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Chapter 1 – The Viper and the Rose
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The Duke of Danforth’s ballroom was a glittering cage of gold leaf and desperate ambitions, and Lady Clara Stanhope was currently the most invisible thing in it.

She stood at the edge of the dance floor, her spine as straight as a bayonet, clutching a fan that had seen better seasons. To the casual observer, she was merely another wallflower—a quiet, twenty-three-year-old spinster in a gown of uninspired cream silk. To the discerning eye, however, Clara was a predator in lace. She wasn’t looking for love; she was looking for a ledger-clearing miracle, and his name was Sir Benjamin Throckmorton.

Sir Benjamin was forty, possessed a chin like a thumb and a fortune like a mountain. Most importantly, he was currently standing three yards away, looking exactly like a man who needed a wife to manage his drafty estate in Yorkshire.

“He has the intellectual depth of a boiled turnip, Clara,” a voice whispered in her ear.

Clara didn’t turn. She knew the voice of her younger sister, Alice, all too well. “A boiled turnip with twenty thousand a year, Alice. Do not speak ill of future family. It is ungrateful.”

“He’s staring at the buffet as if the ham might offer better conversation,” Alice noted, snapping her own fan open. “Are you certain about this? You’ve spent five years perfecting the art of the cynical ghost. If you marry Throckmorton, you’ll have to actually speak to him. For the rest of your life.”

“I shall speak to the housekeeper and the gardener,” Clara replied, her eyes never leaving her target. “I shall speak to the horses. Sir Benjamin only requires a woman to sit at the end of his table and look respectable. I can do respectable. I can do it in my sleep.”

“You look like you’re going to war, not a wedding.”

“In our family, Alice, they are often the same thing.”

Clara adjusted her gloves. The stakes were no longer theoretical. That morning, she had found another pile of “reminders” from the London creditors on her father’s desk. Ten thousand pounds. The sum was so vast it felt imaginary, yet the threat of the vowels being called in was terrifyingly real. Her father, the Earl of Stanhope, was currently in the card room, likely doubling the debt while she stood here trying to sell herself for a Yorkshire manor.

“Now,” Clara said, her voice dropping an octave. “Go away and be charming to someone who doesn’t owe money to half of Mayfair. I’m going in.”

“Godspeed, sister. Try not to bite him.”

Clara moved. She didn’t walk; she drifted. She had spent years mastering the ability to navigate a ballroom without being noticed until she chose to be. She bypassed a group of giggling debutantes and cut a path toward Sir Benjamin. She just needed one dance. One conversation where she could display enough “sensible” charm to secure an invitation to call.

She was ten feet away when the atmosphere in the room shifted. It wasn’t a loud change—more like a sudden drop in temperature.

The chatter near the entrance died away, replaced by a ripple of hushed whispers. Clara felt a prickle of unease at the base of her neck. She knew that feeling. It was the feeling of a cold front moving in.

She didn’t want to look. She knew who it was. There was only one man in the Ton who could suck the warmth out of a room simply by standing in the doorway.

Julian Vane, the Earl of Raines. The Ice King.

Clara kept her eyes on Sir Benjamin, but it was too late. The magnetic pull of the room had already shifted. Sir Benjamin, who had been about to turn toward her, was now staring over her shoulder at the newcomer.

“Good Lord,” Sir Benjamin breathed, his thumb-like chin wobbling. “It’s Raines. I thought he was in Vienna.”

Clara closed her eyes for a brief, agonizing second. Of course he is here. Of course Julian Vane would arrive at the precise moment she was about to secure her family’s future. He had made a career out of being an obstacle to her peace of mind.

Five years ago, she had been a starry-eyed debutante who thought Julian Vane was the pinnacle of masculine perfection. She had followed him into a moonlit garden, her heart hammering against her ribs, ready to confess a crush that had consumed her entire first Season. He had stood there, bathed in silver light, looking like a marble god, and he had looked her up and down with such chilling indifference that she felt she had been physically slapped.

“Lady Clara,” he had said, his voice a low, lethal drawl. “Whatever it is you are about to say, I suggest you reserve it for someone who finds your brand of girlish enthusiasm less... taxing. Goodnight.”

He had walked away, leaving her shattered. The next day, the story had circulated—how the “unimpressive” Lady Clara had tried to trap the Earl of Raines in a garden and been sent packing. She had spent the next five years building a fortress around her heart, crafted from wit and cynicism.

And now, the fortress was under siege.

Clara forced a smile and stepped into Sir Benjamin’s line of sight. “Sir Benjamin! What a surprise to find you so far from the buffet. I was just telling my sister that you are the only man in London who truly appreciates the merits of a well-organized estate.”

Sir Benjamin blinked at her, his eyes glazed. “Estate? Oh, yes. Very good. But look, Lady Clara—it’s Raines. Don’t see him often at these things. Dashing fellow, isn’t he? Bit terrifying, though.”

“He is a man with a title and a very expensive tailor, Sir Benjamin. Hardly a cause for terror,” Clara said, her voice sharp enough to cut glass. “Now, about that dance you were—”

“Lady Clara.”

The voice was like velvet over steel. It didn’t come from behind her; it seemed to resonate from the very air.

Clara froze. She didn’t turn. She couldn’t.

Sir Benjamin, however, was already bowing so low he was in danger of toppling over. “My lord! Raines! What an honor. Truly.”

Clara took a breath, smoothed her expression into one of bored condescension, and turned slowly.

Julian Vane was closer than she had anticipated. He stood less than two feet away, a towering pillar of black wool and blindingly white linen. He was, quite annoyingly, even more handsome than she remembered. His hair was the color of midnight, his features carved with a precision that felt almost insulting to the rest of the human race. But it was his eyes that did the damage—pale, crystalline blue, as cold as a mountain lake and twice as deep.

He didn’t look at Sir Benjamin. He looked at Clara.

“Sir Benjamin,” Julian said, his voice a cool, level baritone. “I believe the Duke is looking for you. Something about the prize hogs in the north country. He seemed quite insistent.”

Sir Benjamin’s eyes lit up. “Hogs? The north country? My word. Excuse me, Lady Clara. My lord.”

And just like that, her twenty-thousand-a-year turnip was gone, scurrying away through the crowd.

Clara watched him go, her hope for a quiet life in Yorkshire vanishing with his retreating back. She turned her gaze back to Julian, her fan snapping shut with a sound like a pistol shot.

“You did that on purpose,” she said, her voice low and dangerous.

Julian didn’t blink. He stood with a stillness that was unnatural. “I did you a favor, Clara. The man was about to discuss his gout. I could see it in his eyes.”

“I happen to be very interested in gout, Lord Raines. It is a fascinating subject for those of us who don’t have the luxury of spending our days being brooding and decorative.”

“Decorative?” One of Julian’s dark eyebrows drifted upward. “I’ve been called many things, Lady Clara. Usually ‘icicle’ or ‘tyrant.’ Decorative is a new one. I shall have to add it to my collection.”

“Add it to your ‘collection’ along with your discarded reputations and broken engagements,” Clara snapped. She tried to step around him, but he moved with the predatory grace of a panther, blocking her path.

“You are in a remarkably foul mood tonight,” he noted. “Did the modiste fail you, or is it merely the strain of trying to marry a man who thinks the alphabet ends at the letter G?”

“My mood is my own affair. And my matrimonial prospects are certainly none of yours.”

“On the contrary,” Julian said, his voice dropping to a whisper that didn’t reach the ears of the dancers nearby. “Your matrimonial prospects are currently my primary concern. That is why I am here.”

Clara felt a cold shiver of alarm. “What are you talking about?”

“The dance, Lady Clara. They are playing a waltz. It would be scandalous not to participate.”

He didn’t wait for her consent. He took her hand—his touch was surprisingly warm, a jarring contrast to his demeanor—and led her onto the floor.

Clara had no choice but to follow. To cause a scene would be to invite the very attention she had spent years avoiding. She allowed him to place a hand on her waist, and they began to move.

Julian Vane was a perfect dancer. It was infuriating. He moved with a rhythmic, effortless power that forced her to stay in sync with him. For a moment, the ballroom blurred—the gold leaf, the candlelight, the scent of expensive perfume—leaving only the solid weight of his hand and the piercing blue of his gaze.

“You’re stiff,” he said.

“I’m dancing with a man I despise,” she retorted. “One tends to lose one’s flexibility under such circumstances.”

“Despise is such a strong word. It requires effort. I flattered myself that you had forgotten I existed.”

“One does not forget a splinter in one’s thumb, my lord. One simply learns to live with the irritation.”

Julian let out a short, dry sound that might have been a laugh. “You’ve grown sharper, Clara. The girl in the garden would never have dared that.”

“The girl in the garden is dead. You killed her with a single sentence. I should thank you, really. She was quite tedious.”

“She was a dreamer,” Julian said, his eyes darkening. “And dreamers do not survive in this world. I did you a kindness.”

“A kindness? You made me a laughingstock.”

“I made you a survivor. Look at you now. You were about to sell yourself to a man who would have bored you to tears within a week, all to save a father who doesn’t deserve your loyalty.”

Clara’s heart skipped a beat. “How do you know about my father?”

The waltz spun them past the Duke and Duchess, but Julian didn’t look away. “I know everything about your father, Clara. I know about the ten thousand pounds he owes to the Crown and Anchor. I know about the vowels he signed to Lord Morley. And I know about the ones he signed to me.”

The room seemed to tilt. Clara’s fingers tightened on his shoulder. “To you?”

“I bought them,” Julian said, his voice as calm as if they were discussing the weather. “All of them. Every scrap of paper with your father’s name on it is currently sitting in a locked drawer in my study.”

Clara stopped. Right there, in the middle of the dance floor. Other couples swirled around them, castigating them with annoyed glances, but she couldn’t move. Her breath was coming in short, jagged gasps.

“You... you bought his debts?”

Julian took her elbow, his grip firm, and steered her off the floor. He didn’t stop until they reached a dimly lit alcove behind a stand of potted palms.

“Why?” she hissed, her face pale. “Why would you do that? If you want to ruin us, you could have done it years ago. Why buy the debt now?”

Julian leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms. He looked like a man who had already won a game she hadn’t known they were playing. “I don’t want to ruin you, Clara. Ruin is messy. It involves solicitors and public auctions. I find it remarkably tedious.”

“Then why?”

“Because I have an inheritance at stake,” he said, his expression turning grim. “My grandfather, the Duke of Raines, has finally decided that my ‘bachelor excesses’—by which he means my refusal to be a puppet—have gone on long enough. He has issued an ultimatum. I must marry a woman of ‘unimpeachable character’ and ‘sensible disposition’ by the spring, or he will cut off the Vane estates. He intends to leave everything to my cousin, Halloway.”

Clara stared at him. “Lord Halloway? The man who was caught cheating at cards in Newmarket?”

“The very one. My grandfather is eighty, half-blind, and remarkably stubborn. He believes Halloway is a ‘spirited lad’ and I am a ‘cold fish.’ He wants a marriage. He wants an heir. And he wants to see me settled.”

“And what does this have to do with my father’s debts?”

Julian straightened up, stepping into her personal space. The scent of sandalwood and winter air clung to him. “It’s quite simple, Clara. I need a wife. Not a real one, of course. I have no desire to be shackled to anyone’s ‘girlish enthusiasm’ ever again. I need a woman who can play a part. A woman who is smart enough to deceive the Ton, sensible enough not to fall in love with me, and desperate enough to agree to a bargain.”

Clara felt the trap closing around her. “You want a fake engagement.”

“I want a fake engagement that lasts until the spring. Long enough for my grandfather to sign over the estates. In exchange, I will return every single one of your father’s vowels to you. You can burn them in front of him. Your sisters will have their dowries. Your father will be free of his creditors. And you...” he paused, his gaze tracing the line of her jaw. “You will be free of the need to marry boiled turnips in Yorkshire.”

Clara’s mind was racing. It was a perfect solution. It was a nightmare.

“You expect me to pretend to be in love with you?” she asked, her voice trembling with indignation. “The man who humiliated me? The man I despise?”

“Precisely,” Julian said. “That is why it will work. No one will ever suspect us of being in love, because everyone knows how much we dislike each other. It will be the most convincing performance in London. People will think we have overcome our differences in a fit of grand, poetic passion. The Ton loves a reformed enemy.”

“I won’t do it.”

“Won’t you?” Julian reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, folded piece of paper. He unfolded it just enough for her to see her father’s messy, drunken signature. “Lord Morley was planning to call this in tomorrow morning, Clara. If he does, your father will be in Newgate by noon. Your sisters will be in the streets by nightfall.”

Clara looked at the paper. Then she looked at the man holding it.

Julian Vane wasn’t a hero. He wasn’t a villain. He was a force of nature—cold, calculating, and absolutely relentless.

“You’re a monster,” she whispered.

“I’m an Earl with an inheritance to protect,” he corrected. “And you’re a daughter with a family to save. Don’t let your pride do what your father’s gambling couldn’t—destroy the Stanhopes.”

Clara looked out at the ballroom. She saw Alice laughing with a young lieutenant. She saw her father at the far end of the room, his face flushed with wine, oblivious to the sword hanging over his head.

She turned back to Julian. “Two weeks.”

“Six,” he countered. “The house party at Danforth’s estate starts on Monday. We stay for the duration. We perform. We convince my grandfather. Then, when the snow melts, we discover a ‘tragic incompatibility’ and part ways. You get your vowels. I get my title.”

Clara felt a weight settle in her chest—a mixture of relief and absolute dread. “I want it in writing.”

“I’ve already drafted the contract,” Julian said, a ghost of a smirk playing on his lips. “I told you, Clara. I know you. You wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“And you,” she said, her eyes flashing, “will stay away from me. This is a business arrangement. No touching. No ‘poetic passion’ unless there is an audience.”

“Agreed. I have no more desire to touch you than you do to touch me.”

“Good.”

“Excellent.”

They stood there in the shadows of the palms, two enemies bound by a lie.

“Smile, Lady Clara,” Julian said, extending his arm. “Our audience is watching. And I believe Mrs. Chaddleworth has been staring at us for the last three minutes. We wouldn’t want to disappoint her.”

Clara took a deep, steadying breath. She felt the Cynical Ghost retreating, replaced by something far more dangerous: a woman with a mission.

She placed her hand on his arm. She didn’t smile—not yet—but she lifted her chin.

“If we are going to do this, Lord Raines, we are going to do it properly. I may be a wallflower, but I am an exceptional actress.”

“I’m counting on it,” Julian said.

They stepped out of the alcove and back into the light.

The carriage ride home was a silent affair. Clara sat in the darkness, the rumble of the wheels over the cobblestones echoing the frantic beating of her heart.

She had done it. She had saved them. And she had sold her soul to the Ice King to do it.

When she reached her bedchamber, she didn’t call for her maid. She sat at her vanity, staring at her reflection in the dim candlelight.

Six weeks. She could survive six weeks. She had survived five years of his disdain; six weeks of his presence shouldn’t be much worse.

But as she reached up to unpin her hair, her hand brushed the spot on her waist where his hand had rested during the waltz.

The heat was still there.

Clara frowned, rubbing the spot as if she could erase the sensation.

“It’s just business,” she whispered to the empty room. “Just a bargain.”

But in the back of her mind, a small, treacherous voice—the voice of the girl who had once dreamed in the garden—whispered something else.

He remembered the girl in the garden.

Clara blew out the candle, plunging the room into darkness. She wouldn’t listen to that voice. Not tonight. Not ever again.

Across London, in a study filled with the scent of old paper and expensive brandy, Julian Vane sat at his desk.

In front of him lay the stack of Stanhope vowels. He picked up the top one, tracing the Earl’s signature with a thumb.

He had lied to her.

He hadn’t bought the debts because of his grandfather. He had bought them the moment he heard a rumor that Lord Morley was looking for a way to “convince” Lady Clara to be his mistress in exchange for her father’s life.

The thought of Morley—a man with the morals of a gutter rat—anywhere near Clara had triggered a primal, icy rage in Julian that he hadn’t known he possessed.

He didn’t need a wife. He had dozens of ways to secure his inheritance without a marriage.

But he needed Clara.

He had watched her for five years. He had watched her turn into a ghost. He had watched her sharpen her wit like a knife, using it to keep the world at bay. And he had hated himself every single day for being the one who had forced her to build that wall.

He looked at the contract he had drafted. It was cold. It was professional. It was exactly what she needed to believe.

“Six weeks, Clara,” he murmured, his voice echoing in the quiet room. “Six weeks to make you look at me without that wall in your eyes.”

He picked up a pen and began to write.

The Ice King was playing a very dangerous game. And for the first time in his life, he wasn’t sure if he was the one in control.

Monday morning arrived with a sky the color of slate and a wind that promised snow.

Clara stood in the foyer of Stanhope House, her trunks packed, her heart a knot of nerves. Her father was still in bed, nursing a headache and a sense of vague confusion about why his eldest daughter was suddenly engaged to the Earl of Raines.

Alice was standing by the door, her eyes wide. “I still don’t understand, Clara. Last week you were calling him a ‘pompous glacier.’ Today, you’re going to a house party as his fiancée?”

“People change, Alice,” Clara said, adjusting her bonnet. “Feelings... evolve.”

“But it’s Raines! He doesn’t have feelings. He has ice water in his veins.”

“Then I shall simply have to be his fireplace,” Clara said, the irony tasting like ash on her tongue.

A carriage pulled up outside. Not just any carriage—a sleek, black-and-silver brougham with the Raines crest on the door.

The door opened, and Julian stepped out. He looked perfectly at home in the grey light of the morning, a long charcoal greatcoat draped over his broad shoulders.

He walked up the steps, his gaze locking onto Clara’s.

“Lady Clara,” he said, removing his hat.

“My lord.”

He turned to Alice, giving her a brief, polite bow. “Lady Alice. I trust you will look after the estate while your sister is away.”

Alice looked like she wanted to ask a thousand questions, but Julian’s presence was too formidable. She simply nodded. “Of course, my lord.”

Julian turned back to Clara and extended his arm. “Are you ready?”

Clara looked at his arm. She looked at the carriage. She looked at the life she was leaving behind for the next six weeks.

“I’m ready,” she said.

She took his arm.

As they walked down the steps, a single snowflake drifted down from the sky, landing on Julian’s sleeve.

He didn’t brush it off.

“The weather is turning,” he noted as he handed her into the carriage. “We may be snowed in before the week is out.”

Clara settled into the plush velvet seat. “Would that please you, my lord? To have your ‘audience’ trapped in a house with us?”

Julian climbed in after her and closed the door, plunging them into the intimate silence of the carriage.

“It would certainly make the performance easier,” he said, leaning back. “There is nowhere to run in a blizzard.”

Clara looked out the window as the carriage began to move. “I wasn’t planning on running, Julian. I’m a Stanhope. We stand our ground.”

“Even when the ground is frozen?”

“Especially then.”

Julian looked at her—really looked at her—and for a fleeting second, the ice in his eyes seemed to flicker.

“We shall see, Clara. We shall see.”

The carriage turned onto the main road, leaving London behind.

The game had begun. And as the snow began to fall in earnest, Clara realized that the “Ice King” wasn’t the only one who had a secret.

Because as she sat there in the quiet, she realized she hadn’t just taken his arm to save her family.

She had taken it because, for the first time in five years, she felt alive.

And that was the most dangerous secret of all.

The journey to Danforth’s estate, Hartwell Abbey, took most of the day. As the carriage climbed into the rolling hills of the countryside, the snow thickened, transforming the landscape into a stark, white wilderness.

Inside the carriage, the air was thick with things unsaid.

“You’ve been quiet,” Julian said after two hours of silence.

“I’m practicing my ‘sensible disposition,’” Clara replied without looking at him. “It requires a great deal of internal focus.”

“You’re thinking about the contract.”

“I’m thinking about the fact that I’m currently traveling toward a house party with a man who once told me my enthusiasm was ‘taxing.’ I’m wondering how I’m supposed to pretend to be enamored with such a person.”

Julian shifted his weight. “You could try thinking of me as a particularly difficult business partner. One who happens to pay very well.”

“A business partner usually doesn’t require me to gaze at them adoringly across a dinner table.”

“You don’t have to gaze adoringly, Clara. You just have to look like you’re the only person who understands me. In the Ton, that is considered the height of intimacy.”

“And do I? Understand you?”

Julian’s gaze intensified. “More than most. You understand what it’s like to wear a mask. You’ve been wearing one for five years. You’re quite an expert.”

Clara finally looked at him. “I wore it because I had to. Because you left me no choice.”

“We always have a choice, Clara. You chose to be a wallflower. You could have chosen to be a scandal. You could have married a duke’s son and flaunted it in my face. Instead, you vanished.”

“I didn’t vanish. I simply stopped trying to be what everyone wanted me to be.”

“And what was that?”

“A prize,” Clara said softly. “A decorative thing to be won and displayed. I realized I’d rather be a ghost than a trophy.”

“You’re not a ghost,” Julian said, his voice dropping an octave. “You’re a fire that’s been dampened by too much rain. And I think, given the right circumstances, you might be quite dangerous.”

Clara felt a flush creep up her neck. “Is that part of the performance, Julian? The flattery?”

“I never flatter,” he said. “It’s a waste of breath.”

The carriage hit a rut in the road, jarring them both. Clara was thrown forward, and Julian’s arm instinctively went out to steady her.

For a second, her hand was pressed against his chest. She could feel the steady, powerful thrum of his heart.

She pulled away as if burned.

“Apologies,” he said, his voice tight.

“The roads are treacherous,” she whispered.

“Yes. They are.”

They didn’t speak again until the carriage pulled up the long, winding drive of Hartwell Abbey.

The Duke’s estate was a massive, sprawling Gothic pile of stone and ivy, its windows glowing with orange light against the blue-white of the snow. It looked like a fortress.

“Remember the rules,” Julian said as the footman opened the door.

“No touching unless there’s an audience,” Clara recited.

“And no falling in love,” Julian added, his eyes unreadable in the shadows.

“That,” Clara said, stepping out into the cold, “will be the easiest rule of all.”

Julian followed her out, his coat fluttering in the wind. He offered his arm.

Clara took it.

The doors of Hartwell Abbey swung open, revealing a hallway filled with light, laughter, and the curious gazes of twenty of the most judgmental people in England.

Julian leaned down, his lips brushing the shell of her ear.

“Showtime, Lady Clara.”

Clara smiled. It wasn’t the smile of a wallflower. It was the smile of a woman who was about to set the Ice King’s world on fire.

And as they walked into the light, the first thing she saw was Lord Halloway, standing by the fire, a glass of brandy in his hand and a look of pure, calculating malice on his face.

Clara tightened her grip on Julian’s arm.

The game hadn’t just begun. It had just turned deadly.
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