performance. I have spent the last decade perfecting the art of being exactly what people expect me to be.”

“Yes, but people expect you to be a statue,” Elara pointed out. “Now they expect you to be a man in love. Can a statue do that?”

“A statue can be very convincing if the lighting is right,” he retorted. “But since you are clearly the expert on ‘the gaze,’ perhaps you would like to elaborate on your requirements.”

Elara stood up and began to pace the small space between the desk and the window. “It’s about the subtext. When we are in public, you must look at me as if you are barely listening to whatever tiresome gossip is being relayed to you because you are too busy wondering what I would say if we were alone.”

“A look of chronic distraction,” Arthur summarized. “I can manage that. I find most people tiresome to begin with.”

“No, not distraction. Focused intensity. And the touch,” she said, stopping at the edge of the desk. “We need rules for the touch.”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “I believe hand-holding is the standard for the newly betrothed.”

“Hand-holding is for children and country vicars,” Elara said dismissively. “If you want them to believe you’ve been ‘beguiled,’ as you so eloquently put it last night, the touch needs to be more... intentional. A hand at the small of my back. A lingering touch on my elbow when you lead me through a crowd. The way you look at my mouth when I’m speaking.”

Arthur’s gaze dropped to her mouth, and for a second, the banter died. The silence in the study grew heavy, punctuated only by the crackle of the fire and the distant sound of a carriage on the street outside.

“You’re very practiced at this for a ‘drab mouse,’” he said, his voice dropping an octave.

“I’ve had three seasons to watch other people make fools of themselves,” she replied, her voice slightly breathless. “I’ve learned that the most convincing lies are the ones told in the spaces between words.”

“Fine,” Arthur said, standing up and breaking the tension like a physical cord. “The small of the back. Lingering elbows. I shall be the model of possessive devotion. But I have my own addition to the contract.”

“Oh?”

“No feelings,” he said, his face hardening into that familiar ducal mask. “We are faking a passion, Elara. We are not cultivating one. I have no room in my life for the complications of the heart, and I suspect you have no room for a man who views love as a tactical error.”

Elara felt a sharp, unexpected pang at his words, but she masked it with a cynical smile. “You needn’t worry, Your Grace. My heart is currently far too busy calculating the cost of my sister’s wedding breakfast to bother with anything as inconvenient as love. I am a Vance. We are survivors, not romantics.”

“Good. Then we understand each other.” He picked up a pen and dipped it into the silver inkwell. “Do we have an agreement?”

“Not yet,” Elara said, holding up a hand. “I have one more clause. The Sophia Clause.”

Arthur paused, the pen hovering over the vellum. “I believe I already agreed to fund her debut.”

“Funding is only half the battle. Money can buy a dress, but it can’t buy respectability—not in this town. I want your mother, the Dowager Duchess, to sponsor her.”

Arthur’s hand tightened on the pen. “My mother is currently in the country, enjoying a reprieve from my ‘intolerable bachelorhood.’ Bringing her into this would be... complicated.”

“Exactly. It would be convincing,” Elara countered. “If the Dowager Duchess of Rothbury takes Sophia under her wing, she becomes untouchable. No one will dare whisper about our father’s debts if she is being presented by a St. Clair. That is my price, Arthur. Not just the vouchers. Her future.”

Arthur looked at her for a long time. He saw the fierce, protective light in her eyes—the same light he had seen in the library when she was protecting her father’s dignity. It was the only thing about her that wasn’t a mask.

“You are a very expensive fiancée,” he murmured.

“You are a very wealthy Duke. I’m sure you can afford me.”

With a sharp, decisive flick of his wrist, Arthur signed the bottom of the vellum. He pushed the paper toward her. “My mother will be here by the end of the week. But be warned, Elara—she is a woman who sees through everything. If you falter, if you let the ‘mouse’ back in for even a second, she will tear this arrangement apart before the first course is served.”

Elara took the pen and signed her name beside his. The ink was dark and permanent. “Then I suppose I’ll just have to be the most convincing Duchess London has ever seen.”

“Then let us begin the indoctrination,” Arthur said, rounding the desk. “The carriage is waiting. We are going to Hyde Park to let the vultures have their first look at the prize.”

“Wait,” Elara said, her heart starting to gallop as he approached. “We haven’t practiced.”

“Practiced what?”

“The seal,” she said. “You can’t just walk out there and start touching me. It will look like a rehearsal. It needs to be... instinctive.”

Arthur stopped a foot away from her. The height difference was more pronounced now; she had to tilt her head back to look at him. He smelled of rain and iron, a cold, clean scent that made her feel suddenly very small.

“You’re right,” he said softly. “The seal.”

He didn’t take her hand. Instead, he reached out and brushed a stray lock of dark hair away from her forehead. His fingers were warm, his touch surprisingly gentle for a man who looked like he could crush stone. The contact sent a jolt of electricity through her, a visceral reaction that her mind screamed at her to ignore.

Then, he took her hand. He didn’t just hold it; he enveloped it, his thumb tracing the delicate line of her knuckles through the silk of her glove. It was a slow, deliberate movement, an assertion of ownership that made the breath catch in her throat.

“Is this intentional enough for you, Lady Elara?” he whispered, his gray eyes searching hers.

“It’s... a start,” she managed, her voice sounding far away.

“Good. Because once we step through that door, I don’t intend to let go until the sun sets.”

He tucked her hand into the crook of his arm, his other hand coming to rest firmly on top of hers. It was a classic pose, the picture of a devoted couple, but the energy between them was anything but settled. It was a storm held in check by a very thin layer of etiquette.

As they walked out of the study and back into the marble foyer, the “Drab Mouse” was officially dead. Elara moved with a new grace, her head held high, the green silk hissing against the floor.

They met Sophia in the foyer. Her sister’s eyes went wide as she saw them—the way they were connected, the way Arthur was looking down at Elara with that newfound, “distracted” intensity.

“Your Grace,” Sophia stammered, curtsying.

“Lady Sophia,” Arthur said, his voice smooth and professional. “I hope the biscuits were satisfactory.”

“They were... very crisp,” Sophia said, looking at Elara for guidance.

“We are going for a drive,” Elara said, her voice steady. “Go home, Sophie. Tell Father that the Duke is a man of his word.”

“A rare thing in London, I’m told,” Arthur added, leading Elara toward the door.

The carriage waiting at the curb was a gleaming black phaeton, the Rothbury crest emblazoned on the door in gold. As the footman held the door open, Arthur paused. He turned to Elara, his hand lingering on the small of her back—just as she had requested.

“One final rule, Elara,” he murmured, leaning close so the footman wouldn’t hear.

“Yes?”

“Don’t forget that this is a game. The moment you start believing the lines we’re saying, the game is lost.”

“I have an excellent memory, Arthur,” she replied, meeting his gaze with a defiance that masked the tremor in her heart. “I won’t forget.”

He handed her into the carriage, his touch firm and steady. As he climbed in beside her and the horses began their rhythmic trot toward Hyde Park, Elara looked out at the city. London felt different today. Dangerous. Electric.

She looked at the man sitting opposite her. He was already looking out the window, his expression unreadable, his jaw set in a hard, uncompromising line. He was a mystery wrapped in a title, a man who had survived a war only to come home and build another one out of silk and secrets.

And she was his partner. His shield. His “diamond.”

As the carriage entered the gates of the Park and the first of the fashionable barouches came into view, Elara felt the weight of the green silk. She felt the warmth of where his hand had been. And she realized, with a sinking sense of inevitability, that the hardest part of the bargain wasn’t going to be fooling the Ton.

It was going to be fooling herself.

The Park was crowded, the elite of the city out in force to catch the first glimpse of the scandal they had all been whispering about since the previous night. As the Duke’s phaeton rolled onto the gravel path, the conversation died out as if someone had pulled a curtain.

“Here we go,” Arthur muttered, his hand finding hers on the seat between them.

“Smile, Arthur,” Elara whispered back, her heart hammering. “You’re supposed to be happy.”

“I’m a Duke, Elara. We don’t do ‘happy.’ We do ‘satisfied.’”

But he did smile. It was a slow, lazy thing that didn’t quite reach his eyes, but it was enough to make three nearby debutantes nearly fall out of their carriage. He leaned toward her, his shoulder brushing hers, his voice dropping into that intimate, “focused” register.
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