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Chapter 1 – The Cost of a Hand
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The Countess of Jersey’s ballroom was a shimmering, suffocating sea of silk, ambition, and expensive beeswax. To the uninitiated, it was the pinnacle of the London Season—a place where dreams were forged in the heat of a quadrille. To Lady Honoria Westbrook, it was a biological study of the Pavo cristatus—the common peacock—in its most aggressive mating plumage.

Nora stood by a fluted marble pillar, her gown a shade of “mousy lavender” that her mother had insisted would make her look “modest.” In reality, it made her look like a smudge of soot against a sunset. She didn’t mind. Invisibility was her greatest asset. It was the cloak she wore to gather the ammunition she needed for The Midnight Ledger.

“Notice the Earl of Danbury,” she composed the lines in her head, her fingers twitching as if holding a quill. “He navigates the floor with the grace of a capsizing brig, yet remains under the impression that every debutante within ten yards is swooning from his charm rather than his heavy-handed application of Hungary Water.”

A sharp elbow caught her ribs.

“Nora, stand up straight,” her mother hissed, fanning herself with enough vigor to launch a small bird. “You look like a wilted celery stalk. And for heaven’s sake, stop looking at people as if you’re counting their teeth. It’s unsettling. Smile. Try to look... available.”

“I am perfectly available, Mama,” Nora replied, her voice smooth and devoid of the sarcasm she felt. “Available for a glass of lemonade, a quiet corner, or a sudden, merciful bout of the plague. Whichever arrives first.”

“Don’t be droll. It doesn’t suit your face,” Lady Westbrook snapped, her eyes scanning the room like a hawk looking for a vulnerable rabbit. “Your father is in the card room again. He promised he would only stay for one round of piquet. If he loses another hundred pounds, we shall be eating boiled cabbage until Christmas.”

Nora felt a familiar, cold prickle of dread. Her father’s gambling wasn’t a secret—not to the family, at least—but it was a deepening pit. “I’ll go find him,” she said, more to escape her mother’s scrutiny than out of any hope of dragging Lord Westbrook away from the green baize tables.

“Do. And try to pass by the Duke of Ashworth on your way. I hear he’s looking for a wife who is quiet and unassuming. You’re practically a specialist in both.”

Nora gave a non-committal hum and slipped into the crowd. She had no intention of crossing paths with Julian Thorne, the Duke of Ashworth. The man was a human glacier—impeccably formed, terrifyingly cold, and prone to sinking anyone who got too close. According to the rumors Nora had diligently collected, he hadn’t smiled since the Regency began, and he viewed the Ton with the same clinical detachment a butcher viewed a side of beef.

She bypassed the main thoroughfare of the ballroom, opting for the shadowed perimeter. As she neared the card room, the air changed. The scent of floral perfume was replaced by the masculine tang of brandy and old resentment. The door was ajar, and the hushed, frantic energy of high-stakes gambling spilled out.

She was about to step inside when she heard her father’s voice. It was thin, high-pitched, and laced with a desperation that made her stomach turn.

“Another round, Vane. I can cover it. I have... assets.”

Nora froze, pressing herself into the shadows of the hallway.

“Assets, Westbrook?” A different voice replied—low, smooth, and oily. Baron Vane. Nora’s skin crawled. Vane was a man who seemed to be made of sharp angles and predatory intent. “Your estates are mortgaged to the hilt. Your horses are aging. Your townhome belongs to the bank in all but name. What could you possibly have left to wager?”

“I have a daughter,” Lord Westbrook blurted out.

The world seemed to tilt on its axis. Nora’s breath caught in her lungs, a jagged stone of ice forming in her chest.

“The elder two are married,” Vane mused, the sound of cards being shuffled providing a rhythmic, taunting underscore. “The youngest... Honoria, isn’t it? The quiet one. The one who looks as if she’s constantly judging everyone in the room.”

“She’s a Lady,” her father said, his voice trembling. “High-born. Healthy. She’ll bring a respectable connection. Five thousand pounds, Vane. One hand. If I win, my debts are cleared. If I lose...”

“If you lose,” Vane interrupted, his tone chillingly casual, “I take the girl. A debt of honor is a debt of honor, Westbrook. I’ve been looking for a wife who knows when to hold her tongue. I suspect I can break her in quite easily.”

A sickening silence followed. Then, the unmistakable thwack of cards hitting the table.

“Deal,” Vane said.

Nora didn’t stay to see the outcome. She knew her father’s luck. It was a rotting thing. She turned and ran, not toward the ballroom, but toward the French doors leading to the gardens. She needed air. She needed to be away from the stench of her own father’s betrayal.

The night air was damp with the threat of rain, the gravel crunching beneath her slippers as she sprinted toward the stone terrace. She didn’t care about her reputation. She didn’t care if a footman saw her. She reached the far end of the balcony, a secluded spot shielded by heavy ivy and a stone balustrade, and gripped the freezing masonry until her knuckles turned white.

“I am not a horse,” she whispered into the dark, her voice shaking. “I am not a wager.”

The absurdity of it warred with the terror. This was 1814, not the dark ages. But she knew the power of a debt of honor. If her father lost, and he would, the scandal of refusing Vane would ruin what little remained of their name. Her sisters’ reputations would be tarnished by association. Her mother would be cast out.

“It seems the garden is more crowded than the ballroom tonight. A pity. I was under the impression I’d secured the only sanctuary in Mayfair.”

The voice was like a velvet-wrapped blade—cool, precise, and undeniably masculine.

Nora gasped, spinning around. In the deepest shadow of the ivy-covered alcove, a figure shifted. He was leaning against the stone wall, a glass of dark liquid in one hand, his posture one of bored elegance. Even in the gloom, the moonlight caught the sharp line of his jaw and the devastatingly perfect arrangement of his cravat.

Julian Thorne. The Duke of Ashworth.

Nora scrambled to find her “Wallflower” mask, but it had been shredded by the scene in the card room. “Your Grace,” she managed, her voice still trembling. “I... I didn’t realize anyone was here.”

The Duke straightened, stepping into a shaft of light that spilled from the ballroom windows. He was taller than he looked from a distance, his presence taking up far more space than a single man should. His eyes, a piercing, judgmental grey, raked over her with the efficiency of a tax collector.

“Lady Honoria, I believe?” he said, his tone devoid of warmth. “The youngest Westbrook. The one who usually spends her evenings trying to become part of the upholstery.”

Under normal circumstances, Nora would have shrunk back. Tonight, she was too raw for his condescension.

“And you are the Duke of Ashworth,” she shot back, her chin lifting. “The one who usually spends his evenings looking as if he’s just swallowed a lemon and found the experience beneath him.”

The Duke’s eyebrows rose—a subtle movement, but on his frozen face, it was the equivalent of a seismic shift. “Sharp,” he murmured. “I suppose the quiet ones must do something with all that spare time. I imagined you spent it embroidering dismal landscapes. Apparently, you spend it sharpening your tongue.”

“It’s a necessary tool for survival, Your Grace. Especially when one is surrounded by people who view conversation as a competitive sport.”

“And what brings you to my ‘sanctuary’ with such a frantic pace?” he asked, stepping closer. He smelled of sandalwood and the cold night air. “You look as though you’ve either seen a ghost or committed a murder. If it’s the latter, I should warn you that I make a terrible accomplice. I have a profound dislike for blood on my waistcoats.”

Nora felt a hysterical bubble of laughter rise in her throat. “No murder. Just a transaction. I’ve just discovered that I am worth exactly five thousand pounds and the clearance of a piquet debt.”

The Duke’s expression didn’t change, but his gaze sharpened. He was a man of the world; he didn’t need a map to find the destination of her words. “Vane?”

Nora flinched. “How did you—?”

“Vane has been circling your father like a shark in shallow water for weeks,” Ashworth said, his voice dropping an octave. He took a slow sip of his drink, his eyes never leaving hers. “He has a penchant for collecting things that are fragile. He finds the process of shattering them... entertaining.”

“I am not fragile,” Nora snapped, though the tears she’d been fighting finally spilled over, trailing hot paths down her cheeks. She turned away, humiliated. “And I am not a thing to be collected.”

“On that, we agree,” the Duke said. He moved then, a silent, predatory grace that brought him directly behind her. He didn’t touch her—that would be a breach of etiquette that even a Duke couldn’t ignore—but she could feel the heat radiating from him. “However, the Ton does not care for the nuances of your soul, Lady Honoria. They care for the signatures on a contract. And Vane is very good at securing signatures.”

Nora wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, ignoring the smudge of lavender silk. “Why do you care? You don’t even like me. You don’t like anyone.”

“I don’t,” he admitted smoothly. “But I have a particular distaste for Vane. He is a smudge on the reputation of the peerage. And I find your father’s lack of fiscal discipline... offensive. It creates a mess. I loathe messes.”

“How very noble of you,” Nora whispered, turning back to face him. She was trapped between the stone balustrade and the sheer wall of his chest. “To hate a mess. I’m so glad my life’s ruin provides you with a minor aesthetic grievance.”

Julian’s eyes narrowed. For the first time, the icy mask slipped, revealing something darker and far more volatile beneath. “You have a remarkable ability to misinterpret silence for indifference, Lady Honoria. It’s a common mistake among the young.”

“And you have a remarkable ability to be a pompous ass, Your Grace. It’s a common mistake among the titled.”

A sudden, sharp crack of thunder echoed across the gardens, followed immediately by a deluge of rain. The sky simply opened, drenching the terrace in seconds.

“Inside,” Julian commanded, reaching out to grab her arm.

“No!” Nora pulled back. “If I go back in there, I have to face them. I have to face the fact that I’ve been sold!”

“You’ll face it while being dry!” he countered, his hand closing firmly around her elbow. He hauled her toward the heavy oak doors of the library—a side entrance far from the main ballroom.

He shoved the doors open, pulling her into the darkened, book-lined room. The only light came from a dying fire in the hearth. They were both soaked. Nora’s lavender dress clung to her skin, and Julian’s pristine white shirt was translucent, mapped against the hard muscles of his shoulders.

Nora shivered, the adrenaline beginning to fade, replaced by a crushing, cold reality. She sank onto a leather settee, her head in her hands. “What am I going to do?”

Julian stood by the fire, wringing out his neckcloth with a grimace. “You are going to stop trembling, for a start. It’s unproductive.”

“Oh, forgive me,” she shot back, looking up with red-rimmed eyes. “I’ll try to be more ‘productive’ while my life is being bartered away by a man who can’t play cards to save his soul.”

Julian looked at her then—really looked at her. The silence stretched between them, thick with the sound of the rain lashing against the windows and the hiss of the fire.

“There is a way,” he said slowly, his voice sounding different—less like a Duke and more like a man contemplating a dangerous wager of his own.

“A way? Short of Vane dropping dead in the next hour?”

“Vane is resilient. Death would be too simple for him,” Julian said. He walked toward her, stopping just inches away. He looked down at her, his expression unreadable. “He wants a wife who will bolster his standing and submit to his whims. He wants you because you are a Westbrook and because he thinks you are weak.”

“I am not weak,” she repeated, her voice a low growl.

“I know,” Julian said. The admission was startling. “If you were weak, you would be crying in your mother’s lap right now, not insulting a Duke in a darkened library.”

He leaned down, his hands resting on the back of the settee on either side of her. The proximity was scandalous. If anyone walked in, it wouldn’t matter what Vane had won at cards—Nora would be ruined.

“I need a wife,” Julian said, the words falling like stones into a still pond.

Nora blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“I need a wife who is above reproach. Someone who can stand beside me and look the Ton in the eye while I repair the damage my father did to the Ashworth name. Someone who is... invisible. Someone who doesn’t want the spotlight, because the spotlight brings questions I’d rather not answer.”

Nora’s heart began to hammer against her ribs. “You’re suggesting... what? That you buy my father’s debt?”

“I’m suggesting a bargain,” Julian said, his eyes locking onto hers with an intensity that made her breath hitch. “A fake engagement. We announce it tomorrow. The ‘Ice Duke’ has finally been thawed by the quiet charms of the youngest Westbrook. It’s a narrative the gossips will swallow whole. Vane cannot claim a woman who is promised to a Duke. It would be a social death sentence.”

Nora stared at him. “A fake engagement? Why would you do that for me?”

“I’m not doing it for you,” he said, the ice returning to his voice, though it felt thinner now. “I’m doing it for the peace and quiet. If I am engaged, the matchmaking mamas will leave me alone. If I am engaged to you, I don’t have to worry about a wife who expects... passion. Or conversation. Or anything beyond a dignified presence at my table.”

The insult stung, but beneath it, Nora felt a surge of hope—and something else. Something hotter. “And how long would this ‘charade’ last?”

“A Season. Long enough to discourage Vane and find a way to settle your father’s debts without him knowing. Then, we find a reason to part ways. A quiet, mutual understanding. You’ll have your freedom, and your family’s name will be safe.”

It was a cold, calculated, and utterly brilliant plan. It was also terrifying.

“You’re asking me to lie to the entire world,” Nora whispered.

“I’m asking you to survive,” Julian corrected. “Is it a deal, Lady Honoria?”

He held out his hand. It was a large hand, strong and steady.

Nora looked at it, then up at him. She saw the arrogance, the coldness, and the heavy burden of the crown he wore. She also saw the only man who had ever offered her a choice.

She reached out, her smaller, ink-stained hand trembling as it met his. “Deal.”

The moment their skin touched, a jolt of something electric and entirely un-Regency-like shot up Nora’s arm. Julian’s fingers tightened around hers, his gaze dropping to her lips for a fraction of a second before returning to her eyes.

The door to the library creaked open.

“Your Grace? Is someone in here? I thought I heard—”

Nora froze. Julian didn’t.

With a move so fast she didn’t have time to gasp, he pulled her off the settee and into the deep shadow behind a heavy velvet curtain. But he didn’t just hide her. He pulled her flush against him, his arm wrapping around her waist, his other hand coming up to cup her jaw, forcing her head back.

The light from a handheld candle flickered into the room.

“Oh! Oh my!”

The voice belonged to Lady Danbury—the undisputed queen of the London gossips and the woman with the loudest voice in the three kingdoms.

Julian didn’t pull away. He leaned in, his nose brushing against Nora’s, his breath warm against her skin.

“Wait for it,” he whispered, so low it was almost a vibration against her lips.

“Your Grace?” Lady Danbury squeaked, her candle wobbling. “Lady Honoria? Is that... is that you?”

Julian slowly turned his head, keeping Nora pinned against his chest. He looked over his shoulder with the bored, irritated expression of a man interrupted while opening his mail.

“Lady Danbury,” he said, his voice a cool drawl. “I was under the impression that the library was for those seeking privacy. Or have you taken up the study of ancient history at one in the morning?”

“I... I... the rain... I was looking for my wrap...” The older woman’s eyes were wide, darting between Julian’s soaked shirt and Nora’s disheveled appearance. “I had no idea. No idea at all!”

“Clearly,” Julian said, his arm tightening around Nora in a way that felt far too real. “But since you are here, you may as well be the first to know. Lady Honoria has just done me the immense honor of accepting my suit. We were... celebrating our privacy.”

Nora’s heart nearly beat out of her chest. She looked up at Julian, seeing the triumph in his eyes, masked by that impenetrable Duke-like calm.

“An engagement!” Lady Danbury breathed, her face transforming from shock to delighted malice. This was the scoop of the decade. “The Duke of Ashworth and... and a Westbrook wallflower! My, my. The Ton will be talking of nothing else for months!”

“I expect they will,” Julian said, his gaze dropping back to Nora, his thumb tracing a slow, deliberate line along her jawline. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, my fiancée is cold. I believe I should take her home.”

Lady Danbury scurried away, her slippers clicking frantically on the floor as she rushed to spread the news.

The silence that returned to the library was deafening. Julian didn’t let go. For a long moment, they stayed exactly as they were—limbs tangled, hearts racing, the scent of rain and scandal thick in the air.

“Well,” Julian whispered, his voice suddenly husky. “I believe that concludes the preamble.”

Nora looked at him, her wit finally returning. “You’re very good at this, Your Grace. Almost as if you’ve practiced being a scandalous rogue.”

“I’m a Duke, Nora,” he said, his eyes darkening as he finally released her. “We don’t practice. We simply perform.”

He stepped back, the cold air rushing between them. The protection was secured. The trap was set. But as Nora looked at the “Ice Duke,” she realized with a jolt of pure, unadulterated terror that the fake engagement might be the least of her problems.

Because for a moment, behind that curtain, she hadn’t wanted him to let go.

“Go to your mother,” Julian said, his voice back to its usual, frigid clip. “Tell her the news. I will call on your father tomorrow morning to... negotiate the terms.”

“The terms,” Nora repeated, her voice steadying. “And what are your terms, Julian?”

He paused at the door, the firelight catching the ruthless silhouette of his profile. “Total obedience in public, Nora. And in private... try not to make me regret this.”

He vanished into the shadows, leaving her alone in the library.

Nora touched her jaw where his thumb had rested. She could still feel the heat. She had escaped Baron Vane, yes. But as she heard the distant roar of the ballroom—the sound of her name being dismantled by a hundred tongues—she realized she hadn’t just made a bargain.

She had just handed the keys to her life to the most dangerous man in England.

And she couldn’t wait to see what he did with them.
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Chapter 2 – The Coldest Contract
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The morning sun in Mayfair was far too bright for a woman who had just technically been sold and then strategically compromised in a single evening.

Nora sat in the Westbrook breakfast room, staring at a piece of dry toast as if it held the secrets to the universe. Across from her, Lady Westbrook was humming—actually humming—while she devoured the morning broadsheets. The sound was more terrifying than the Baron’s threats.

“The Morning Post has a hint of it, but the Lady’s Magazine is practically breathless,” her mother said, her eyes shining with a predatory glee. “‘The Ice Duke melts for a Hidden Rose.’ A bit flowery for my taste, but the sentiment is clear. You, Honoria, are the most talked-about woman in London. And for once, it’s not because your hem is fraying.”

“I’m glad my impending doom provides you with such literary satisfaction, Mama,” Nora said, finally taking a bite of the toast. it tasted like sawdust and social obligation.

“Doom? Don’t be dramatic. It’s a dukedom! Do you have any idea what this does for your sisters? For your father’s... situation?” Lady Westbrook paused, her expression flickering. “Though, I must say, I am surprised. You and the Duke of Ashworth? I didn’t even know you’d spoken to him. How did you manage to get him into a library alone? Was there an ancient manuscript involved? He does seem the type to be seduced by a rare binding.”

“It was a very rare binding, Mama,” Nora muttered. The binding of a five-thousand-pound debt and a rainstorm.

Before her mother could probe further, the butler appeared, looking significantly more upright than usual. “A carriage has arrived, My Lady. From Ashworth House.”

Nora’s stomach did a slow, dizzying somersault. “He’s here?”

“The Duke’s secretary, Miss,” the butler corrected. “With a request that Lady Honoria join His Grace for a... private consultation regarding the arrangements.”

“A consultation,” Nora repeated, standing up. Her legs felt like they were made of overcooked noodles. “How very romantic. I half expect him to present me with a ledger rather than a bouquet.”

“Go!” her mother hissed, frantically smoothing Nora’s hair. “And for heaven’s sake, try to look like a woman who is in love, not a woman who is headed for the gallows.”

“In this dress?” Nora looked down at her morning gown—a faded yellow that did nothing for her complexion. “I look like a very depressed canary.”

“Then be a canary that sings,” Lady Westbrook said, practically shoving her toward the door.



Ashworth House was not so much a home as it was a monument to the concept of Superiority.

As Nora was led through the marble-floored foyer and up a sweeping staircase, she felt smaller with every step. The portraits of previous Dukes stared down at her with varying degrees of disappointment. By the time the secretary opened the double oak doors to the Duke’s private study, she felt like a very small, very lost mouse in a very large, very expensive trap.

Julian Thorne was standing by a massive window, his back to the room. He was dressed in a dark blue coat that fit his broad shoulders with agonizing precision. The morning light caught the gold in his hair, making him look like a statue carved from something far more precious than stone.

The door clicked shut behind her.

“You’re late,” Julian said, without turning around.

“And you are precisely as charming as I remember from four hours ago,” Nora replied, her wit returning the moment she had a target. “I apologize. I was busy explaining to my mother that I hadn’t actually cast a spell on you. She was quite convinced there was witchcraft involved.”

Julian turned then. His face was a mask of cold, weary efficiency. There were faint shadows beneath his eyes, the only sign that he might have slept as poorly as she had.

“Sit down, Lady Honoria.” He gestured to a high-backed leather chair that looked as though it had been designed to discourage anyone from ever feeling comfortable.

“I’d rather stand. It’s easier to flee that way.”

“You aren’t fleeing anywhere,” he said, walking toward his desk. It was covered in stacks of parchment, all arranged in terrifyingly neat rows. “The damage is done. Lady Danbury has been busier than a hive of bees. By noon, the entire Ton will believe we are the love match of the century. By tonight, the Queen will likely have an opinion on the matter.”

“Then we have succeeded,” Nora said, though her heart was hammering. “Vane can’t touch me now. My father told me this morning that the Baron was... displeased. He tried to claim the debt was still valid, but apparently, even a man like Vane knows better than to challenge the Duke of Ashworth’s fiancée for possession of her person.”

“He didn’t try to challenge me,” Julian said, his voice dropping to a dangerous level. “He tried to blackmail me. He sent a note suggesting that if I didn’t want the details of our ‘passionate encounter’ to become even more colorful, I should pay him the five thousand pounds myself.”

Nora gasped. “You didn’t.”

“I told him to go to the devil,” Julian said, sitting down and picking up a quill. “But it confirms what I suspected. This cannot be a mere rumor, Nora. A rumor can be debunked. A rumor leaves room for doubt. And doubt is where men like Vane thrive.”

“What are you saying?”

Julian looked up, his grey eyes as hard as flint. “I’ve already sent for a special license. We will be married on Tuesday. Quietly, at St. George’s. A small breakfast afterward to satisfy the immediate family, and then we withdraw to Ashworth for the remainder of the Season.”

Nora felt the air leave her lungs. “Tuesday? You can’t be serious.”

“I am never anything else.”

“We agreed to an engagement, Your Grace. A fake engagement. One that would last the Season and then vanish once the danger had passed. I am not marrying you in four days!”

“The parameters have changed,” Julian said, his tone as clinical as if he were discussing the price of grain. “The scandal is too large. If we break an engagement of this magnitude within months, your reputation will be shredded anyway. People will assume I found you lacking. Or worse, that you were truly compromised and I was merely doing the honorable thing before changing my mind. Marriage is the only permanent shield.”

Nora stepped toward the desk, her hands trembling. “Permanent? You speak of it as if it’s a prison sentence! I am twenty years old. I have... I have plans. I have a life I want to live.”

“A life as a wallflower? Or a life as Baron Vane’s property?” Julian stood, his height intimidating her once again. “Which ‘plan’ involves escaping your father’s debts, Nora? Because unless you have five thousand pounds hidden in that yellow dress, you don’t have a plan. You have a disaster.”

“I won’t be another transaction, Julian!” she cried, her voice cracking. “I spent my whole life being told I was the ‘useful’ daughter, the one who could be traded for a bit of peace or a bit of money. I thought you were different. I thought you were helping me.”

“I am helping you,” he snapped, the first flash of genuine anger breaking through his facade. “I am offering you the most powerful title in the country. I am offering you safety, a home, and a future where no one will ever dare to sell you again. Most women would be on their knees in gratitude.”

“Then go find ‘most women’ and marry one of them!” Nora shot back. “I’m sure there’s a long line of debutantes who would love to be ignored by a Duke for the next fifty years. But I want a life that belongs to me.”

Julian stared at her, his jaw tight. The silence in the room was suffocating. Nora waited for him to throw her out, to call the butler and have her escorted back to her father’s ruin.

Instead, he sat back down. He rubbed his temples, a gesture so human it caught her off guard.

“Fine,” he said, his voice low. “If you won’t marry me, then we stick to the original bargain. But it cannot be a casual arrangement. If we are to fool London—and if we are to keep Vane at bay—it must be a performance of absolute conviction. I will not have my name dragged through the mud because you decided to be ‘independent’ on a Tuesday.”

Nora took a shaky breath, smoothing her skirts. “I can perform. I’ve been performing my whole life. People see exactly what I want them to see.”

“Do they?” Julian leaned forward, his gaze searching her face. “Because last night, I saw a woman who was terrified. And this morning, I see a woman who is far too clever for her own good. Which one is the real Lady Honoria?”

“The one who is about to give you her terms,” she said, surprising herself with her own boldness.

Julian’s eyebrows shot up. “Your terms? You are in no position to—”

“I am in the position of being your ‘beloved’ fiancée,” Nora interrupted, pulling a chair out and sitting down without being asked. “And as every man in London knows, a woman in love is a very expensive and demanding creature. If I am to do this—if I am to be the ‘Hidden Rose’ that thaws the Ice Duke—I need certain guarantees.”

Julian looked intrigued despite himself. He leaned back, crossing his arms. “Go on. Enlighten me.”

Nora counted them off on her fingers. “First: The engagement lasts until the end of the Season. Not a day longer. By August, we discover we are ‘incompatible’ and part ways with the utmost dignity.”

“Acceptable,” Julian said. “Though ‘incompatible’ is an understatement.”

“Second: You will not interfere with my private movements. I have... friends. Correspondence. Interests that do not involve being a Duchess.”

Julian’s eyes narrowed. “What interests?”

“Charity,” Nora lied smoothly, thinking of the ink-stained press in the back of the print shop. “And reading. I require hours of solitude. You are not to question where I go or who I see, provided I am back for whatever social obligations we have.”

“As long as you don’t end up in another library with another man, I don’t care what you do with your time,” Julian said, though there was a flicker of something—curiosity? suspicion?—in his eyes.

“Third: Public affection.” Nora felt her face heat up. “We must be seen to be... in accord. You cannot look at me as if I am a particularly difficult math problem. You must smile. You must touch my hand. You must, heaven help us, look as if you enjoy my company.”

Julian’s gaze dropped to her mouth, and for a terrifying second, the memory of the library—the heat of his body, the scent of sandalwood—rushed back.

“I am a very good actor, Nora,” he said, his voice dropping to a low, rough timbre. “But if I am to look like a man in love, you must look like a woman who is worth loving. No more mousy dresses. No more slouching in the corners. If you are to be the future Duchess of Ashworth, you must look the part.”

“I can be a Duchess,” Nora said, her voice steadying. “I just won’t be your Duchess.”

“And finally?” Julian prompted.

“Finally,” Nora said, her heart pounding. “You will pay my father’s debt to Vane. Immediately. I want the papers in my hand. I want to know
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