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Chapter 1: The Shadow in the Silk
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Almack’s Assembly Rooms was, by any rational estimation, a place where joy went to die in a shroud of damp muslin and overpriced lemonade. It was the inner sanctum of the ton, a high-walled fortress governed by seven patronesses who possessed the collective warmth of a mid-winter frost in the Highlands.

To the casual observer, Lady Elara Vance was exactly where she belonged: tucked into a shadowy alcove behind a particularly aggressive potted palm, as still and unremarkable as the wallpaper. In her gown of uninspiring cream—a shade that suggested her modiste had given up on life halfway through the fitting—she was the very picture of the invisible wallflower.

She was also currently committing a crime that could see her banished to the furthest reaches of the Scottish coast.

“Hold still, you magnificent brute,” Elara whispered, her fingers moving with the frantic precision of a card sharp.

In her hand was a small, leather-bound sketchbook. On the page, a jagged, biting caricature was taking shape. It was Arthur St. John, the Duke of Ravenswood. In life, he was a man of dark, brooding angles and a reputation for being about as approachable as a wounded tiger. In Elara’s charcoal, he was a literal beast—a lion in a bespoke cravat, his noble features twisted into a scowl so thunderous it seemed to vibrate off the paper.

It was her best work yet. It was also the only thing standing between her brother and a very permanent stay in a debtor’s prison.

“Oh, look at that brow,” she murmured, lost in the rhythm of the stroke. “One would think someone had just informed him that the world was entirely out of brandy. Or perhaps he simply realized his cravat is a millimeter off-center.”

She caught the curve of his lip—the one that always seemed curled in a permanent sneer at the absurdity of the ballroom—and exaggerated it until he looked positively prehistoric.

“Lady Elara? Are you talking to the shrubbery again?”

Elara jumped, nearly sending her charcoal skittering across the floor. She slammed the sketchbook shut and tucked it behind her back, flashing a smile that she hoped looked “vacantly pleasant” rather than “guilty of high treason.”

Standing before her was Lord Julian Sterling. He was the sort of man who looked as though he had been designed by a committee to be the “Perfect Gentleman.” Every hair was in place; his smile was white, wide, and entirely devoid of anything resembling a soul.

“Lord Sterling,” Elara said, her voice dropping into the soft, breathless tone of the Bland Beauty. “I was merely... admiring the fronds. They are exceptionally green this evening, do you not think?”

Sterling looked at the palm, then back at her, his eyes narrowed with the faint suspicion of a man who knew something was amiss but couldn’t quite find his spectacles. “Quite. Are you not joining the quadrille? I believe your sister is currently dazzling the Earl of Milton.”

“Penelope dazzles for the both of us,” Elara said, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. “I find the peripheries much more educational. One sees so much more of the truth from the edges, wouldn’t you agree?”

“The truth is rarely fashionable, Miss Vance,” Sterling replied, leaning in a fraction too close. He smelled of sandalwood and ambition. “And wallflowers who spend too much time in the shadows have a tendency to grow... thorns.”

“Or perhaps we simply learn to appreciate the light from a safe distance,” Elara countered.

Sterling opened his mouth to reply, but a sudden ripple went through the room. The air didn’t just chill; it solidified.

Arthur St. John had moved.

The Duke of Ravenswood was walking toward the refreshment table, his gait marked by a slight, rhythmic hitch—the legacy of a French musket ball and a mud-soaked field in Spain. He didn’t look like a man who was attending a ball; he looked like a man who was scouting a battlefield and finding the defenses lamentably weak.

“The Duke is in a particularly foul humor tonight,” Sterling noted, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “They say he hasn’t smiled since 1812. Personally, I think the muscles in his face have simply forgotten the mechanics.”

“Perhaps he just finds the company lacking in intellectual rigor,” Elara suggested, her fingers itching to get back to the charcoal. “It must be difficult to maintain a conversation when most of the room is occupied with the exact shade of one’s waistcoat.”

Sterling laughed, a dry, hollow sound. “You have a sharp tongue for a girl who hides in the greenery, Miss Vance. Careful. People might start to notice you.”

“God forbid,” Elara whispered as Sterling moved off to find a more profitable conversational partner.

She waited until he was submerged in the crowd, then pulled the sketchbook out again. She needed the eyes. The Duke’s eyes were the hardest part. They weren’t just dark; they were hooded, cynical, and possessed an unnerving depth that suggested he was looking through people rather than at them.

She peered around the palm. The Duke was standing by the punch bowl, looking as though he might challenge the ladle to a duel.

Scratch. Scratch-scratch.

“Almost... there...” she breathed.

“Is the palm talking back, or are you simply rehearsing your confession?”

The voice was deep, resonant, and possessed the terrifying smoothness of aged bourbon. It was also coming from directly behind her.

Elara froze. Her blood turned to ice water. Slowly, with the deliberate care of someone handling a live grenade, she turned around.

Arthur St. John was standing there.

Up close, he was even more devastatingly large than he appeared from across the room. He smelled of rain, old books, and a cold, sharp masculinity that made the flowery scents of the ballroom seem puerile. His dark hair was wind-tossed, defying the rigid fashions of the day, and his eyes—those dark, cynical eyes—were fixed directly on her.

“Your Grace,” Elara squeaked. She tried to slide the sketchbook behind her, but her fingers were clumsy with terror. “I was... I didn’t see you there.”

“Evidently,” the Duke said. He didn’t move. He simply loomed. “The alcoves are usually reserved for secret assignations or the quiet consumption of illicit spirits. You appear to be doing neither.”

“I am a wallflower, Your Grace,” Elara said, her “Bland Beauty” mask clicking into place, though it felt dangerously brittle. “It is my biological imperative to occupy small, dark spaces. We are like moss. Harmless, really.”

“Moss doesn’t mutter about the mechanics of a man’s facial muscles,” Arthur replied. He took a step forward, forcing her back against the cold stone of the wall. “And moss certainly doesn’t carry leather-bound volumes.”

“It’s... poetry,” Elara lied, her voice rising an octave. “Extremely dull poetry. You wouldn’t be interested. It’s mostly about... clouds. And sheep. The occasional melancholy stream.”

“I find myself in a melancholy mood,” Arthur said, his voice dropping to a dangerous rumble. “Perhaps a poem about a sheep is exactly what I require.”

He reached out. It wasn’t a fast movement, but it was inescapable. His hand, large and calloused, closed over hers.

Elara gasped. The contact was like a jolt of lightning. His skin was hot—searingly so—against her own. But it wasn’t the heat that stopped her breath; it was the way his gaze dropped to their joined hands.

She tried to pull away, but his grip tightened. Not enough to hurt, but enough to command.

He didn’t look at the sketchbook. He looked at her wrist.

“Clouds and sheep,” he murmured, his thumb tracing the delicate line of her pulse. “Tell me, Miss Vance, do the clouds in your poems often leave traces of charcoal on your inner wrist? Or are these particularly soot-covered sheep?”

Elara looked down. Her heart stopped.

There, on the pale skin of her wrist, was a stark, black smudge. A perfect, damning fingerprint of charcoal. In her haste to hide the book, she had smeared the fresh ink from the page directly onto herself.

“It’s a... skin condition,” she whispered, though she knew it was useless.

“A skin condition that only affects those who lurk in shadows with pencils,” Arthur finished for her.

With a sudden, fluid motion, he plucked the sketchbook from her numb fingers.

“Your Grace, please—”

He ignored her. He opened the book.

Elara wanted to sink through the floor. She wanted the earth to open up and swallow Almack’s whole. She watched his face, waiting for the explosion. Waiting for him to summon the patronesses and have her hauled out in disgrace.

He flipped through the pages. Each one was a sharp, satirical stab at the heart of the ton. There was the Countess of Lieven looking like a hungry vulture; there was the Prince Regent rendered as a bloated, over-decorated toad; and then, finally, he reached the fresh page.

The Beast. The Lion Duke.

Silence stretched between them, thick and heavy as velvet. The music of the orchestra—a jaunty cotillion—seemed to mock the gravity of the moment.

Arthur stared at the drawing for a long time. His expression didn’t change. He didn’t scowl. He didn’t roar. He simply studied it with the intensity of a scholar reading a dead language.

“You have a very cruel eye, Miss Vance,” he said finally. His voice was oddly flat.

“I prefer to think of it as honest,” Elara whispered, the “Bland” mask finally shattering. If she was going to ruin, she might as well do it with her head held high. “The world is absurd, Your Grace. I merely record the evidence.”

“And am I the chief absurdity?” he asked, looking up from the book.

“You are the most... prominent,” she countered, her wit returning as the initial shock faded into a desperate sort of defiance. “You stand in the middle of these rooms looking as though you’d rather be anywhere else, yet you command the attention of everyone in them. It’s a fascinating contradiction. I couldn’t help myself.”

“So you turned me into a lion.”

“A lion in a very expensive cravat,” she corrected. “The contrast was the point.”

Arthur closed the book with a soft thud. He didn’t give it back. Instead, he leaned in, his face inches from hers. Elara could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the slight silvering at his temples. He looked exhausted, she realized. Exhausted and profoundly bored.

“I’ve been looking for Vesper for three months,” he said, his voice so low it was meant for her ears alone.

Elara’s breath hitched. “I... I don’t know who that is.”

“Do not insult my intelligence, Miss Vance. The style is identical. The biting wit, the obsession with the Prince’s waistline, the way you handle light and shadow. You are the one who has been making the London Gazette a nightmare for the aristocracy.”

He leaned even closer, his scent clouding her senses.

“I didn’t expect to find her hiding in such a... plain wrapper,” he murmured. His gaze swept over her drab cream gown, lingering for a second on her face. “A wallflower with a poison pen. It’s almost poetic.”

“What are you going to do?” Elara asked, her voice trembling despite her best efforts. “If you tell the patronesses, my family is finished. My sister will never marry. My brother...”

“Your brother is a fool who gambles away money he doesn’t have,” Arthur said coldly. “I know all about the Vance debts. I know about the bailiffs at your door.”

“Then you know why I do it,” she snapped, her eyes flashing. “I don’t do it for the scandal, Your Grace. I do it because charcoal is cheaper than bread, and my ‘poison pen’ pays the rent.”

Arthur studied her for another long moment. The cynicism in his eyes didn’t vanish, but it shifted, replaced by something sharper. Something calculating.

“I have no interest in your ruin, Miss Vance,” he said.

Elara blinked. “You... you don’t?”

“Ruin is messy. It creates gossip, and I find gossip to be a tedious waste of breath. However,” he paused, his thumb brushing the cover of her sketchbook, “I do have a use for a woman who sees through walls.”

“A use?” Elara’s brow knit. “What sort of use?”

Arthur looked out over the ballroom, his gaze landing on a group of older women—the patronesses—who were watching them with the predatory interest of hawks.

“My mother is currently convinced that I must marry a ‘suitable’ girl before the season is out,” he said, the words tasting like vinegar. “She has selected several candidates, each more vapid than the last. They look at me and see a title and a rent roll. They flutter their fans and wait for me to bark.”

“And you’d rather not bark,” Elara said, a small, involuntary smile tugging at her lips.

“I’d rather not marry at all,” he replied. “But the pressure is becoming... inconvenient. I need a distraction. A shield. Someone who can keep the hunters at bay while I attend to my affairs.”

Elara’s eyes widened. “You want a fake engagement.”

“I want a partnership,” Arthur corrected. “You will play the role of my intended. You are quiet, you are unobtrusive, and as you so aptly put it, you are ‘moss.’ No one will suspect you of having a secret agenda. You will be the perfect, boring shield.”

“And in exchange?”

“In exchange, I will settle your brother’s debts. All of them. And I will provide a dowry for your sister that will see her married to a Duke if that is what she desires.”

Elara felt lightheaded. The offer was staggering. It was the answer to every prayer she had whispered into her pillow for the last three years.

“And my sketches?” she asked.

“You will keep drawing,” Arthur said, a strange, dark glint in his eyes. “In fact, I insist upon it. But from now on, you will draw the people I tell you to. You will be my eyes in the rooms I cannot enter.”

Elara looked at him—really looked at him. He was a dangerous man. A man who had seen the worst of humanity and come back with a heart of stone. And she was a girl with nothing but a sketchbook and a crumbling house.

“Why me?” she whispered. “There are dozens of girls who would jump at the chance to be your Duchess, even for a season.”

“Because those girls want the crown,” Arthur said, his voice softening just a fraction. “You, Miss Vance, want the charcoal. And you’re the only person in this room who isn’t afraid to look at me and see the beast.”

He held out his hand—the one not holding her secrets.

“Do we have a bargain, Vesper?”

Elara looked at his hand, then up at his face. The social friction was palpable—the weight of his rank, the danger of his reputation, and the sheer, absurd pressure of the lie they were about to embark upon.

She thought of the bailiffs. She thought of Penelope’s bright, hopeful face. She thought of the ink stains on her fingers that she could never quite wash away.

She took his hand.

“We have a bargain, Your Grace,” she said, her voice steadying. “But I must warn you—I am very expensive.”

“I expect nothing less,” Arthur said.

He didn’t let go of her hand. Instead, he tucked her arm through his, the physical contact sudden and jarringly intimate.

“Now,” he said, turning her toward the center of the room. “Let us go and give the gossips something to choke on. Try to look smitten, Miss Vance. Or at least, try not to look like you’re mentally measuring my head for a pair of horns.”

“I make no promises,” Elara shot back, her wit sparking against his granite-hard reserve.

As they stepped out from behind the palm, the ballroom fell silent. The music seemed to falter. A hundred pairs of eyes swung toward them—the scarred, terrifying Duke and the invisible, beige wallflower.

Elara felt the weight of the secret identity she carried, the sharp edges of the sketches hidden in the book against his side, and the sudden, terrifying heat of the man beside her.

The game had begun. And as Arthur led her into the light, Elara realized that the most dangerous thing she had ever drawn wasn’t a caricature of a Prince.

It was the man holding her arm.

“Keep walking,” Arthur whispered, his head inclined toward hers in a way that looked perfectly, scandalously romantic. “And for God’s sake, smile. You’re supposed to be the happiest woman in London.”

“I’ll work on it,” Elara replied, flashing a brilliant, false smile at a passing Countess. “But you’re going to have to do something about the scowl, Your Grace. People will think I’m marrying a thunderstorm.”

“Perhaps you are,” he murmured.

And as they reached the center of the floor, Elara knew one thing for certain:

The season was no longer going to be boring.



The air in the carriage on the way home was thick with the scent of lavender—Penelope’s favorite—and the frantic, high-pitched chatter of a girl who had just witnessed a miracle.

“Elara! He spoke to you! For twenty minutes! Behind a palm!” Penelope was practically vibrating on the velvet seat. “And then he led you out! The Duke of Ravenswood! He didn’t even look at Lady Caroline! He looked at you!”

Elara leaned her head against the cool glass of the window, watching the streetlamps of London blur into long, golden streaks. Her hand still felt the phantom warmth of Arthur’s grip.

“He was merely... inquiring about a poem,” Elara said, her voice sounding far away even to her own ears.

“A poem? He looked as though he were inquiring about the state of your soul!” Penelope grabbed Elara’s hand. “Oh, Elara, do you think? Could it be?”

“It is a distraction, Penny,” Elara said, though she felt the weight of the lie like a stone in her stomach. “Nothing more.”

But as she reached into her pocket and felt the empty space where her sketchbook should have been, she knew that wasn’t true.

Arthur St. John had her secrets. He had her future. And as the carriage turned onto their crumbling street, Elara realized with a jolt of pure, unadulterated terror that he might just have her heart, too—if she wasn’t careful enough to keep it hidden behind the silk.



Back at Ravenswood House, Arthur St. John sat in his dark library, the only light coming from the dying embers in the hearth.

On the desk before him lay the small, leather-bound book.

He opened it to the last page. The lion. The beast in the cravat.

He traced the lines of his own scowl with a long, scarred finger. He had spent years making sure no one could see past the armor he had built. He had been a soldier, a spy, a Duke—a man of a thousand masks.

And yet, a girl in a beige dress with charcoal on her wrists had stripped him bare in ten minutes with a piece of paper.

“Vesper,” he whispered to the empty room.

He closed his eyes, and for the first time in three years, the phantom pain in his leg didn’t seem quite so sharp. There was a new tension in his chest—a spark of something that felt dangerously like life.

He reached for a pen and a piece of high-quality vellum.

To the Editor of the London Gazette, he wrote. I believe I have found the artist you have been seeking. But she is no longer for sale.

He paused, the nib hovering over the paper.

He thought of her eyes in the alcove—sharp, intelligent, and filled with a fire that she tried so hard to douse. He thought of the way she had stood her ground against him, a mouse defying a lion.

He tore the note up.

No. He wouldn’t share her. Not yet.

He looked at the drawing one last time before closing the book.

“Try to look smitten,” he murmured, his own lips curving into a ghost of a smile that would have terrified the ton had they seen it.

The game was indeed afoot. And for the first time since the war, Arthur St. John felt like he might actually enjoy the battle.



The next morning, the sun rose over a London that was already whispering. By noon, the whispers had become a roar.

At White’s, bets were already being placed on how long the “Wallflower” would last before the “Beast” ate her whole.

At the tea tables of Mayfair, fans were snapped shut in shock as the news spread: The Duke of Ravenswood was engaged. To a Vance. To the quiet one.

And in a small, dusty house on a side street, Lady Elara Vance sat at her vanity, staring at her reflection. She looked the same—pale, brown-haired, unremarkable.

But as she reached for her charcoal, she saw the smudge on her wrist was still there. A mark of the bargain. A mark of the Duke.

She didn’t wash it off.

Instead, she began to draw. Not a lion this time.

She drew a cage. And inside the cage, the door was wide open, but the bird was too afraid to fly.

“Not today,” she whispered to her reflection. “Today, we fly.”

The knock at the door was loud, authoritative, and unmistakable.

The Duke had arrived to take his fiancée for a ride in the park.

Elara stood up, smoothed her skirts, and reached for her bonnet. Her hands were steady. Her mind was sharp.

She was no longer just a wallflower. She was a woman with a mission, a fake fiancé, and a heart that was currently beating a very real, very dangerous rhythm.

She opened the door.

Arthur was standing there, dressed in a coat of dark blue that made his eyes look like the deep sea. He held a bouquet of yellow roses—the color of sunshine.

“Miss Vance,” he said, bowing with a grace that felt like a challenge.

“Your Grace,” she replied, curtsying low.

“Are you ready to be the talk of the town?”

Elara looked up at him, a spark of Vesper’s mischief dancing in her eyes.

“I believe the town is already talking, Your Grace. I’m merely ready to give them a better script.”

Arthur’s eyes flared with something that wasn’t quite boredom. He held out his arm.

“Then let us go and perform our masterpiece.”

As they stepped out onto the street, the world seemed to tilt. The pretense was starting. The lie was live.

And as Elara took his arm, she realized that the most dangerous thing about the Duke of Ravenswood wasn’t his reputation.

It was the way he looked at her when he thought no one was watching.

The season had only just begun.
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Chapter 2: The Price of Silence
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The interior of the Duke of Ravenswood’s town carriage was a velvet-lined cavern that smelled of expensive leather, old brandy, and the lingering scent of a man who had no intention of being told “no.”

Elara sat huddled against the far corner of the seat, her hands tucked firmly into her skirts. Outside, the London fog had descended with the suddenness of a theater curtain, swallowing the streetlamps and turning the world into a gray, ghostly blur. Inside, the only light came from the flickering carriage lamps, casting long, swaying shadows across the Duke’s granite-hewn features.

He sat opposite her, his long legs stretched out, his cane resting between his knees. He looked less like a fiancé and more like a predator who had successfully cornered a particularly interesting breed of mouse.

“You’ve kidnapped me,” Elara said, her voice admirably steady considering her heart was currently attempting to drum its way out of her ribcage. “I am reasonably certain that kidnapping is a hanging offense, even for a Duke. Though I suppose the hangman might hesitate at the quality of your cravat.”

Arthur didn’t even blink. “It is only kidnapping if you don’t enjoy the upholstery, Miss Vance. And as I recall, you practically leaped into the coach to escape the squinting gaze of Lady Jersey. I merely provided the vessel for your retreat.”

“I leaped because you were holding my sketchbook like a ransom note,” she shot back. “And I would like it back. Now.”

“In due time.” Arthur reached into the shadows beside him and produced the leather-bound book. He didn’t hand it over. Instead, he began to flip through it again, his thumb ghosting over the edges of the pages. “I find myself fascinated by your interpretation of the Earl of Gillingham. You’ve given him the exact expression of a man who has just realized he’s sat upon a hedgehog.”

“The Earl always looks like that,” Elara muttered. “He has no digestive tract to speak of and a personality to match. It was a study in realism, nothing more.”

“And the Bishop of London? The one where he appears to be contemplating the tactical advantages of a third helping of pheasant?”

“A commentary on the intersection of gluttony and grace.”

Arthur closed the book with a soft, definitive thud. The sound echoed in the small space. “You are wasted on these rooms, Elara. You spend your nights painting masks on people who are already wearing them. But as Vesper, you strip them bare. It’s a dangerous game for a woman with so much to lose.”

Elara felt the familiar sting of defensive pride. “I don’t play games, Your Grace. I survive. There is a distinction that men of your standing rarely have to acknowledge.”

“And that is exactly why we are sitting here,” Arthur said. His voice lost its mocking edge, dropping into a low, resonant tone that made the fine hairs on Elara’s arms stand up. “Let us speak of the price. You mentioned you were expensive. Name the sum.”

Elara took a breath, her mind racing. This was the moment. The bluff, the gamble, the leap. “Five thousand pounds.”

Arthur’s eyebrow twitched. Just a fraction. “For a fake engagement?”

“For my reputation,” she corrected, her chin lifting. “For the fact that once this charade ends, I will be a ‘discarded’ woman. No one will care that it was a contract. They will only see that the Duke of Ravenswood tired of his wallflower. My marriage prospects—which are already abysmal—will vanish entirely. Five thousand pounds is the cost of my future independence.”

“A well-reasoned argument,” Arthur murmured. “However, there is the matter of your brother, Thomas.”

The mention of her brother’s name hit her like a physical blow. Elara stiffened, her fingers digging into the silk of her skirts. “What of him?”

“I bought his vowels this morning, Elara.” Arthur leaned forward, his face entering the pool of light. He looked devastatingly calm. “Three thousand pounds’ worth of debt to a rather unsavory gaming hell in the East End. The sort of place where they don’t just send bailiffs; they send men with heavy clubs and a lack of moral hesitation.”

Elara’s throat went dry. She had known Thomas was struggling, but three thousand? “You... you bought them?”

“I prefer to keep my investments close,” Arthur said. “So, let us adjust the terms. I will settle Thomas’s debts immediately. I will provide a dowry of two thousand pounds for your sister, Penelope, to be placed in a trust she can access upon her marriage. And for you... I will pay the five thousand pounds you requested, provided you fulfill every requirement of our contract.”

“And what are those requirements?” she asked, her voice a mere whisper.

“Total devotion,” Arthur said, and the word felt heavy, laden with a meaning that had nothing to do with romance. “You will attend every ball, every promenade, every tedious theatrical performance at my side. You will move into Ravenswood House—with your aunt as a chaperone, of course—to ensure the gossips see the ‘smitten’ couple at breakfast. And most importantly...”

He paused, his dark eyes locking onto hers.

“You will continue to be Vesper. But you will work for me.”

Elara felt a cold shiver of realization. “You want to use my sketches to influence the ton. You want to weaponize my art.”

“I want the truth told about certain individuals,” Arthur said, his jaw tightening. “There are men in this city, Elara, who hide behind their titles while they rot from the inside out. Men who have done things on the Peninsula—and here in London—that deserve more than a cold shoulder. They deserve a public flaying. And you are the only one with a sharp enough blade.”

“You’re asking me to be a spy,” she said.

“I’m asking you to be an artist,” he countered. “An honest one.”

Elara looked at him, searching for the catch. The Duke of Ravenswood was a man of immense power and even greater secrets. Why would he need her? “Why me? Surely you could hire a dozen men to do this.”

“A man is noticed,” Arthur said. “A man in a coffee house taking notes is a threat. But a wallflower? A girl in a beige dress sitting in a corner? You are part of the furniture, Elara. You are the shadow that no one looks at. That makes you the most dangerous person in the room.”

The silence returned, punctuated only by the rhythmic clatter of the horses’ hooves on the cobstones. Elara felt the weight of the choice. It was her family’s salvation wrapped in a cloak of absolute scandal. If she succeeded, she would be rich and free. If she failed, she would be destroyed.

“I have conditions of my own,” she said, her voice regaining its steel.

Arthur inclined his head. “I expected as much.”

“First, my brother is to be sent to the country. Immediately. He is to be kept away from London and the card tables until the season is over.”

“Agreed. I have an estate in Yorkshire that is remarkably devoid of gaming hells. I shall send him there tomorrow.”

“Second,” Elara continued, “you will never look in my private sketchbook without my permission. The one I use for Vesper is one thing, but my personal work is... personal.”

Arthur’s gaze softened for the briefest of seconds. “You have my word. I am a beast, Miss Vance, but I am not a thief of souls.”

“And third,” she said, her heart accelerating again, “this ‘total devotion’ you require. It must remain in public. Behind closed doors, we are business partners. Nothing more. You will not... you will not expect the ‘privileges’ of a real fiancé.”

Arthur let out a short, dry laugh. It was a sharp sound in the quiet carriage. “Miss Vance, I can assure you that my heart is quite as scarred as my leg. I have no intention of seeking ‘privileges’ from a woman who has spent the last hour mentally comparing me to a predatory animal. Our arrangement is purely transactional.”

“Good,” Elara said, though a strange, perverse little sting of disappointment pricked at her chest. “Then we have a bargain.”

“Almost.” Arthur leaned back, his eyes narrowing. “There is one final detail. A matter of authenticity.”

“Authenticity?”

“If we are to convince the world—and more importantly, my mother—that we are truly in love, we cannot simply stand near each other and look bored. People expect a certain... heat from a man of my reputation.”

“I’m sure you can manage to look brooding,” Elara said. “It seems to be your natural state.”

“Brooding is for strangers,” Arthur said, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous velvet. “For a fiancée, there must be something more. There must be the look of a man who cannot wait to get her alone. And for you... you must look like a woman who has finally found the sun.”

Elara scoffed. “I’m an artist, Your Grace, not an actress.”

“Then we must practice,” he said.

He moved then, with a speed that defied his injury. Before Elara could blink, he had shifted from his seat to the one beside her. The carriage felt suddenly, impossibly small. The scent of him—woodsmoke and cold air—enveloped her.

“What are you doing?” she gasped, her back hitting the side of the coach.

“Ensuring my investment,” Arthur whispered.

He reached out, his hand cupping her jaw. His thumb brushed over her lower lip, a sensation so intimate it made her toes curl in her silk slippers. His touch was firm, calloused, and utterly confident.

“A fake engagement is a fragile thing, Elara,” he murmured, his face inches from hers. “It breaks the moment the audience sees a crack in the facade. If I touch you in a ballroom, you cannot jump like a startled rabbit. If I lean in to whisper to you, you cannot hold your breath as if I’m about to bite.”

“I’m not... I’m not jumping,” she lied, her breath coming in shallow hitches.

“Your heart is racing,” he said, his hand moving to the pulse point at her neck. “I can feel it. It’s drumming against my palm like a trapped bird.”

“That’s... that’s indignation,” she managed to say. “A very high level of indignation.”

“Is it?” Arthur’s gaze dropped to her mouth.

The air between them was charged, a physical force that seemed to vibrate with every rattle of the carriage. Elara knew she should push him away. She should demand to be let out. She should remind him of his “business partner” rule.

But she couldn’t move. She was transfixed by the dark intensity in his eyes, by the sheer, overwhelming presence of him. For the first time in her life, Elara Vance wasn’t an observer. She was the subject.

“One kiss,” Arthur whispered. “To seal the bargain. And to ensure that the next time it happens in public, you don’t look like you’re facing a firing squad.”

“It shouldn’t happen in public,” she breathed.

“It will happen in public,” he countered. “The ton demands a spectacle, and I intend to give them one. Now, Miss Vance... show me your fire.”

He didn’t wait for her consent. He leaned in, his lips brushing against hers with a lightness that was almost a tease. It was a question, an invitation, a challenge.

Elara’s eyes fluttered shut. Her mind screamed danger, but her body responded with a sudden, violent surge of heat. Without thinking, her hands came up, her fingers tangling in the fine wool of his coat.

The kiss deepened, shifting from a “practice” to something far more visceral. Arthur’s hand moved from her neck to the small of her
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