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Chapter 1: The Vulture and the Statue
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The Somerset ballroom was a glittering cage of gold leaf and predatory ambition, scented with the cloying sweetness of five hundred hothouse lilies and the sharp, metallic tang of desperation. It was the opening night of the Season, an evening where fortunes were staked on the tilt of a silk fan and reputations were slaughtered between the movements of a quadrille.

Lady Clara Stanhope stood precisely three inches from the heavy velvet draperies in the corner, a position that rendered her effectively invisible to the swirling sea of peacock-bright debutantes and their iron-jawed mamas. In her gown of uninspired dove-gray silk—a shade that suggested she had been dressed by a particularly somber cloud—she was the very picture of the Pious Shadow. Her hands were folded neatly over a fan she had not opened once, and her gaze was fixed dutifully on the floorboards, or so it appeared to the casual observer.

In reality, Clara’s eyes were as busy as a pickpocket at a hanging.

Behind the lowered lashes of a wallflower, Clara was dissecting the room with the clinical precision of a surgeon. She noted the way the Countess of Morley leaned three degrees too far toward the French Ambassador’s ear, the frantic twitch of Lord Byron’s cravat as he dodged a debt collector near the punch bowl, and the unmistakable, slightly panicked flush on Lady Penelope’s neck as she prepared to intercept the evening’s most formidable prize.

The Prize, as the ton referred to him in hushed, reverent whispers, had just entered the room.

Sebastian Thorne, the Duke of Ashworth, did not walk so much as he occupied space. He moved through the crowd like a glacier—slow, cold, and utterly indifferent to the ships destined to be crushed against his hull. His evening black was of such a profound, light-absorbing quality that it made the surrounding gentlemen look like they were wearing charcoal-dusted rags. His cravat was a marvel of geometric perfection, tied with a mathematical rigidity that suggested he viewed the human neck as a problem in need of a structural solution.

“The Stone Duke arrives,” Clara murmured to herself, the words barely a vibration against the air. “Stiff enough to be used as a structural beam in the House of Lords, and twice as likely to cause a draft.”

It was a perfect line. It would anchor the third paragraph of the next Silver Quill broadsheet. She could already see the ink drying on the page, the scandal-hungry hands of Mayfair snatching up the paper to read her latest evisceration of the most powerful man in England.

Across the room, the Duke came to a halt. Lady Penelope, a girl who possessed more courage than a cavalry officer and considerably less tactical sense, performed a curtsy so deep it was a miracle she didn’t disappear into the floorboards. Her mother, Lady Vane, stood behind her with an expression that suggested she was calculating the value of the Ashworth emeralds to the nearest farthing.

“Your Grace,” Lady Penelope chirped, her voice carrying over the orchestral swell like the frantic squeak of a trapped mouse. “I trust you find the air in London more to your liking than the country? It is so very... social.”

Sebastian Thorne looked down at her. His face was a masterpiece of masculine architecture—all sharp angles, high cheekbones, and a jawline that looked as though it had been chiseled from Devonshire flint. His eyes were a pale, unforgiving gray, currently as vacant of emotion as a frozen pond.

“I find the air in London to be thick with soot and ill-considered conversation, Lady Penelope,” Sebastian replied. His voice was a low, resonant baritone that carried a chill capable of preserving meat. “Neither of which I find particularly conducive to my liking.”

Lady Penelope’s smile faltered, flickering like a candle in a gale. “Oh. Well. I had hoped... perhaps a waltz? The musicians are quite gifted this evening.”

Sebastian glanced at the orchestra as if evaluating whether they deserved to exist. “They are playing in three-quarter time, which is a mathematical redundancy. I have no desire to spin in circles to confirm it. Good evening.”

He gave a nod that was less a greeting and more a dismissal from the bench of the High Court and stepped past her. Lady Penelope was left standing in the center of the floor, her face turning a shade of crimson that clashed violently with her pink silk, while her mother’s fans snapped shut with the sound of a pistol shot.

Clara, tucked away in her corner, felt a traitorous thrill of amusement. She reached into the small, hidden pocket of her skirt, her fingers brushing against a tiny scrap of paper and a stub of lead.

The Duke of Ashworth continues his reign as the Realm’s most expensive statue, she thought, her mental quill flying. One wonders if his tailor measures his soul or merely his inseam, for both appear to be equally narrow and twice as rigid.

She was so engrossed in her internal composition that she didn’t notice the glacier had changed course.

The crowd parted before Sebastian Thorne like the Red Sea before an exceptionally irritable Moses. He wasn’t looking for a drink. He wasn’t looking for a partner. He was moving with a terrifying, linear purpose toward the velvet draperies.

Clara stiffened. She lowered her head further, her chin practically touching her collarbone, assuming the posture of a girl who hoped the floor would suddenly develop an appetite. She was a shadow. She was a mouse. She was a particularly uninteresting piece of furniture.

The polished black of a pair of Hessians entered her field of vision. They stopped exactly two feet from her hem.

The air around her seemed to drop ten degrees. The smell of cedar, expensive tobacco, and a cold, citrusy cologne replaced the hothouse lilies.

“You have a very unsettling way of standing, Lady Clara,” a voice said above her head. It was the baritone. It was the chill. It was the Statue.

Clara did not look up immediately. To do so would be to acknowledge that the mouse was caught. Instead, she took a slow, measured breath, forcing her heart to settle back into its cage.

“I was unaware that stillness required a license, Your Grace,” she replied, her voice soft, monotone, and perfectly devoid of the fire currently burning in her mind.

“Stillness is a virtue,” Sebastian said. “But your stillness is a performance. You aren’t resting; you’re lurking. You look like a vulture waiting for the casualties of the first quadrille to be cleared away.”

Clara finally raised her head.

It was a mistake. Up close, Sebastian Thorne was not a statue. He was a force of nature. His gray eyes were not vacant; they were intensely, uncomfortably focused. He was looking at her not as a Duke looks at a wallflower, but as a man looks at a mystery he intends to solve with a hammer.

Clara didn’t flinch. She allowed a small, faint smile to touch the corner of her mouth—the kind of smile a nun might give to a particularly slow-witted orphan.

“A vulture, Your Grace? Surely that is a bit dramatic, even for a ball. I am merely a guest with a profound appreciation for the masonry. These pillars are quite remarkable.”

“The pillars are faux-marble and structurally suspect,” Sebastian said, his gaze never wavering from hers. “You haven’t looked at them once. You’ve been watching the room. Specifically, you’ve been watching me.”

Clara felt a spark of heat in her chest—indignation, or perhaps something more dangerous. “I find that people are much more interesting than architecture, though you seem to be the exception to that rule, Your Grace. You are remarkably consistent.”

Sebastian’s eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch. It was the equivalent of a volcanic eruption on his otherwise impassive face. “Consistent? Most women call me arrogant. Some call me unfeeling. My tailor calls me a marvel of symmetry. No one has ever called me consistent.”

“Consistency is merely arrogance with a schedule,” Clara said, the Silver Quill slipping through her defenses before she could catch it. “You reject debutantes with the same rhythmic efficiency as a clock strikes the hour. It is quite fascinating to observe.”

“And what else have you observed, Lady Clara? Besides my efficiency?”

He stepped a half-inch closer. In the social geography of the ballroom, it was a scandalous encroachment. To Clara, it felt like being backed into a corner by a mountain that had suddenly developed an opinion.

“I have observed that the punch is watered down, that the Duchess of Kent’s diamonds are paste, and that you are currently ignoring five countesses and a princess to interrogate a girl whose gown was out of fashion during the Regency of George the Second.”

Sebastian looked down at her gray silk. “The gown is a masterpiece of camouflage. It allows you to be invisible. But your eyes, Lady Clara... your eyes are quite insolent. They possess a terrifying amount of intelligence for someone who is supposed to be ‘unremarkable.’”

Clara felt the floor tilt. The “Pious Shadow” was supposed to be her armor, her invisibility cloak. For four Seasons, it had protected her from the scrutiny of the ton and the debts of her father. To be seen by anyone was a risk. To be seen by Sebastian Thorne was a catastrophe.

“Intelligence is a heavy burden for a woman, Your Grace,” she said, her voice regaining its flat, wallflower quality. “I try not to trouble people with it. It’s so very untidy.”

“And yet, you’ve been Troubling me with it since I entered the room. I felt your gaze on my back like a branding iron.” He leaned down, his voice dropping into a register that made the fine hairs on her arms stand to attention. “Why are you here, Lady Clara? Truly? You don’t want a husband. You don’t want the punch. And you clearly don’t like the music.”

“I am here because my brother Arthur believes that if I am seen in the presence of velvet, I might somehow become more valuable,” she replied, her wit returning as a shield. “He is a man of great optimism and very little mathematical skill.”

Sebastian’s mouth did something strange. It didn’t smile—that would be asking too much—but the corner of his lip twitched, as if it were considering the possibility.

“Optimism is a defect of the young and the foolish,” he said. “I prefer accuracy. And accurately speaking, you are the most interesting thing in this room, which is a devastating indictment of the Somerset hospitality.”

“Interesting is a dangerous word, Your Grace. It usually precedes a disaster.”

“I have a high tolerance for disasters. I find they are the only thing that breaks the monotony of perfection.” He straightened his cravat, his eyes cooling once more, but he didn’t move away. “You haven’t asked me for a dance.”

“I assumed you had a script for your rejections, and I didn’t want to interrupt your rehearsal.”

“I have no script. I simply have a distaste for the performative. Most women dance to be seen. You, I suspect, would dance to see.”

“I wouldn’t dance at all,” Clara said. “I have no desire to spin in circles to confirm a mathematical redundancy. I believe I’ve heard that somewhere before.”

For the first time that evening, the Stone Duke truly stilled. He looked at her with a raw, piercing intensity that made the ballroom around them fade into a blur of meaningless light and noise.

“You were listening,” he whispered.

“Observation requires listening, Your Grace. It’s the first rule of... architecture.”

“Lady Clara,” a new voice interrupted, sharp and breathless.

It was Arthur. Her brother appeared at her side, looking like a very well-dressed golden retriever who had just realized he’d walked into a lion’s den. His cravat was slightly askew, and he was clutching a glass of punch with a white-knuckled grip.

“Your Grace!” Arthur squeaked, performing a curtsy-like bow that was a triumph of clumsiness over etiquette. “I... I didn’t realize you were... that is to say, my sister is... she is very quiet, isn’t she?”

Sebastian turned his gaze toward Arthur. The baritone frost returned instantly. “Your sister is many things, Mr. Stanhope. Quiet is not a word I would use to describe the contents of her mind.”

Arthur blinked, looking between the Duke and Clara with profound confusion. “Her mind? Oh, yes. Very pious. Lots of prayer. She’s a shadow, really. A delight to have in a dark room.”

Clara wanted to kick him. Hard.

“Indeed,” Sebastian said, his eyes sliding back to Clara one last time. There was a challenge in them now—a spark of something that wasn’t stone and wasn’t cold. It was the look of a man who had just found a crack in a wall and was wondering what was on the other side. “A shadow. I shall have to remember that. Shadows are quite useful for hiding quills, are they not?”

He gave a sharp, clinical nod and walked away, the crowd closing behind him like water over a stone.

Arthur let out a breath that sounded like a deflating bladder. “Clara! In the name of all that is holy, what did you do? The Duke of Ashworth! He looked at you! He spoke to you! For more than three minutes!”

Clara reached for her brother’s punch and took a long, un-pious swallow. “He was merely correcting my posture, Arthur. He is very concerned with structural integrity.”

“He looked like he was about to eat you or duel you! Do you know what this means? If the ton thinks Ashworth is interested in a Stanhope, our credit will double by morning! The butcher might even let us have a roast!”

“He is not interested in me, Arthur. He is interested in a mystery. And once a mystery is solved, it’s just another piece of data. Go and find some more punch. And for heaven’s sake, straighten your cravat. You look like you’ve been wrestled by a valet.”

Arthur hurried off, his mind already spinning with the possibilities of ducal favor. Clara leaned back against the wall, her heart finally beginning to slow.

She reached into her pocket again, her fingers finding the lead stub.

The Statue has a flaw, she thought. He is bored. And a bored man is a dangerous man, for he starts to look for things that were never meant to be found.

She looked across the room. Sebastian was surrounded by a circle of fawning lords, but he wasn’t looking at them. He was looking at the corner. He was looking for the Shadow.

Clara lowered her gaze, the Pious Shadow returning to her features with the practiced ease of a mask.

But as she stood there, invisible once more, she felt the weight of the Duke’s gaze on her skin. It was no longer a ballroom. It was a hunt.

And for the first time in her life, the Vulture wasn’t the only one circling.



The rest of the evening passed in a blur of social friction and whispered conspiracies. Clara remained in her corner, but the invisibility felt different now. It felt like a thin sheet of glass that could shatter at any moment.

She watched Sebastian from afar. He didn’t dance. He didn’t smile. But every few minutes, his head would turn slightly toward her corner, his eyes searching the shadows.

“Clara, we must leave,” Arthur whispered an hour later, appearing by her side again. “The carriage is waiting, and if we stay any longer, I shall have to explain to the Baronet why I am not currently courting his daughter.”

“A mercy for the girl, I’m sure,” Clara said, pushing off the wall.

As they walked toward the exit, they had to pass the Duke. He was standing near the door, speaking to the Countess of Somerset. As Clara approached, the conversation stopped.

Sebastian didn’t say a word. He didn’t even nod. He simply stepped to the side, clearing her path with a deliberate, slow grace. As she passed, the scent of cedar and citrus flared again.

“Until the next quadrille, Lady Clara,” he murmured, so low only she could hear.

“I don’t dance, Your Grace,” she replied, not looking back.

“Neither do I. But I suspect we are both excellent at moving in time.”

Clara followed Arthur out into the cool London night, the doors of the Somerset mansion closing behind them with a heavy, final thud.

The carriage ride home was silent, save for Arthur’s occasional muttering about the price of hay and the Duke’s cravat. Clara leaned her head against the window, watching the streetlamps flicker past like dying stars.

She thought of her father. She thought of the mountain of debt that sat on her chest every morning when she woke up. She thought of the Silver Quill, the only thing that kept the roof over their heads and the hunger from their doors.

Sebastian Thorne was the most powerful man in the city. He was the protector of the very world she mocked. If he found out she was the writer, he wouldn’t just ruin her; he would erase her.

But as she closed her eyes, she didn’t see the creditors or the bailiffs.

She saw a pair of gray eyes that had looked through the gray silk and the pious mask to see the fire underneath.

“A vulture,” she whispered to the dark carriage.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out the scrap of paper. By the light of a passing lantern, she scrawled a single line.

The Stone Duke has a secret: he hates the stone.

It was a dangerous line. It was an insolent line.

It was the first line of a disaster.

Clara tucked the paper back into her pocket and smiled. The Silver Quill was ready for the next edition.

But as the carriage pulled up to their small, crumbling house in Mayfair, she felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the night air.

The hunt had begun. And the Vulture was no longer sure if she was the predator or the prey.



Clara spent the next four hours in her attic room, the scratch of her quill the only sound in the house. She wrote with a feverish intensity, the words flowing like wine at a wake. She tore down the pretense of the Somerset ball, the vanity of the debutantes, and the icy arrogance of the Duke of Ashworth.

She called him the “Arch-Deacon of Apathy.” She called his heart a “mathematical void.” She painted a picture of a man who was so perfect he had become inhuman.

It was her best work. It would sell a thousand copies.

But as she finished the final paragraph, her hand trembled.

She thought of the way his lip had twitched. She thought of the way he had defended her stillness.

Shadows are quite useful for hiding quills, are they not?

He knew. Or he suspected.

No. It was impossible. He didn’t even know her name until tonight. He was merely a man with a sharp tongue and a boredom that led him to pick at anything that looked different.

She was just a gray mouse. A pious shadow.

She folded the broadsheet and sealed it with a drop of plain wax. She would take it to Walters in the morning. The ink would carry her words to every coffee house and breakfast table in London.

She walked to the window and looked out at the rooftops. In the distance, the spire of St. Paul’s rose against the graying sky.

The world was waking up. The game was resuming.

Clara touched the ink stain on her finger, a dark, permanent mark of her rebellion.

“Observation requires listening, Your Grace,” she whispered to the empty room. “But it also requires a very long memory.”

She blew out the candle, the room plunging into darkness.

In the silence, she could almost hear the sound of stone cracking.



Sebastian Thorne sat in his study at Ashworth House, the only light coming from a single, dying ember in the hearth. He wasn’t sleeping. He wasn’t reading shipping ledgers.

He was holding a piece of charcoal.

On the desk in front of him was a sheet of heavy vellum. He had been working for hours, his hand moving with a raw, frantic energy that would have horrified his father.

It wasn’t a map. It wasn’t a blueprint.

It was a pair of eyes.

Sharp, intelligent, and utterly insolent. They were the eyes of a woman who saw through the marble to the flawed, human heart beneath.

He looked at the drawing, the charcoal smudged on his fingers.

“Lady Clara Stanhope,” he murmured, his voice echoing in the vast, empty room.

She was a wallflower. She was a nonentity.

And she was the first person in ten years who had looked at him and didn’t see a Duke.

He picked up the drawing and held it over the dying ember. For a moment, he considered letting it burn. To acknowledge her was to acknowledge the crack in his own armor. It was to admit that the Stone Duke was a performance.

He pulled the paper back.

He tucked it into a hidden drawer in his desk, the wood clicking shut with a finality that sounded like a lock.

“A vulture,” he said, a ghost of a smile finally touching his lips. “Well, My Lady... let us see who has the better view from the heights.”

He stood up and walked to the window. The sun was rising, a pale, cold gold over the city.

The Season had begun.

And for the first time in his life, the Duke of Ashworth was looking forward to the next quadrille.
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Chapter 2: Ink and Ash

[image: ]


The attic room of the Stanhope house was a masterpiece of architectural neglect, held together by sheer stubbornness and a layer of dust that had likely witnessed the coronation of King John. It was a space where the air tasted of old paper and cheap tallow, and where the only luxury was the view of the London chimney pots, which stood like soot-stained sentinels against a sky the color of a bruised plum.

Clara sat hunched over a rickety pine desk that groaned with every movement, her world reduced to the circular glow of a single, sputtering candle. She had shed the dove-gray silk of the Somerset ball, replaced by a threadbare flannel wrapper that offered more comfort than dignity. Her hair, so neatly tamed only hours before, was now a dark, rebellious halo around a face that bore no trace of the Pious Shadow.

The quill moved with a rhythmic, frantic energy, scratching across the parchment like a desperate bird.

“If the Duke of Ashworth were any more rigid, he would have to be moved about by a team of stonemasons,” she wrote, her ink-stained fingers flying. “He possesses the social grace of a landslide and the emotional range of a very handsome brick. One is forced to wonder if the Ashworth lineage is maintained through marriage or simply by chiseling new heirs out of the family monuments.”

She paused, dipping the nib into the inkwell with a sharp, decisive click. The fire in her chest had not cooled since she had left the ballroom. If anything, the memory of Sebastian Thorne’s gray eyes—piercing, insolent, and entirely too observant—had only added fuel to the flame. He had looked at her as if she were a puzzle to be solved, a secret to be unpicked.

He was a threat. And the Silver Quill’s only defense against a threat was a very public assassination of character.

“The Stone Duke’s latest performance at the Somerset ball was a triumph of boredom,” she continued. “He managed to offend three countesses and a princess by the time the first quadrille had concluded, a feat of efficiency that suggests he views human interaction as a particularly tedious form of accounting. He does not converse; he merely issues decrees. He does not dance; he merely permits the floor to exist beneath his boots.”

She smiled, a sharp, un-pious expression that would have horrified her brother Arthur. This was her power. This was her revenge. Every copy of the broadsheet sold for a penny, and every penny was a brick in the wall she was building between her family and the abyss.

A frantic, uneven thudding on the stairs made the candle flicker. Clara didn’t even look up as her attic door swung open with a violence that suggested the hinges were finally giving up the ghost.

Arthur Stanhope stumbled into the room, looking like a man who had just been pursued by a pack of wolves and had found, to his horror, that they were wolves with very good legal representation. His cravat, which he had spent an hour perfecting before the ball, was now a limp rag around his neck, and his face was a shade of pale that made Clara’s gray silk look vibrant.

“They’re here, Clara,” Arthur wheezed, clutching the doorframe as if it were the only thing keeping him from the floor. “The vultures. The harpies. The men with the very long lists and the very short tempers.”

Clara didn’t stop writing. “You’ll have to be more specific, Arthur. We live in London. The city is populated entirely by men with lists. Are these the men who want to sell us things, or the men who want to take away the things we haven’t paid for?”

“The latter!” Arthur cried, throwing himself into a sagging armchair that emitted a cloud of dust in protest. “The creditors, Clara. The main lot. Not just the butcher and the man who fixes the roof—though they were quite vocal this morning—but the holders of Father’s vowels. They were at the door at six bells. They’ve given us forty-eight hours.”

The quill stopped. The silence in the attic was suddenly heavy, pressing against Clara’s ears. She slowly turned her head to look at her brother.

“Forty-eight hours,” she repeated, her voice level. “To settle the entirety of the debt?”

“Every farthing. Or they seize the house. They seize the furniture. They











































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Spicy Regency Enemies to Lovers Romance

® £ 4‘
“.‘ ‘!&; £ N\
R Y
R Y Y
. B :





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





