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Chapter 1 – The Shadow in the Library
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The Earl of Danby’s Midnight Ball was a masterclass in gilded misery. To the casual observer, it was a triumph of candlelight, expensive French silk, and enough hothouse lilies to trigger a sneezing fit in a stone statue. To Lady Elara Vance, however, it was a tactical battlefield where she was currently winning the most important prize of all: total invisibility.

She stood near a towering arrangement of ferns, her gown a shade of lavender so pale it bordered on the funereal. It was a dress designed to be forgotten the moment one looked away from it. Her mother had despaired over the choice, insisting on a vibrant primrose yellow that would have made Elara look like an overgrown lemon, but Elara had held firm. When one intended to listen to things one wasn’t meant to hear, one did not dress like a beacon.

“She’s quite plain, isn’t she?” a voice whispered nearby.

Elara didn’t blink. She knew the speaker—Lady Cecily, a girl whose personality was as sharp as her chin.

“The elder Vance girl?” the companion replied, her fan fluttering like the wings of a panicked bird. “I suppose. Useful for holding the lemonade, perhaps. But did you see Penelope? She’s wearing emeralds. Where on earth did the Vances find the coin for emeralds?”

Elara tightened her grip on her own fan. The answer was simple: they hadn’t. Penelope had borrowed them—or claimed to—from a friend. In reality, Elara knew those emeralds represented the very last of their mother’s jewelry, reset to hide their antiquity. It was a facade of wealth over a foundation of rot.

As the orchestra struck up a particularly vigorous quadrille, Elara caught sight of her sister. Penelope was radiant, spinning in the arms of a handsome captain, her laughter ringing out across the ballroom. She looked like the very picture of Regency perfection. She did not look like a girl who had lost four thousand pounds at a high-stakes hazard table three nights ago.

Penelope was nineteen, beautiful, and possessed the impulse control of a startled kitten. Elara, at twenty-two, was the self-appointed guardian of the family’s precarious dignity.

“There you are, Elara. Why are you lurking behind a shrub?”

Elara turned to see Lord Sterling leaning against a marble pillar. He was impeccably dressed, his cravat tied in a style that suggested hours of agonizing effort, but his smile never quite reached his eyes. It was the smile of a man who knew the price of everything and the value of nothing.

“It’s a fern, Sterling,” Elara said coolly. “And I am not lurking. I am observing. There is a distinction.”

“You observe too much and participate too little,” Sterling said, stepping closer. The smell of sandalwood and something sharper—expensive brandy—clung to him. “Your sister, on the other hand, participates with perhaps too much enthusiasm. Have you seen her tonight? She’s the toast of the ton. Though I wonder... how long can one toasted piece of bread stay warm before it turns to ash?”

Elara felt a chill that had nothing to do with the drafty ballroom. “If you have something to say, my lord, say it. If not, I believe the punch bowl is calling your name.”

Sterling leaned in, his voice dropping to a silken murmur. “Four thousand pounds, Elara. That’s quite a lot of bread. I hold the vouchers. Your sister was quite distraught when she signed them. I told her I might be persuaded to forget the debt, provided the Vance family offers me something... substantial in return.”

“My father will pay you,” Elara said, her voice steady despite the hammer of her heart.

“Your father can’t pay for his own snuff, let alone his daughter’s ruinous habits,” Sterling sneered. “I’ll give you until the end of the week. If I don’t have my answer, the Morning Post will have a very interesting story about the ‘Diamond of the Season’ and her midnight excursions to the darker corners of Mayfair.”

He gave a mocking bow and disappeared into the crowd.

Elara didn’t wait. She couldn’t breathe in the stifling heat of the ballroom. She needed air, she needed silence, and most of all, she needed a plan. She slipped through the side doors, navigating the corridors of Danby House with the practiced ease of a woman who spent most of her time avoiding people.

The library was her destination. It was a massive, two-story cavern of mahogany and leather, illuminated only by the dying embers in the hearth and a single, flickering candelabra on a distant desk. It was the one room in any manor house guaranteed to be empty during a ball. Members of the ton generally avoided books as if they were contagious.

She stepped inside, closing the heavy oak doors behind her. The silence was instantaneous, a physical weight that pressed against her ears. She leaned her head against the cool wood, closing her eyes.

Four thousand pounds. It was an impossible sum. Her father’s estate was bled dry by poor harvests and even poorer investments. If Sterling spoke, Penelope would be ruined. No one would marry her. The family would be cast out, relegated to a drafty cottage in the north to live on tea and regret.

“If you’re looking for the poetry section, it’s in the third alcove. Though I wouldn’t recommend it. Danby’s taste in verse is as atrocious as his taste in wine.”

The voice came from the shadows near the fireplace. It was a deep, resonant baritone, laced with a weary, aristocratic boredom that set Elara’s teeth on edge.

She jumped, her hand flying to her throat. “Good heavens! Is there no corner of this house free of people?”

A man stepped out from the wingback chair by the fire. He was tall—uncomfortably so—and his presence seemed to swallow the light in the room. He wasn’t wearing his evening coat; it was draped over the back of the chair. His waistcoat was unbuttoned, and his shirt was open at the collar, revealing the sharp line of a throat that looked like it had been carved from granite.

It was Arthur St. Clair, the Duke of Ashworth. The man the tabloids called ‘The Icy Autocrat.’

“My apologies,” he said, though he didn’t sound particularly apologetic. He sounded annoyed. “I was under the impression that I had successfully vanished. It appears I am not the only one who finds the Earl’s hospitality unbearable.”

Elara recovered her composure, smoothing her lavender skirts. “Your Grace. I didn’t realize the library was occupied. I shall leave you to your... brooding.”

“Wait.” He held up a hand. He didn’t look at her; he looked at the glass of amber liquid in his other hand. “You’re one of the Vance girls. The quiet one.”

“Lady Elara,” she corrected, her voice sharpening. “And I prefer ‘observant’ to ‘quiet.’ Though I suppose to a Duke, anyone who isn’t screaming for his attention must seem silent.”

Ashworth finally looked at her. His eyes were a piercing, crystalline blue, the color of a winter sky over a frozen lake. He looked tired. Not the fatigue of a late night, but a deep, existential weariness that made him look older than his thirty years.

“Lady Elara,” he repeated, testing the name. “The wallflower who hides behind ferns. I saw you earlier. You looked like you were planning a murder. Or a heist.”

“Neither,” Elara said, stepping further into the room. If she was going to be caught, she might as well be comfortable. “Though after talking to Lord Sterling, I can see the appeal of both.”

Ashworth’s expression shifted, a flicker of interest crossing his features. “Sterling? A truly repulsive creature. If he’s bothering you, tell your father.”

“My father is... not an option,” Elara said, her wit returning as her desperation crystallized into a sudden, insane idea.

She looked at the Duke. He was the most powerful man in the room. He was rich beyond imagination, his reputation was impeccable—if a bit chilling—and he was currently being hunted by every mother in London. Including his own. Rumor had it the Dowager Duchess had given him an ultimatum: find a bride by the end of the Season or she would choose one for him.

Elara took a breath. It was a gamble that made Penelope’s hazard game look like child’s play.

“Your Grace,” she said, her voice ringing clear in the quiet room. “I believe we have a mutual problem.”

Ashworth raised an eyebrow, taking a slow sip of his drink. “Do we? I was unaware I had a problem that involved a lavender-clad wallflower.”

“You need a wife. Or at least, you need the world to think you’re looking for one so your mother will stop parading debutantes in front of you like prize heifers at a fair.”

Ashworth stiffened, his eyes narrowing. “You are remarkably well-informed. And remarkably bold. Is this the part where you offer yourself as a sacrifice? Because I must warn you, my mother is quite particular about lineages.”

“Perish the thought,” Elara said with a dry laugh. “I have no desire to be a Duchess. The hats look far too heavy. But I do need a protector. A shield. I need the world to believe that I am under the protection of someone so powerful that even a man like Lord Sterling wouldn’t dare whisper a word against my family.”

Ashworth set his glass down on a side table with a sharp clack. “You want a fake engagement.”

“I want a bargain,” Elara corrected. “A temporary arrangement. We announce a betrothal. It silences the gossips, it keeps your mother at bay, and it gives me the leverage I need to deal with Sterling. At the end of the Season, we discover we are ‘incompatible.’ We break it off. You go back to your books, and I go back to my ferns.”

The Duke stared at her for a long moment. Silence stretched between them, thick with the scent of old paper and woodsmoke. Then, he began to laugh. It wasn’t a warm sound; it was short, sharp, and entirely devoid of mirth.

“You are truly delusional, Lady Elara. Why on earth would I agree to such a farce? I am a Duke. I don’t make bargains with girls in libraries.”

“You’ll do it because you’re desperate,” Elara said, stepping closer until she was within the circle of the hearth’s warmth. “And because you’re failing.”

Ashworth’s laughter cut off. “I beg your pardon?”

“The St. Clair estates,” Elara said softly. “The canal project in the north. The one your father poured half the family fortune into before he died. It’s a sieve, isn’t it? You’ve been trying to settle the debts quietly for two years, but the interest is catching up. If the ton finds out the Duke of Ashworth is struggling for liquidity, your creditors will swarm. Your mother’s ultimatum isn’t just about heirs—it’s about the Dowry. She wants you to marry money to save the name.”

The transformation in the Duke was instantaneous. The bored aristocrat vanished, replaced by a man who looked like he could snap a steel bar with his bare hands. He lunged forward, his hand gripping the edge of the desk, leaning into her space.

“How do you know that?” he hissed.

Elara didn’t flinch. “I told you, Your Grace. I am observant. People talk in front of wallflowers because they forget we have ears. I overheard your man of business talking to the Earl of Danby in this very room two weeks ago. They thought I was asleep in the window seat.”

“You little spy,” Ashworth whispered. His face was inches from hers. She could see the dark flecks in his blue eyes, feel the heat radiating from his skin.

“I prefer ‘strategist,’” she countered. “I don’t want your money, Arthur. I have no interest in the Ashworth coffers. I only want the name. In exchange, I will play the part of the devoted fiancée. I am quite good at being what people expect me to be. I will charm your mother, I will fend off the debutantes, and I will make the world believe that the Icy Duke has finally melted. It will give you the breathing room you need to fix your finances without the pressure of a marriage for money.”

Arthur’s gaze searched her face, his eyes roaming over her features as if looking for a crack in her armor. “You would lie to the entire world? To your own family?”

“I am already lying,” Elara said, her voice cracking for the first time. “My sister is a heartbeat away from ruin. I will do whatever is necessary to save her. Even if it means pretending to love a man who looks like he’d rather be having a tooth pulled than talking to me.”

Arthur let out a long, slow breath. He stepped back, the intensity of his gaze softening into something more calculating. He picked up his glass again, but he didn’t drink.

“You’re quite terrifying, do you know that?”

“I’ve been told I’m very forgettable,” she replied.

“Not anymore.” He paced a small circle in front of the fire, the light playing across his broad shoulders. “If we do this, it must be convincing. My mother is a woman who can smell a lie from ten paces. You would have to be with me constantly. We would be the talk of London.”

“I can handle the talk,” Elara said. “Can you handle the company?”

Arthur stopped pacing. He looked at her—really looked at her—taking in the stubborn set of her jaw and the intelligence shining in her eyes. “There will be rules, Lady Elara. No real affection. No intimate expectations. And a clean break the moment the clock strikes midnight on the last ball of the Season.”

“Agreed,” she said, her heart leaping. “I’ll even put it in writing if you like.”

“No,” Arthur said, his voice dropping to that dangerous, low register again. “A contract for a lie seems... redundant.”

He walked toward her, and for a moment, Elara thought he might actually touch her. He stopped just outside her personal space, his height looming over her.

“Very well, Lady Elara. We shall have our bargain. I will escort you back to the ballroom. We shall dance. And tomorrow, the world will believe I have lost my mind.”

“Just make sure you look smitten,” Elara teased, though her hands were shaking. “Try not to look like you’re heading to the gallows.”

“I am a Duke,” Arthur said, his jaw tightening. “I am capable of a great many things.”

He reached out, his fingers brushing the underside of her jaw as he tilted her head up. His touch was electric, a jolt of heat that raced through her veins. His eyes dark with a sudden, sharp intensity.

“But remember this,” he whispered, his breath warm against her lips. “You have no idea the devil you’ve just summoned, Lady Elara. I don’t play games I don’t intend to win.”

Elara swallowed hard, her pulse thrumming in her throat. For the first time, she wondered if she had traded one predator for a far more dangerous one. But she didn’t pull away.

“Then I suppose it’s a good thing I’ve never liked to lose,” she whispered back.

Arthur’s lips curved into a ghost of a smile—sharp, predatory, and entirely devastating. He pulled back, offered her his arm with a formal, stiff grace, and led her toward the doors.

The “Drab Mouse” was about to become the most envied woman in England, and as they stepped back into the roar and light of the ballroom, Elara knew that her life, and the quiet safety of the shadows, was gone forever.

The transition from the library to the ballroom was like being plunged into a boiling cauldron. The heat was a physical blow, the scent of hundreds of bodies and guttering candles thick enough to taste.

As they walked through the double doors, Arthur’s arm felt like a bar of iron beneath Elara’s hand. He had donned his evening coat, but he hadn’t bothered to perfectly straighten his cravat. It gave him an air of rakish disarray that was entirely at odds with his usual porcelain-stiff appearance.

The music was a swelling waltz, the violins crying out in a way that felt uncomfortably like Elara’s own nerves.

The effect of their entrance was not immediate. It was like a ripple in a pond, starting near the door and spreading outward in a wave of falling jaws and hushed whispers.

“Is that... Ashworth?”

“And who is that with him?”

“The Vance girl? The older one? Surely not.”

Elara kept her head high, her gaze fixed forward. She felt Arthur’s muscles tighten beneath her hand. He didn’t look at the crowd. He looked at her, his expression a mask of practiced, brooding devotion.

“Smile, Elara,” he murmured, his voice barely audible above the music. “You look like you’re contemplating a funeral.”

“I told you, I’m a wallflower,” she hissed back through a frozen smile. “I don’t know how to be the center of attention.”

“Then learn. Quickly.”

He led her straight into the center of the dance floor. The couples around them slowed, then stopped, the waltz faltering as the Duke of Ashworth—a man who had famously not danced in three years—positioned himself in front of the plainest girl in the room.

Arthur placed his hand on her waist. Even through the layers of her gown and corset, the heat of his palm seemed to scorch her. He took her hand in his, his grip firm and possessive.

“Don’t look at them,” he commanded softly as the music picked up again. “Look at me.”

Elara looked up. The icy blue of his eyes was gone, replaced by a dark, turbulent sea of calculation. He began to move, and Elara was shocked to find that he was a magnificent dancer. He moved with a predatory grace, guiding her through the steps with an effortless strength that made her feel, for the first time in her life, entirely small.

“You’re staring,” he whispered, his breath fluttering the loose curls at her temple.

“You’re... surprisingly good at this,” she admitted, her breath coming in short gasps as he spun her past a gaping Lady Cecily.

“I am a Duke. We are taught to dance before we are taught to speak.” He pulled her a fraction closer, his thumb grazing the small of her back. “Though I usually find it a monumental waste of time. Tonight, however, it serves a purpose.”

“And what purpose is that?”

“Total surrender,” he said. “The ton doesn’t believe in gradual affection. They believe in lightning bolts. If I am to be ‘smitten,’ I must be thoroughly so.”

He dipped her then—a move far too dramatic for a standard waltz—and for a second, Elara was suspended in the air, held only by the strength of his arm. The world spun around them, a blur of gold and white and whispered scandal.

When he brought her back up, she was flushed, her heart racing not from the exercise, but from the sheer audacity of the man.

Across the room, she saw Lord Sterling. He was standing near the punch bowl, his glass halfway to his lips, his expression one of pure, unadulterated shock. He looked at Elara, then at the Duke, and the predatory glint in his eyes flickered and died. He knew he couldn’t touch a woman who had the Duke of Ashworth’s hand on her waist.

“He’s watching,” Elara whispered.

“Good,” Arthur replied. “Let him watch. Let them all watch.”

As the final notes of the waltz died away, Arthur didn’t let go of her hand. He bowed low, his eyes never leaving hers. The silence in the ballroom was absolute.

“Lady Elara,” he said, his voice carrying clearly to the surrounding guests. “I believe I have been looking for you all my life. It seems a pity to wait a moment longer to tell the world.”

He turned to the room at large, his voice ringing with authority. “My lords, ladies. It gives me great pleasure to announce that Lady Elara Vance has done me the honor of accepting my hand in marriage.”

The scandal was instantaneous. A woman fainted. Three fans were dropped.

Elara felt the weight of a thousand eyes on her, but as she looked at Arthur, she saw the challenge in his gaze. He had delivered on his part of the bargain with a vengeance.

She took a breath, stepped closer to him, and placed her hand over his heart. It was beating fast—almost as fast as hers.

“I only hope I can live up to the honor, Your Grace,” she said, her voice steady.

Arthur looked down at her, and for a fleeting second, the “mask” of the lover seemed to slip, revealing something else—a flicker of genuine intrigue, perhaps even respect.

Then he leaned down and kissed her hand, his lips lingering just a second too long on her skin.

“Oh, I think you’ll find you’re more than a match for me, Elara,” he whispered.

The hook was set. The lie was cast. And as Elara looked out at the sea of shocked faces, she realized that the wallflower had not only left the shadows—she had set them on fire.

The game had begun.
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Chapter 2 – The First Salvo
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The morning after the Earl of Danby’s ball felt less like the dawn of a new life and more like the aftermath of a highly organized carriage wreck.

Elara Vance sat at the scarred oak breakfast table in the Vance townhouse, staring into the murky depths of a cup of lukewarm tea. Sunlight streamed through the windows, cruelly highlighting the frayed edges of the curtains and the faint layer of dust on the sideboard. For years, these flaws had been her comfort—the quiet, fraying reality of a family that had seen better days but still possessed its pride.

Now, that pride was currently being dismantled by her mother’s rhythmic sobbing.

“A Duke, Elara! A Duke!” Lady Vance wailed, dabbing at her eyes with a lace handkerchief that had seen more action in the last twelve hours than it had in the previous decade. “The Duke of Ashworth! The man hasn’t looked at a woman with anything other than mild revulsion since 1812, and suddenly he is announcing a betrothal in the middle of a quadrille?”

“It was a waltz, Mama,” Penelope corrected, her voice uncharacteristically small. She was huddled in the chair opposite Elara, her usual radiance dimmed by a heavy shroud of guilt. She knew why Elara had done it. She knew the price of the emeralds and the cost of the hazard table.

“Waltz, quadrille, a sacrificial goat—what does it matter?” Lady Vance waved the handkerchief dramatically. “The Morning Post has already been delivered. It’s there, in black and white. ‘A Shocking Union at Danby House.’ Elara, you must tell me everything. How long has this been going on? When did he speak to your father? Why was I not informed? I could have had your lavender silk altered! You looked like a very stylish ghost!”

Elara set her teacup down with a controlled click. “There is nothing to tell, Mama. It was a... sudden understanding. His Grace and I found we had much in common.”

“Such as?” Penelope asked, her eyes searching Elara’s face.

“A profound dislike of the Earl of Danby’s poetry,” Elara said, her wit serving as her only shield. “And a mutual desire for a bit of peace.”

“Peace?” Lady Vance shrieked. “You have married into the most scrutinized family in the kingdom! There will be no peace! There will be fittings at Madame Celeste’s, and calls from every Dowager in Mayfair, and—”

A thunderous knock at the front door silenced the room. It was the kind of knock that suggested the person on the other side owned not just the door, but the street, the district, and quite possibly the air everyone was breathing.

“He’s here,” Penelope whispered, her eyes wide.

“Already?” Elara smoothed her morning dress—a sensible, high-collared muslin in a shade of blue that did absolutely nothing for her complexion. “It’s barely eleven.”

“A Duke does not wait for the clock, Elara. The clock waits for him,” her mother said, suddenly leaping into action. “Fix your hair! You look like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backward!”

Elara didn’t fix her hair. She stood up, squared her shoulders, and walked into the small hallway just as their harried butler, Jenkins, opened the door.

Arthur St. Clair, the Duke of Ashworth, stepped over the threshold like a conquering general entering a particularly disappointing province. He was dressed in a dark charcoal frock coat that fit his broad shoulders with surgical precision. His cravat was a marvel of crisp, mathematical folds, and his boots were polished to a mirror shine that made the Vance’s hallway floor look even more pathetic by comparison.

He came to a halt, his gaze sweeping over the narrow hall, the peeling wallpaper, and finally, Elara. He didn’t smile. He didn’t offer a charming greeting. He merely looked at her with the same icy intensity he’d used in the library.

“Lady Elara,” he said, his voice a low vibration that seemed to make the floorboards hum.

“Your Grace,” she replied, curtsying with just enough depth to be polite, but not enough to be subservient. “You are early. I believe the fashionable hour for a promenade isn’t for another two hours.”

“I am never early,” Arthur said, stepping closer. He smelled of cold air and expensive soap. “I am exactly when I intend to be. And since we are to be the most talked-about couple in London, I suggest we begin the talking as soon as possible. My carriage is outside.”

“I haven’t finished my tea,” Elara said, mostly because she wanted to see if he would twitch.

He didn’t twitch. “The tea in my carriage is better. And significantly warmer.”

Elara felt a spark of irritation. “Is everything a competition with you, Ashworth? Even the temperature of the beverages?”

“Efficiency is not a competition, Elara. It is a necessity.” He turned his gaze to the parlor door, where her mother and Penelope were undoubtedly pressed against the wood. “Are your relations joining us, or are they content to remain in the shadows?”

Lady Vance burst through the door before he could finish the sentence, Penelope trailing behind her like a beautiful, terrified shadow.

“Your Grace!” Lady Vance gushed, dropping into a curtsy so low Elara feared she might never regain an upright position. “What an unexpected, marvelous, truly divine surprise! We were just discussing your wonderful announcement.”

Arthur bowed, a stiff, formal movement that radiated boredom. “Lady Vance. Miss Penelope. I trust you are well.”

“Oh, we are better than well! We are ecstatic!” Lady Vance beamed, her eyes darting between Arthur’s expensive coat and Elara’s stubborn expression. “Elara was just saying how much you two have in common.”

Arthur’s eyes flickered to Elara. A ghost of a smirk touched his lips—so brief she almost missed it. “Indeed. We share a very specific... vision for the future.”

“How romantic!” Lady Vance sighed.

“It is a business arrangement, Mama,” Elara said, perhaps a bit too sharply.

“A business of the heart,” Arthur corrected, his voice dropping into a tone that was so convincingly tender it made the hair on Elara’s arms stand up. “Now, if you will excuse us, I promised Elara a turn in the Park. Visibility is the currency of the Season, and I intend to spend it.”

He offered his arm. Elara looked at it as if it were a trap. It was. But it was a trap she had helped build. She placed her hand on his sleeve, the wool fine and soft under her fingers, and allowed him to lead her out.

The Ashworth carriage was a behemoth of black lacquer and silver trim, pulled by four matched greys that looked like they could outrun a thunderstorm. As Elara settled into the plush velvet interior, she realized Arthur hadn’t been lying about the tea. A silver service waited on a built-in tray, steaming gently.

The door shut, plunging them into a temporary, intimate silence as the carriage lurched forward.

“You look tired,” Arthur said, leaning back and crossing his legs. He didn’t look tired. He looked like a predator who had just had a very satisfying breakfast.

“I spent the night wondering if I’d hallucinated the entire evening,” Elara admitted, pouring herself a cup of the Duke’s superior tea. “And then I spent the morning being interrogated by my mother.”

“A formidable woman,” Arthur remarked. “She has the eyes of a hawk and the tenacity of a debt collector.”

“She has the worries of a mother with a failing estate and two daughters to settle,” Elara countered. “But we aren’t here to discuss my mother’s optics. We are here to ‘perform,’ aren’t we?”

“We are,” Arthur said, his expression hardening. “The Park will be crawling with every gossip from Mayfair to Cheapside. They are waiting for a crack in the facade. They want to know why a Duke with my... reputation... would choose a woman who spent the last three years blending into the wallpaper.”

“I didn’t blend,” Elara said, taking a sip of the tea. It was, irritatingly, perfect. “I observed. There is a difference.”

“Then observe this,” Arthur said, leaning forward. “From the moment we step out of this carriage, you are not a wallflower. You are the woman who captured the most elusive man in England. You must be radiant. You must be defiant. And most importantly, you must look as if you find me utterly fascinating.”

“That might be the hardest part of the bargain,” Elara quipped. “Fascination requires a certain level of mystery. You, Your Grace, are remarkably easy to read. You are grumpy, you are arrogant, and you are currently terrified that someone will find out you’re actually a human being under all that starch.”

Arthur’s jaw tightened. “My internal state is not your concern. Your only concern is the script.”

“And what is
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