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Chapter 1 - The Ink-Stained Scabbard
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The air in Almack’s Assembly Rooms was a lethal cocktail of expensive French perfume, scorched beeswax, and the desperate, cloying scent of social ambition. It was Wednesday night, which meant the Patronesses were presiding over the Marriage Mart with the grim efficiency of generals surveying a battlefield, and Lady Elara Vance was, as usual, part of the scenery.

Elara stood against a fluted pilaster, her gloved hands folded precisely over a fan she had no intention of using. Her gown was a shade of “mousy lavender” that her mother had insisted would make her look “modest and approachable.” In reality, it made her blend so perfectly into the shadows of the secondary ballroom that she was fairly certain a footman might eventually try to rest a tray of ratafia on her shoulder.

“Do try to look less as if you are waiting for a dental extraction, Elara,” Lady Vance hissed, gliding past her eldest daughter with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Her mother was currently busy maneuvering Elara’s younger sister, Penelope, into the path of a nearsighted Baronet. “Smile. Radiate. You are twenty-two, not ancient. Though at this rate, the cobwebs will start to show by midnight.”

“I am radiating, Mamma,” Elara whispered to her mother’s retreating back. “I am radiating a profound sense of existential dread. It’s very fashionable in certain circles of the Continent, I’m told.”

Penelope, a vision in vibrant primrose silk that actually suited her, shot Elara a sympathetic look over the Baronet’s shoulder before being whisked into a quadrille.

Elara sighed, her gaze sweeping the room. This was her work. This was her hunt. While the other debutantes were hunting for husbands, Elara was hunting for something far more valuable: a scandal.

Beneath the hem of her lavender skirt, tucked into the silk garter of her left stocking, was a small, flat notebook and a sliver of graphite. To the Ton, she was the “Dull Miss Vance,” a girl so unremarkable she was practically transparent. But by tomorrow at midnight, she would be Lady Vesper, the anonymous architect of The Midnight Mirror.

Her mind began to compose the opening lines of Friday’s broadsheet. ‘The atmosphere at Almack’s this evening was particularly stagnant, flavored with the distinct aroma of desperation and stale macaroons. One wonders if the Patronesses realize that their “exclusive” vouchers are increasingly being handed out to men whose only qualification for nobility is a well-tied cravat and a lack of active warrants...’

“I see the vulture is back at her perch.”

The voice was low, resonant, and carried a distinct edge of bored cynicism.

Elara didn’t move a muscle, but her internal editor shrieked in delight. She knew that voice. It belonged to the man who had been the starring villain of her column for the last three weeks.

Arthur Devlin, the Duke of Rothbury, stood ten feet away, partially shielded by a large potted palm. He was speaking to Lord Sterling, a man whose reputation was as polished as his boots and twice as slippery.

“Which vulture?” Sterling asked, sounding amused. “The room is full of them, Arthur. Most of them are wearing turbans and looking for dowries.”

“The one by the pillar,” Rothbury said. Elara felt the weight of his gaze like a physical chill. “The Vance girl. She’s been standing there for two hours without moving. It’s unnerving. She reminds me of a sniper I once encountered in the Peninsula—perfectly still, perfectly silent, and likely waiting for someone to trip so she can record the exact angle of their fall.”

Elara’s grip on her fan tightened until the sandalwood ribs creaked. She kept her eyes fixed on a particularly hideous chandelier, but her ears were pinned back.

“She’s a wallflower, Rothbury,” Sterling chuckled. “Harmless. A bit of a pity, really. The younger one is a diamond, but Elara? She’s as remarkable as a damp piece of toast. I doubt she has a thought in her head that hasn’t been put there by her mother or a prayer book.”

“On the contrary,” the Duke replied, and Elara could almost hear the twist of his lip. “There is a terrifying amount of thought in those eyes. She doesn’t look like a girl waiting for a dance. She looks like a judge waiting to pass sentence. It’s a shame her person is so... unremarkable. With that much intensity, she might have actually been dangerous if she weren’t so plain.”

Unremarkable. Damp toast. A shame.

Elara’s blood didn’t boil; it turned to cold, sharp diamonds. She didn’t feel the sting of a rejected woman; she felt the professional thrill of a hunter who had just seen her prey walk into a trap of his own making.

She shifted her gaze just enough to catch a glimpse of him. The Duke of Rothbury was, unfortunately, a masterpiece of masculine arrogance. He was tall, built with a ruggedness that his impeccably tailored black coat couldn’t quite disguise, and possessed a face that looked as if it had been hacked out of Northern granite. His hair was the color of a midnight storm, and his eyes—the eyes she had once described in her column as ‘possessing the warmth of an alpine crevasse’—were currently scanning the room with utter disdain.

“She’s looking at us,” Sterling whispered.

“No,” Rothbury corrected, his voice dropping an octave. “She’s looking through us. As if we are merely interesting specimens of pond life. Truly, Sterling, it’s a waste of a title. If I were her father, I’d stop wasting the candle wax on her. She’s a lost cause.”

The two men moved off, their laughter lost in the swell of the orchestra’s latest waltz.

Elara reached down, her fingers trembling slightly with a cocktail of fury and inspiration, and adjusted her garter. She didn’t need to take the notebook out yet. The words were already seared into her brain.

’The Duke of Rothbury, a man whose heart is rumored to be constructed of the same cold stone as his ancestral home, spent his evening at Almack’s proving that his wit is as blunt as his manners. It is a fascinating irony that a man who prizes his reputation so highly seems entirely unaware that he possesses the social grace of a wounded badger in a silk waistcoat...’

She felt a sudden, sharp presence at her elbow.

“Elara? You look... strange,” Penelope whispered, having escaped the Baronet. “Your face is quite flushed. Is it the heat?”

“It’s the clarity, Pen,” Elara said, her voice tight but steady. “I’ve just had a moment of profound realization.”

“About a suitor?” Penelope’s eyes brightened.

“About a target,” Elara corrected. “I want to leave. Now.”

“But the supper hasn’t even been served! And Mamma says—”

“Mamma is currently trying to convince Lady Jersey that our great-grandfather didn’t actually lose his mind, he was just ‘eccentric,’” Elara said, grabbing her sister’s wrist. “She won’t notice we’re gone if we slip out the side. Tell her I had a migraine. Tell her I had a vision of my own spinsterhood and needed to go lie in a darkened room. I don’t care. I have work to do.”

The Vance townhouse in Upper Grosvenor Street was a grand facade holding up a crumbling interior. To the world, the Vances were a respectable, if quiet, family of the upper gentry. Inside, the carpets were frayed beneath the heavy mahogany furniture, and the candles were rationed with a stinginess that spoke of a looming disaster.

Elara didn’t go to bed. She sat at her small, rickety desk, the only light coming from a single, sputtering tallow candle. She had discarded the lavender silk for a simple cotton nightgown, her hair escaping its pins in dark, wavy flickers.

The inkwell was open. The quill was moving.

The Midnight Mirror was more than a hobby; it was a lifeline. Two years ago, Elara had discovered her father’s ledgers. She had seen the red ink bleeding across the pages—the gambling debts at White’s, the failed investments in canal schemes, the mounting interest from men with names like ‘Gallows Jack.’

She had started the column on a whim, a way to vent her frustrations at the glittering world that demanded so much and offered so little. But then, a printer in Fleet Street had offered her a cut of the sales. Then the sales had doubled. Then tripled.

Every word she wrote tonight was a brick in the wall she was building to keep the bailiffs away from Penelope.

’...The Duke of Rothbury seems to believe that a battlefield commission entitles one to treat a ballroom like a trench. One wonders if his Grace realizes that while he was busy “defending” the crown, the crown’s subjects were developing a taste for something he utterly lacks: character.’

She paused, the nib of her pen hovering over the parchment. A drop of ink fell, blooming like a black rose on the page.

Plain. Damp toast.

She gritted her teeth and began to write faster, her prose becoming sharper, more lethal. She dissected Rothbury’s posture, his legendary scowl, and the way he treated the marriage market as if it were a chore beneath his dignity. She made him sound like a relic—a beautiful, terrifying, obsolete relic.

A floorboard creaked behind her.

Elara lunged for a piece of blotting paper, covering her work just as the door swung open.

Her father, Lord Julian Vance, stood in the doorway. He wasn’t wearing his coat. His waistcoat was unbuttoned, his cravat hanging limp around his neck. In his hand, he clutched a glass of amber liquid that smelled sharply of cheap brandy.

“Elara,” he said, his voice sounding hollowed out. “Still awake?”

“I couldn’t sleep, Papa,” she said, her heart hammering against her ribs. “The ball was... overstimulating.”

He walked into the room, his footsteps heavy. He didn’t look at her. He looked at the window, where the first grey light of dawn was beginning to bleed into the London sky.

“The ball,” he repeated. He gave a short, jagged laugh. “I hope you enjoyed it. I hope you ate your fill of the ices and danced until your slippers wore through.”

“Papa? What is it?” Elara stood up, her hand instinctively resting on the blotting paper.

He turned to her then, and Elara recoiled. Her father had always been a man of easy smiles and weak tea. Now, his face was a mask of gray exhaustion. His eyes were bloodshot, and his hands were shaking so violently that the brandy slopped over the rim of the glass.

“It’s over, Elara,” he whispered.

“What is over?”

“Everything. The house. The horses. The very clothes on your back.” He slumped into her armchair, the one with the torn velvet. “I thought... I was so sure of the horse. Prometheus. He was a sure thing at Epsom. The odds were twenty to one.”

Elara felt the world tilt. “You bet the remainder of our funds on a horse?”

“I had to! The interest on the loan from Lord Sterling was due. If I hadn’t—”

“Sterling?” Elara’s voice was a ghost of a sound. “You borrowed from Sterling?”

“He was... a gentleman. He offered terms.” Her father put his head in his hands. “But the horse went down at the first turn. Broke its leg. I have nothing left, Elara. By the end of the month, we will be in the Fleet. Or the streets.”

“The dowries,” Elara said, her mind racing. “Penelope’s dowry. You said it was in trust.”

“I lied.” He looked up, a tear tracking through the dust on his cheek. “I broke the trust a year ago. There is nothing. Not a farthing.”

The silence that followed was heavy, suffocating. The single candle guttered and died, leaving them in the cold, sickly light of the morning.

Elara looked down at her desk. Beneath the blotting paper lay the latest edition of The Midnight Mirror. Her secret. Her weapon.

“How much?” she asked.

“Ten thousand pounds,” her father sobbed. “By the end of the season. Or he takes the house and everything in it.”

Ten thousand pounds. It was a fortune. It was an impossibility. Even with the rising circulation of her column, it would take years to earn that much.

But then, she thought of the Duke of Rothbury.

She thought of the way he had looked at her—as if she were a nuisance to be stepped over. She thought of his pride, his name, and the way the Ton hung on his every move.

The Duke wanted a quiet life. He wanted to rehabilitate his family’s name. He wanted to be the “Stone Duke,” untouchable and perfect.

And she was the only one who knew how to make him bleed ink.

“Go to bed, Papa,” Elara said, her voice suddenly devoid of emotion. It was the voice of Lady Vesper.

“Elara, I’m so sorry—”

“Go to bed. I will... I will think of something.”

He shuffled out, a broken man. Elara waited until the door clicked shut before she pulled the blotting paper away.

She looked at the lines she had written about Arthur Devlin. They were good. They were sharp. But they weren’t enough. Not anymore.

If she was going to save her family, she couldn’t just satirize the Duke of Rothbury. She had to use him.

She picked up her pen. Her fingers were stained with ink, a dark smear across her thumb that looked like a bruise. She didn’t wipe it away. She looked at it, then at the scabbard of her pen.

A weapon, she thought. I have a weapon, and I have a target.

She began to write a new headline. This one wasn’t for the Mirror. This was for herself.

Plan for Survival: Step One.

She needed to get close to him. She needed to be more than a wallflower. If the Duke of Rothbury thought she was unremarkable, she would show him exactly how remarkable a desperate woman could be.

But first, she had to ensure he knew her name. And she knew exactly how to make sure he never forgot it.

Two days later, the latest edition of The Midnight Mirror hit the streets of London with the force of a thunderbolt.

In the breakfast rooms of Mayfair, over chocolate and toast, the Ton gasped. At White’s, the betting book was opened to a new page. And in the austere, silver-and-blue morning room of Rothbury House, a Duke sat very, very still.

Arthur Devlin held the broadsheet in hands that had remained steady while under heavy cannon fire, but now, a muscle in his jaw was ticking with rhythmic, violent precision.

“Is it true, then?” Lord Sterling asked, leaning against the mantelpiece, watching his friend with a mixture of pity and perverse delight.

“Is what true?” Arthur asked, his voice a low growl.

“The part where she describes your smile as ‘reminiscent of a funeral shroud’ and suggests that your recent interest in the House of Lords is merely an attempt to find a room where everyone else is as dead as your personality?”

Arthur crumpled the paper into a ball. “It’s libel. It’s redirected venom from a coward hiding behind a pseudonym.”

“It’s remarkably popular,” Sterling pointed out. “I saw three Countesses fighting over a copy at Gunter’s this morning. Whoever this ‘Lady Vesper’ is, she has a particular obsession with you, Arthur. It’s almost... intimate.”

Arthur stood up, his height filling the room, his presence suddenly suffocating. “She is a parasite. A mosquito buzzing in my ear. And I am going to swat her.”

“How? No one knows who she is.”

“I know she was at Almack’s,” Arthur said, his eyes narrowing. “I know she was close enough to hear my conversation with you. I remember the people who were near that pillar.”

He thought of the girl in the mousy lavender dress. The one with the “terrifying intensity” in her eyes. The one he had called damp toast.

“You don’t think...” Sterling began, his eyes widening. “No. Not the Vance girl. She doesn’t have the courage to look a waiter in the eye, let alone challenge a Duke.”

“Courage is often found in the places one least expects it,” Arthur said, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “And I find I have a sudden, urgent desire to discuss literature with Lady Elara Vance.”

“Arthur, wait—”

But the Duke was already moving toward the door, his stride purposeful and predatory.

Back in her small room, Elara sat by the window, watching the street. She saw the black-and-gold carriage with the Rothbury crest turn the corner. She saw the way the horses were being pushed, their hooves striking the cobstones with a frantic, rhythmic beat.

Her heart hammered a matching rhythm against her ribs.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, silver-capped bottle of ink. She unscrewed the top and deliberately, slowly, tipped a single drop onto her white lace cuff.

The stain spread, dark and indelible.

“The hunt is up,” she whispered to the empty room.

She stood, smoothed her skirts, and walked down the stairs to meet her ruin—or her salvation.

The knocker on the front door sounded. It wasn’t a polite rap; it was a demand. It echoed through the hollow house, shaking the dust from the ceiling and the breath from Elara’s lungs.

She signaled the terrified maid to open the door.

Arthur Devlin, the Duke of Rothbury, didn’t wait to be announced. He stormed into the foyer, his greatcoat swirling around his boots like a storm cloud. He looked around the faded hallway with a sneer of pure, unadulterated fury, his gaze finally landing on Elara, who stood at the base of the stairs.

She didn’t cower. She didn’t stammer.

She looked him straight in the eye and dropped a curtsy so shallow it was practically an insult.

“Your Grace,” she said, her voice clear and cool as a mountain stream. “To what do we owe the honor of such a... tumultuous visit? I believe my father is currently unavailable for duels or debt collections.”

Arthur took three long steps toward her, stopping so close she could smell the cold morning air and the faint, expensive scent of sandalwood clinging to his coat. He loomed over her, a wall of pure, masculine aggression.

“Where is it?” he demanded.

Elara tilted her head. “Where is what? My hospitality? I’m afraid it’s currently being laundered. If you’d like to wait in the parlor, I believe we have some very thin tea and a chair that only wobbles slightly.”

Arthur reached out, his hand moving so fast she didn’t have time to flinch. He didn’t grab her; he grabbed her wrist, lifting her hand until the ink stain on her cuff was level with his eyes.

“The ink is still fresh,” he hissed. “I went to the printer. I paid him a sum that would have bought your entire family to tell me who delivered the manuscript at dawn.”

Elara felt the heat of his skin through her glove, a jolt of electricity that made her breath hitch. But she didn’t pull away.

“And?” she challenged. “Did he tell you it was a lady in a lavender dress? Or perhaps a ghost?”

“He told me it was a maid in a Vance livery,” Arthur said, his grip tightening just enough to be a warning. “He told me the ink was a specific, rare blend of violet and soot. The kind that only one shop in London sells. A shop where you were seen yesterday morning.”

He leaned down, his face inches from hers. Elara could see the flecks of gold in his frozen eyes, the way his lashes cast long, dark shadows against his cheekbones.

“Why?” he whispered. “Why me, Lady Elara? What have I ever done to you besides fail to notice you exist?”

Elara felt a spark of the old anger—the wallflower’s rage—flare up in her chest.

“That is exactly what you did, your Grace,” she said, her voice dropping to a low, dangerous thrum. “You looked at me and saw nothing. You looked at my family and saw a carcass to be picked over. You think because you have a title and a medal that the world is your stage and we are all just poorly drawn extras.”

She yanked her hand back, and this time, he let her go.

“I am not ‘damp toast,’” she said, her eyes flashing. “And I am certainly not ‘a lost cause.’ I am the woman who just made you the laughingstock of every breakfast table in England. And I’m only getting started.”

Arthur stared at her. For the first time since he had entered the house, the fury in his face was replaced by something else. A flicker of surprise. A shadow of... interest.

“You’re a blackmailer,” he said softly.

“I’m a woman with a very expensive pen and a very bankrupt father,” Elara countered. “There is a difference.”

“Is there? You want money to stop the columns.”

“No,” Elara said, taking a step toward him, closing the gap he had left. “I want more than money. I want a future for my sister. I want the debts to Lord Sterling erased. And I want you to help me do it.”

Arthur gave a harsh, barking laugh. “You want me to help the person who is destroying my reputation? You are insane.”

“I am practical,” Elara said. “The Ton loves a scandal, but they love a romance even more. If the ‘Stone Duke’ were to suddenly fall for the woman who has been ‘misunderstanding’ him... if he were to show the world that his heart isn’t cold, but merely guarded...”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “You’re proposing a charade.”

“I’m proposing an engagement,” Elara said, her heart hammering so hard she was sure he could see it through her bodice. “A fake one. Six months. Long enough to repair your image, long enough for me to secure my family’s safety. After that, we can ‘mutually’ decide we are ill-suited and go our separate ways. You’ll be a hero of the heart, and I’ll be a woman with a very large settlement and the freedom to never write another word about your dull personality again.”

Arthur looked at her for a long, silent minute. The house was quiet around them, the only sound the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall.

He reached out again, but this time, he didn’t grab her. He tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, his fingers brushing against her skin with a tenderness that felt like a threat.

“And if I refuse?” he asked. “If I go to the magistrate right now and have you arrested for libel?”

“Then I publish the letter,” Elara said, her voice steady despite the shiver running down her spine.

“What letter?”

“The one from your father. The one you’ve been hiding in your desk. The one that proves he wasn’t a traitor, but a fool who was framed by the very men you now call your peers.”

Arthur went perfectly still. The color drained from his face, leaving him looking like the granite he was named for.

“How?” he rasped.

“I told you,” Elara said, a small, triumphant smile touching her lips. “I’m a wallflower, your Grace. People say the most extraordinary things when they think no one is listening. And I have been listening to everything for a very, very long time.”

Arthur took a deep breath, his chest expanding against the fine wool of his coat. He looked at her—really looked at her—and for the first time, Elara saw the man behind the mask. He was a man under siege. A man who was just as desperate as she was.

“Six months,” he said, his voice like grinding stones.

“Six months,” she agreed.

“But understand this, Lady Elara,” he said, stepping into her space one last time, his voice a dark promise. “If we are to do this, we do it my way. You will be the devoted fiancée. You will look at me as if I am the sun and the stars. And if you so much as pick up a pen without my permission, I will ensure that the ‘Midnight Mirror’ is the last thing you ever see.”

“Is that a threat, your Grace?”

“No,” Arthur said, reaching down to take her hand, his thumb stroking the ink stain on her cuff. “That is the opening line of our first chapter.”

He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it—not the polite kiss of a gentleman, but the hard, possessive claim of a conqueror.

As his lips touched her skin, Elara realized with a jolt of pure terror that she had just invited a wolf into her home to keep the lions away. And the wolf looked very, very hungry.

“I’ll expect you in the park at four,” he said, dropping her hand. “Wear something that isn’t lavender. It makes you look like a funeral arrangement.”

He turned and strode out the door, leaving Elara standing in the hall, her hand still tingling where his lips had pressed.

She looked down at the ink-stained cuff. She had won. She had saved her family.

But as she heard the Rothbury carriage roar away, she couldn’t help but wonder if she had just traded a debt of money for a debt of something far more dangerous.

She walked back to her desk, picked up her pen, and crossed out the headline Plan for Survival. She replaced it with a single word.

War.
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Chapter 2 - A Scent of Bergamot and Betrayal
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The scent of Hatchards was a heady, intoxicating perfume of old leather, fresh parchment, and the lingering smoke of the hearth. To Lady Elara Vance, it was the smell of sanity. In this labyrinth of shelves, she wasn’t a daughter of a bankrupt lord or a woman forced into a devil’s bargain with a granite-hearted Duke. Here, she was merely a reader, an anonymous soul adrift in a sea of better minds.

Of course, she wasn’t here just to browse.

Elara adjusted the brim of her bonnet—a sensible, sturdy straw thing that cast a merciful shadow over her eyes. She moved toward the back of the shop, weaving past a group of elderly clerics debating the merits of a new translation of Virgil. Her target was the small, cluttered desk near the stationery section where Mr. Hedges, a man who looked remarkably like a retired owl, presided over the inks and quills.

“Good morning, Mr. Hedges,” Elara said, her voice small and appropriately hesitant. The “Wallflower” mask was firmly in place. “I find myself... quite out of my usual supplies.”

Mr. Hedges peered over his spectacles. “Ah, Miss Vance. A pleasure. The usual charcoal and vellum?”

“And the violet,” she whispered, leaning in. “Two bottles of the soot-blend, if you please. I have a long... correspondence ahead of me.”

Hedges hesitated, his brow furrowing. “The soot-blend? I’m afraid I have some rather odd news regarding that particular stock, Miss Vance. A gentleman arrived not twenty minutes after we opened our doors. He bought the entire shipment. Every last bottle.”

Elara felt a cold prickle of alarm navigate the length of her spine. That specific ink was a custom order, a deep, bruising violet that looked black on the page but held a faint, telltale shimmer under candlelight. It was the signature of The Midnight Mirror.

“The entire shipment?” she repeated, her voice thinning. “That seems... excessive. Did this gentleman have a name?”

“He didn’t offer one, though his carriage bore a crest I didn’t recognize,” Hedges said, clearly puzzled. “A tall man. Very stern. Looked as if he were planning to rewrite the Magna Carta rather than a simple letter.”

“He was about my height, I presume? Dark hair? Eyes like a winter morning in the Highlands?”

A low, resonant voice drifted from the shadows of the history section to her left. “I believe the clerk described me as ‘stern,’ Miss Vance. I’m hurt. I prefer to think of myself as ‘focused.’”

Elara didn’t jump, mostly because she refused to give him the satisfaction. She turned slowly, her heart performing a frantic, irregular drumbeat against her ribs that she firmly ignored.

Arthur Devlin, the Duke of Rothbury, was leaning against a shelf of military biographies, looking entirely too comfortable for a man who had just effectively declared war on a woman’s writing supplies. He was dressed for the park—a coat of superfine blue that hugged his shoulders with aggressive precision and buckskin breeches that left nothing to the imagination.

“Your Grace,” Elara said, her voice regaining its “dull” monotone. “I didn’t realize you were a patron of Hatchards. I would have thought you’d prefer a shop that sells... I don’t know, maps of fortified positions or books on how to scowl more effectively.”

Arthur pushed off the shelf and moved toward her, his stride echoing the predatory grace she’d noticed at Almack’s. Mr. Hedges, sensing a conversation far above his pay grade, suddenly found an urgent need to reorganize a stack of blotters at the far end of the counter.

“I find myself in need of a great deal of ink lately,” Arthur said, stopping just inches from her. He smelled of bergamot and crisp autumn air. “I’ve decided to take up journaling. I intend to document the process of a certain... social experiment.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?” Elara whispered, her eyes darting to the nearby patrons. “An experiment? I thought it was an ultimatum.”

“One leads to the other in the hands of a capable commander,” he replied. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, heavy bottle. He set it on the counter between them. The label was unmistakable. “I noticed you were nearly out of this. It would be a tragedy if your... correspondence... were to suffer a sudden lack of color.”

Elara looked at the bottle, then at him. He was testing her. He wanted to see if she would break, if she would admit to her panic.

“How thoughtful,” she said, her voice dripping with artificial sweetness. “To think a Duke of the Realm would concern himself with my stationery. Truly, your Grace, your benevolence knows no bounds. Or perhaps it’s just your desire for control.”

“Control is a very underrated virtue,” Arthur murmured. He leaned down, his voice dropping into a register that felt entirely too intimate for a public bookshop. “I’ve spent the morning thinking about our agreement, Miss Vance. Specifically, the ‘Lady Vesper’ portion of it. I don’t care for the idea of a loose cannon on my deck.”

“I am not on your deck,” she snapped, forgetting for a moment to keep her voice down. A nearby curate glanced their way, and she immediately slumped her shoulders, looking back at the counter. “I am an independent contractor,” she whispered. “And you have no right to interfere with my process.”

“I have every right when that process involves my name. I want to see the next column before it goes to the printer.”

“Absolutely not.”

“It wasn’t a request.”

Elara felt the familiar, sharp heat of defiance. “The Mirror is an anonymous publication for a reason. If you see the drafts, you’ll try to edit them. You’ll turn my wit into a series of dry bulletins about troop movements and the price of grain. The Ton would fall asleep by the second paragraph.”

“And
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