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Chapter 1 – The Shadow’s Bargain

[image: ]


The lemonade at Almack’s was famously thin, remarkably sour, and currently the most interesting thing in Lady Beatrice Halloway’s life. Or so she led the rest of the world to believe.

To any casual observer—of which there were dozens, most of them mothers with the predatory instincts of hungry hawks—Beatrice was merely another fixture of the wallpaper. She was the girl in the unfortunate shade of muddy brown, the one who remained resolutely seated while the violins sawed through yet another quadrille, and whose conversation was as stimulating as damp wool.

She took a slow, performative sip of the tepid liquid, her gaze drifting over the rim of her glass with practiced boredom. Behind that mask of dullness, however, her mind was a whirlwind of ink and malice.

Lord Sterling’s cravat is struggling for its life, much like his family’s fortune, she thought, her fingers itching for the small, leather-bound notebook tucked into the secret pocket of her petticoats. And Lady Violet is leaning so far into the Earl of Marbury’s personal space that she’s likely to discover what he had for dinner. Or, more accurately, what his mistress had.

It was a profitable business, being invisible. As the anonymous Midnight Moralist, Beatrice was the most feared woman in London, and yet she could walk through a crowded ballroom without a single soul remembering she had ever been there. It was her armor. It was her power.

And currently, it was the only thing keeping her father out of the Fleet.

The scent of gardenias and overheated bodies pressed in on her. Beatrice set her glass down on a passing tray with a quiet clack. She needed a quiet corner, a moment to translate the scene before her into the biting prose that would pay her sisters' dressmakers by the end of the week.

She slipped away from the main floor, moving with the practiced stealth of a woman who had spent five seasons learning which floorboards groaned and which shadows were deepest. The library at Almack’s was usually empty during the height of the dancing—aristocrats generally preferred the rhythm of the fiddle to the quiet company of books.

She pushed the heavy oak door open just a crack, sliding inside and letting the silence wash over her. The room was lit only by a dying fire and a single candelabra on the far desk. Perfect.

Beatrice reached into her skirts, her fingers finding the cool leather of her notebook and the small, travel-sized inkwell she kept capped with a wax seal. She didn't bother with a chair; she knelt by the low light of the hearth, the parchment balanced on her knee. Her pen—a sharp, efficient quill—began to dance.

“The Earl of Marbury has long been known for his interest in ancient ruins, which perhaps explains his recent, breathless pursuit of the Dowager Countess of Sutherland. One wonders if he is seeking a historical perspective, or merely a woman who remembers the reign of George II as a personal acquaintance...”

A floorboard creaked.

It wasn't a loud sound, but in the tomb-like quiet of the library, it sounded like a gunshot. Beatrice didn't freeze—freezing was for the guilty. Instead, she capped her inkwell with a fluid, singular motion and slid the notebook back into the folds of her dress before she had even fully stood up.

She turned, her face settling into the expression of vacant, mild confusion she wore as a shield.

“Lost your way to the tea room, Lady Beatrice?”

The voice was like a low cello note, resonant and dangerously smooth. Beatrice felt a prickle of genuine irritation. Of all the people to stumble upon her, it had to be the one man who made her mask feel like it was made of thin glass.

Arthur, the Duke of Thornefield, stood in the doorway. He was a silhouette of terrifyingly perfect tailoring. He didn't lean against the frame—that would have been too casual. He simply occupied the space, his presence absorbing the light until the library felt small and suffocating.

“Your Grace,” Beatrice said, curtsying with the precisely mediocre depth expected of a wallflower. “I found the noise of the ballroom a trifle... insistent. I merely sought a moment of quiet.”

“Quiet,” Arthur repeated. He stepped into the room, the firelight catching the sharp, uncompromising line of his jaw. He was a man of granite and ice, a monument to the kind of rigid propriety that Beatrice usually delighted in tearing down. “A curious choice of word for someone kneeling in the dark with enough ink on her fingers to suggest a career in the counting house.”

Beatrice looked down at her hand. A single, stubborn smudge of purple ink stained her index finger. Blast.

“I was... attempting to mend a snag in my hem,” she lied, her voice a pitch higher than usual. “A lady must be resourceful.”

“And does your hem require a notebook for its repair? Or perhaps the silk responds better to written instructions?” Arthur moved closer. He didn't stop until he was well within the boundaries of social comfort. He smelled of sandalwood and the cold London night. “You are a remarkably poor liar, Lady Beatrice. It is almost refreshing.”

Beatrice straightened her spine. The "Ice Duke" was looking at her—not past her, not through her, but at her. It was a sensation she hadn't experienced in five years of being overlooked.

“I was unaware that the Duke of Thornefield spent his evenings lurking in libraries to critique the honesty of wallflowers,” she said, the sharpness of her true voice slipping through. “Surely there is a committee meeting or a somber moral debate you are missing.”

Arthur’s eyes—a grey so dark they were almost slate—narrowed. “And there she is. I wondered if the girl who used to challenge her governess to debates on the Corn Laws was still buried under all that brown silk.”

Beatrice felt a cold shiver that had nothing to do with the draft from the window. “We were children then, Your Grace. People change. Most become dull. I have simply embraced the transition more fully than others.”

“Dullness is a choice,” he said, his voice dropping an octave. “And you have chosen it as a disguise. The question is why. Why would a woman of your intellect spend her nights taking notes in the dark? Are you a spy for the French? Or merely a thief of secrets?”

“I am a Halloway,” Beatrice snapped. “We are far too proud to be spies and far too poor to be successful thieves.”

“Ah. Poor.” Arthur reached into his coat and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. “I am glad we have reached the heart of the matter so quickly. It saves us the bother of further metaphors.”

He held the paper out. Beatrice hesitated, then took it. As she unfolded the page, her stomach did a slow, sickening roll. It was a list of debts. Her father’s signature—unmistakable, messy, and desperate—was at the bottom.

Ten thousand pounds.

The number was a death sentence. It was the house in Mayfair. It was her sisters’ dowries. It was their very names.

“My father had a run of ill luck,” Beatrice said, her voice sounding hollow even to her own ears. “He is... optimistic. He believes the next hand will always be the winner.”

“Optimism is a luxury for those who can afford to lose,” Arthur said. He walked to the window, looking out at the rain-slicked street. “Your father cannot. I bought these debts this afternoon from Lord Vane. He was quite eager to sell. I believe he was planning to use them as leverage for your younger sister’s hand.”

Beatrice felt a surge of pure, white-hot fury. “Vane is a vulture.”

“He is. And vultures are efficient. I, however, am a businessman.” Arthur turned back to her, his expression unreadable. “I have a problem, Lady Beatrice. A political one. My family’s name is currently a favorite topic for the scandal sheets. My father’s... colorful legacy continues to haunt my own ambitions. I need to be seen as a man of absolute stability. Of unshakeable moral rectitude.”

“So go to church,” Beatrice muttered, clutching her father’s debt to her chest.

“I do. Frequently. But a Duke without a Duchess is a Duke with a void. And a void is an invitation for speculation.” He stepped back into the light of the candelabra. “I need a wife who will not cause a single ripple in the social pond. I need a woman who is invisible, who has no scandals of her own, and who is content to live a life of quiet, unremarkable duty.”

Beatrice felt the trap closing before he even set it. “You want a statue.”

“I want a Duchess who knows the value of a secret,” Arthur corrected. “And I think you know the value of yours better than anyone. You want to save your family. I want to save my reputation. It is a simple exchange.”

Beatrice looked at the ink stain on her finger, then at the debt in her hand. The Midnight Moralist would have a field day with this. A Duke buying a bride to hide his father’s sins. It was the ultimate irony.

“You want me to be your Duchess because I am boring,” she said, her voice flat.

Arthur stepped closer again, his shadow falling over her. He reached out, his thumb brushing against the ink on her finger. The touch was brief, but it felt like a jolt of electricity.

“I want you because you are an expert at being nothing,” he whispered, his gaze dropping to her mouth for a fraction of a second before returning to her eyes. “I don't need a partner, Lady Beatrice. I don't need a love match. I need a wife who can stand in a room and be remarkably close to nothing. In exchange, your father’s debts are burned, your sisters are dowered, and you will have the finest library in England at your disposal.”

He stepped back, the coldness returning to his features as if it had never left.

“Do we have a bargain? Or shall I return these to Lord Vane?”

Beatrice looked at the man before her. He was arrogant, rigid, and utterly convinced of his own superiority. He was everything she lampooned in her column. And he was the only thing standing between her family and the workhouse.

She tucked the debt into her pocket next to her secret notebook.

“I shall need my own ink,” she said, her voice steady. “A great deal of it.”

Arthur’s mouth quirked—not a smile, but a ghost of one. “I shall order a barrel.”

He turned to leave, pausing at the door.

“Try not to look too triumphant, Lady Beatrice. It ruins the illusion of your dullness.”

He vanished into the hall, leaving Beatrice alone in the dying firelight. She looked down at her ink-stained finger. The wallflower had been plucked, it seemed. But the Duke had no idea that he hadn't just bought a Duchess.

He had invited the Midnight Moralist into his bed.
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Chapter 2 – The Ink-Stained Vow
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Thornefield House was exactly the sort of residence one expected from a man who treated joy as a regrettable lapse in judgment. It stood in Mayfair like a sentinel of stone and impeccable masonry, its windows polished to such a high shine that they seemed to be daring the London soot to even attempt a landing.

Beatrice Halloway followed the footman—a man whose livery was so stiff he appeared to move on invisible casters—through a hallway that smelled faintly of beeswax and ancient, unsmiling ancestors.

"The Duke is in his study, My Lady," the footman intoned. He didn't look at her. Wallflowers, it seemed, were invisible even to the help.

"Is he?" Beatrice adjusted her spectacles, which were perfectly clear but served as an excellent barrier between her and the world. "I had imagined him suspended in a block of ice in the cellar, waiting for the Season to thaw him out."

The footman’s expression did not flicker. He opened the heavy mahogany doors, announced her name to the empty air, and vanished.

The study was a cathedral of productivity. Every book on the floor-to-ceiling shelves was aligned with surgical precision. The desk was a vast expanse of dark wood, occupied only by a silver inkstand and a stack of papers that looked remarkably like a surrender treaty.

Arthur, the Duke of Thornefield, did not look up immediately. He was writing, his quill moving with a rhythmic, disciplined scratch. He looked less like a groom-to-be and more like a man calculating the exact cost of a minor war.

"You are four minutes early, Lady Beatrice," he said, finally setting the quill aside. He rose, his height filling the room in a way that made the high ceilings feel suddenly oppressive. "Punctuality is a virtue, but over-eagerness can be mistaken for desperation."

"And four minutes of my company is a gift I usually charge for, Your Grace," Beatrice replied, stepping further into the room. She didn't wait for an invitation to sit. She chose the most uncomfortable-looking chair opposite him, a straight-backed velvet thing that forced her to maintain the posture of a finishing-school headmistress. "I assure you, my desperation is well-documented. You bought it at Almack’s, remember?"

Arthur’s gaze dropped to her mouth, then flicked back to her eyes. His expression remained a mask of cool indifference, but there was a tension in his shoulders that hadn't been there a moment ago.

"I have drafted the agreement," he said, sliding a thick stack of parchment toward her. "It is thorough. It covers everything from the settlement of your father’s debts to the expected frequency of our appearances in the Royal Box."

Beatrice pulled the papers toward her. "Does it include a clause for how many sighs I am permitted per hour? Or perhaps a schedule for when I am allowed to have an opinion?"

"It includes a clause for discretion," Arthur said, his voice dropping into that low, resonant register that made Beatrice’s skin feel uncomfortably warm. "You are to be the Duchess of Thornefield. That means you are an extension of this house. You will be quiet. You will be respectable. And you will, under no circumstances, draw the attention of the gossip-mongers."

Beatrice scanned the text. Clause 4: The parties shall maintain separate sleeping quarters, except when the requirements of the succession dictate otherwise. Clause 7: The Duchess shall refrain from any public display of wit, levity, or intellectual superiority that might invite scrutiny.

"Succession," Beatrice murmured, her finger trailing over the word. "How very romantic. I presume you have a ledger for that as well? Three minutes on a Tuesday, provided the weather is fair and the national debt is down?"

Arthur leaned forward, his hands flat on the desk. "This is not a courtship, Beatrice. It is a merger. I am providing you with the means to save your sisters from a life of teaching piano to the daughters of tradesmen. In return, you are providing me with a stable, unremarkable partner who will not embarrass the Thornefield name."

"Unremarkable," she repeated, the word tasting like ash. "You really do have a gift for flattery, Arthur. It’s a wonder you haven't been swarmed by debutantes."

"I have been swarmed," he said coldly. "That is precisely the problem. They want the title, the jewels, or the challenge of 'thawing' the Ice Duke. You, however, want none of those things. You want a lock on your door and a library. We are
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