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Chapter 1 — The Leverage of a Lady
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Lady Georgiana Sullivan knew precisely how much a Duke was worth, and currently, the market was favorable for a buyer with no conscience.

She stood in the center of the Duke of Ashworth’s library, the heavy oak doors shut firmly behind her, sealing out the frantic violins of the ballroom. Here, the air tasted of beeswax, old leather, and the sort of silence that only several centuries of inherited wealth could buy. It was a stark contrast to the Sullivan townhome, which currently smelled of damp rot and the metallic tang of desperation.

Georgiana adjusted the fit of her bodice, feeling the crisp, folded edges of the promissory notes tucked against her skin. They were a cold weight, a jagged armor of paper that promised either salvation or a very public trip to the gallows.

"If you are looking for the decanter of brandy, it is in the globe by the window. If you are looking for a tryst, you are in the wrong wing of the house."

The voice was like a low-frequency hum, vibrating through the floorboards before it reached her ears. Benedict, the Duke of Ashworth, emerged from the shadows of the mezzanine, his footsteps silent on the Persian rug. He didn't look like a man who had been enjoying a ball. He looked like a man who was presiding over a funeral, and he was quite possibly the only person in London who could make a perfectly tailored black tailcoat look like a suit of armor.

He stopped ten feet away, his expression a study in marble. The "Ice Duke," the papers called him. It was an understatement. He was a glacier in a cravat.

"Your Grace," Georgiana said, dipping into a curtsey that was exactly three inches shallower than protocol demanded. "I am not looking for brandy. And while I appreciate the offer of a tryst, I find I’m much too busy for the scandal."

Benedict’s eyes, a shade of blue so pale they were nearly silver, raked over her. He didn't seem to recognize her, which was entirely the point of her last three seasons. She had perfected the art of the wallflower, a quiet fixture in the corner of every ballroom, as unremarkable as the wallpaper.

"Lady Georgiana Sullivan," he said, his voice dropping an octave as he placed her. "The gambler’s daughter."

"And you are the Duke of Ashworth," she countered, her chin lifting. "The man who hasn't laughed since the Regency began. It seems we both have reputations to uphold."

Benedict moved then, a predatory sort of grace that made the library feel suddenly much smaller. He didn't go for the brandy. He walked to his desk, a massive mahogany fortress, and leaned against the edge. "It is after midnight, Lady Georgiana. You are unchaperoned in a room with a man who is not your kin. Unless you are here to confess a crime or ask for a donation to a charity for wayward ladies, I suggest you leave before your reputation—what remains of it—is entirely forfeit."

"I am here to offer you a bargain, Your Grace. Though I suppose, to a man of your rigid sensibilities, it might feel more like a threat."

"I am a Duke," he said, the words dry and hard. "I do not negotiate with wallflowers, and I certainly do not respond to threats from women who smell of cheap lavender and impending ruin."

Georgiana felt the familiar sting of the "Sullivan" brand, the way the world looked at her and saw only her father’s mounting debts and the hollowed-out shell of their family name. She reached into her bodice and pulled out the papers.

"Do you recognize the hand, Your Grace?" She held them out.

Benedict didn't move for a long moment. Then, with a sigh of profound boredom, he stepped forward and took the sheets. As he read, the mask didn't break, but the skin around his knuckles went white.

"These are my brother’s signatures," he whispered.

"They are," Georgiana said, her voice steady despite the way her knees felt like they were made of water. "Lord Julian has been very busy at the silver-smith's hells. It seems he lacks your... discipline. These notes total twenty thousand pounds. Quite a sum for a man who is supposed to be the paragon of Ashworth restraint."

Benedict looked up, and for the first time, Georgiana saw a flash of something that wasn't ice. It was a searing, incandescent fury. "How did you get these?"

"My father was many things, Your Grace, but he was a meticulous collector. He didn't just win money; he won leverage. When he died, he left me a trunk full of debts. Most are worthless—the scribblings of men as broke as we are. But these? These are signed by an Ashworth. And I believe the Ashworths are currently trying to pass a very restrictive, very moralizing Reform Act through the Lords, are they not?"

The silence that followed was brittle. Georgiana could hear the clock on the mantel ticking, each second a hammer blow. Benedict looked at the papers, then back at her, his eyes narrowed.

"You are blackmailing me," he said. It wasn't a question.

"I prefer to think of it as a forced investment," Georgiana replied. "I need twenty thousand pounds to clear my father’s remaining debts and secure dowries for my sisters. My brother is useless, and the bailiffs are quite literally at the door. I could sell these to the Whig journals tomorrow, and your brother’s disgrace—and by extension, your own political ruin—would be the talk of the breakfast tables."

Benedict’s laugh was a short, sharp bark, devoid of humor. "You think I would let you walk out of here with those notes? I could burn them right now and have you thrown into the street."

"You could," she agreed, "if I were foolish enough to bring the originals. Those are copies, Your Grace. The originals are in a solicitor’s box, with instructions to be opened should I fail to return home by morning."

It was a lie—she had the originals in her garter—but a Duke didn't need to know everything.

Benedict straightened, his entire body humming with a suppressed energy. He looked as though he wanted to vault over the desk and choke the life out of her, but his breeding held him in place. He was trapped by the very thing he spent his life defending: the Ashworth name.

"What do you want, Georgiana? Beyond the money?"

"I want more than just a payout," she said, stepping closer. "I want a shield. My sisters are beautiful, intelligent, and currently social lepers because of our name. If I simply pay the debts, we are still the Sullivans. But if the Duke of Ashworth were to take an interest in us... if we were under your protection..."

"You want me to sponsor your sisters?"

"No," Georgiana said, her voice dropping. "I want you to marry me."

The Ice Duke actually stumbled. He gripped the edge of his desk, his eyes wide. "I beg your pardon?"

"Not a real marriage," she said quickly, the words tumbling out now that the madness had begun. "A fake engagement. Three months. Long enough to navigate the Season under your wing, long enough to see my sisters settled with respectable men. At the end of the term, we shall have a quiet, mutual disagreement. I will return your ring, you will pay the twenty thousand pounds, and I will disappear to a cottage in the north with my family. You will be free to find a bride who doesn't smell of lavender and ruin."

"You are insane," Benedict breathed. "You are asking me to stand before the ton and claim a woman of your... your standing... as my future Duchess?"

"I am the daughter of an Earl, Benedict. My standing is perfectly acceptable; it’s my purse that’s the problem. And as for my character, I am a Sullivan. We are excellent at pretending. I will be the most perfect, boring, dutiful fiancée London has ever seen. I will make your Ice Duke persona look positively reckless."

"I will not do it."

"Then I suppose the Morning Chronicle will have a very interesting front page tomorrow."

Benedict turned away from her, pacing the length of the library. He looked like a caged tiger, his movements sharp and agitated. Georgiana watched him, her heart hammering against her ribs. She was gambling with the only thing she had left, and the Duke was the house. And the house always won.

"You would destroy your own reputation to bring me down?" he asked, stopping by a bust of Cicero.

"My reputation is already a tattered rag, Your Grace. I’m just looking for a way to use the scraps."

He turned back, his face a mask of cold calculation. He was running the numbers, weighing the cost of a scandal against the cost of a fake fiancée. She could see the moment he reached the conclusion. The logic of the Ashworths was a relentless thing.

"Three months," he said.

"Three months," she echoed.

"You will follow my instructions to the letter. You will not speak to the press. You will not embarrass me. You will be a statue in silk."

"I can be whatever you need me to be."

"I doubt that very much," he muttered. He stepped toward her, his presence overwhelming, his scent—sandalwood and something sharper, like mountain air—filling her senses. He reached out, his fingers brushing the underside of her jaw as he forced her to look up at him. "You think this is a game, Lady Georgiana. You think you can blackmail a man like me and walk away unscathed. But you have no idea what you’ve just invited into your life."

Before she could answer, a heavy thud sounded against the library doors.

"Ashworth? Benedict? Are you in there, you brooding gargoyle?"

The voice was high, sharp, and unmistakably that of Lady Sefton, one of the most powerful patronesses of Almack’s and the undisputed queen of gossip.

Georgiana’s breath hitched. "If she finds me here—"

"If she finds you here, the scandal begins tonight, and I lose my leverage before the ink is dry," Benedict hissed.

The door handle rattled. "Benedict! I know you’re hiding. The Duchess of Devonshire is insisting on a word about the Reform Bill, and I won’t have you sulking among your books."

Benedict looked at the doors, then at Georgiana. His eyes flashed with a sudden, wicked intent. He grabbed her arm, pulling her toward the center of the room, right into the pool of light cast by the chandelier.

"What are you doing?" she whispered.

"Making it official," he replied.

He didn't hide her behind a curtain. He didn't shove her under the desk. Instead, as the doors swung open, Benedict caught Georgiana’s waist and pulled her flush against him.

Lady Sefton sailed into the room, her ostrich feathers nodding, her fan frozen mid-flick. Behind her stood a small cluster of curious guests, their eyes widening as they took in the scene.

Benedict didn't jump back. He didn't look guilty. He looked down at Georgiana with a gaze so intensely, performatively hungry that she felt a flush crawl up her neck that had nothing to do with acting.

"Lady Sefton," Benedict said, his voice smooth as silk and twice as dangerous. "I do apologize. I’m afraid I’ve been quite distracted."

"Benedict?" Lady Sefton squeaked, her gaze darting between the Duke’s hands—locked firmly on Georgiana’s hips—and Georgiana’s wide, startled eyes. "And... Lady Georgiana Sullivan? I don't believe I understand."

"It is quite simple," Benedict said, his grip tightening just enough to be felt through her stays. "I was just asking Georgiana to marry me. And, to my immense good fortune, she has agreed."

The collective gasp from the doorway was like a gust of wind. Georgiana felt the world tilt. She had wanted a secret contract, a private bargain. She hadn't expected him to throw her to the wolves in the first ten minutes.

"A betrothal?" Lady Sefton fanned herself frantically. "But... the Sullivans... and you... I mean to say, it’s quite sudden, isn't it?"

"True love often is," Benedict said, and the sheer irony in his voice was so sharp Georgiana wondered how no one else could feel the sting of it. He leaned down, his lips brushing Georgiana’s ear. "Isn't it, my darling?"

Georgiana forced a smile. She looked at the crowd, at the shocked faces of the women who had ignored her for years, and then she looked up at Benedict. He was watching her, a challenge in his pale eyes. He was telling her that if she wanted to play this game, he would make sure the stakes were higher than she could ever imagine.

"Beyond measure, Your Grace," she managed to say, her voice miraculously steady.

"Well," Lady Sefton breathed, her eyes gleaming with the sheer magnitude of the scoop. "I suppose... congratulations are in order. The 'Ice Duke' has finally thawed."

"I am quite melted," Benedict said, his gaze never leaving Georgiana’s.

As Lady Sefton hurried back to the ballroom to spread the fire, the library doors were finally closed by a discreet footman. Benedict immediately released her, stepping back as if her skin had turned to ash.

He walked to his desk, pulled a sheet of vellum from a drawer, and dipped a quill into the inkwell. He wrote for a minute in a sharp, aggressive hand, then pushed the paper toward her.

"The contract," he said. "Twenty thousand pounds upon the dissolution of the engagement in three months. In return, you will be the perfect fiancée. You will move into my townhome tomorrow. My grandmother will act as your chaperone. You will do exactly as you are told."

Georgiana looked at the paper. It was all there. The price of her soul, neatly itemized.

"I don't have to move in," she protested. "I have a home."

"You have a debtor's prison with a roof," Benedict countered. "If we are to convince the world this is real, you cannot live in that hovel. You will be under my roof, where I can watch you."

He held out the quill.

Georgiana looked at it. She thought of Penelope’s face when she realized she wouldn't have to marry the sixty-year-old widower from Surrey. She thought of Mary’s dreams of becoming a musician, now possible with a dowry. She thought of the hollow thud of the pawn shop ledger.

She took the pen. Her hand shook, but she forced the signature onto the page. Georgiana Sullivan.

Benedict took the quill from her, his fingers catching hers for a fleeting second. The heat of him was startling. He signed his own name with a flourish that looked like a scar. Ashworth.

He blew on the ink, his expression returning to that of the marble statue she had first encountered.

"Congratulations, Lady Georgiana," he said, the words falling like stones in the quiet room. "You have your Duke. I hope you find he was worth the price."

He turned and walked toward the mezzanine, leaving her standing alone in the light of the chandelier. Georgiana looked down at her hand, which was still trembling. She had won. She had the leverage. She had the Duke.

So why did it feel as though she was the one who had just been bought?

The distant music of the ball drifted back into the room, a mocking, triumphant sound. Georgiana realized with a jolt of cold terror that the next ninety days would be a performance where a single missed step meant total destruction. And Benedict, the man who had just claimed to love her in front of the world, was clearly going to enjoy every second of her struggle.

She had blackmailed the Ice Duke. But as she looked at the heavy, closed doors, she wondered if she had merely traded one kind of ruin for another.

Benedict’s final words echoed in her mind. You have no idea what you’ve just invited into your life.

Georgiana Sullivan took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and prepared to walk back into the light. The game had begun, and for the first time in her life, she wasn't just a spectator. She was the stake.
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Chapter 2 — The Architecture of a Lie
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The Sullivan townhome sat on the unfashionable edge of Mayfair, a respectable corpse of a house that refused to realize its own demise. It had once been a place of gilded mirrors and French silk, but the mirrors had long since been sold to satisfy a butcher’s bill, and the silk had been replaced by curtains of a sensible, heavy wool that did an excellent job of hiding the damp rot in the corners.

Georgiana sat at the scarred writing desk in the parlor, her fingers stained with the midnight blue of a cheap ink that never quite dried. She was currently staring at a ledger that told a story more tragic than anything Byron had ever penned. It was a chronicle of disappearing assets and mounting interest, a mathematical proof of her father’s singular talent for ruin.

"He’s here," Penelope whispered, leaning so far out the window that she was in imminent danger of toppling into the flowerbeds. "Georgie, the carriage is the size of a small cathedral. It has the Ashworth crest on the door. Mrs. Higgins from next door has dropped her marketing basket entirely."

"Do try not to gawk, Pen," Georgiana said, not looking up from the column of figures. "A Duke’s carriage has wheels and doors like any other. It simply costs more to keep them clean."

"It has four matched greys," Penelope reported, her voice breathless with the kind of reverence usually reserved for the Divine. "And the footmen are wearing powder. Genuine powder, Georgie. In this economy."

"The Duke of Ashworth is not currently aware that there is an economy," Georgiana remarked, finally closing the ledger. "He exists in a vacuum of sheer, unadulterated privilege. Powdered hair is likely the least of his eccentricities."

Mary, the youngest of the Sullivan sisters, looked up from her scales at the piano—a Broadwood that was missing three keys in the upper register. "Why is he here, truly? Last night you said it was a betrothal, but men like that don't just stumble into engagements with girls who haven't had a new gown since the coronation."

"He didn't stumble," Georgiana said, her voice tightening. "He was... persuaded. Now, both of you, go to the kitchen and see if there is any of that seed cake left. And for the love of all that is holy, make sure the tea isn't grey."

"Persuaded?" Penelope turned from the window, her eyes narrowing. "Georgiana, you haven't done something scandalous, have you? You've spent three years telling us that a woman's reputation is her only currency, and now the wealthiest man in England is at our door before noon?"

"It is a business arrangement," Georgiana said, rising to smooth the skirt of her gown—a faded muslin that had been turned twice. "A mutually beneficial transaction of social capital. Now, go. Before he thinks we live in a barn."

As her sisters scrambled out of the room, Georgiana took a deep breath. Her heart was attempting a frantic rhythm against her ribs, but she forced her hands to remain still. She had won the opening gambit in the library, but the morning light was a far harsher judge than candlelight and brandy.

A moment later, the front door groaned—a sound of structural protest that Benedict, Duke of Ashworth, had likely never heard in his life.

Then came the footsteps. Heavy, purposeful, and entirely too close.

When Benedict entered the parlor, the room seemed to shrink. He was dressed in a charcoal morning coat that fit his broad shoulders with an almost insulting precision. He looked out of place among the faded rugs and the patched upholstery, a masterpiece hung in a pawnshop.

He didn't speak immediately. He simply stood there, his silver-blue eyes conducting a cold, systematic inventory of the room. He noted the missing mirrors, the cracked plaster, and finally, Georgiana herself.

"Your house is... authentic," he said. The word was a scalpel, neatly dissecting the Sullivan family’s poverty.

"My house is a tragedy in three acts, Your Grace," Georgiana replied, gesturing toward a chair that she hoped wouldn't collapse under the weight of his ducal dignity. "But we find the draftiness keeps the mind sharp. Do sit. I’ve sent for tea, though I cannot promise the china matches."

Benedict did not sit. He walked toward the writing desk, his gaze falling on the open ledger. "You were doing your accounts?"

"I was mourning them," Georgiana said, stepping between him and the desk. "I didn't realize Dukes took an interest in the mundane details of bookkeeping."

"I take an interest in anything that involves twenty thousand pounds of my family's money," Benedict said. He reached out, his gloved finger tracing a line on the desk. He stopped when he saw her hand. "You have ink on your fingers."

Georgiana looked down at the blue smudge on her middle finger. "The hazards of the trade. Some women collect lace; I collect numbers."

"And secrets," Benedict added, his voice dropping an octave.

He stepped closer, invading her personal space with a deliberate, intimidating grace. The scent of him—sandalwood and something cold, like the air at the summit of a mountain—filled her lungs. Up close, the "Ice Duke" wasn't just a statue; he was a physical force, a man whose presence demanded an immediate and total surrender.

Georgiana didn't surrender. She tilted her chin back, meeting his gaze with a defiance that felt like a spark in a dry forest. "Secrets are the only things in this house that haven't been taxed to death, Your Grace. I’d be a fool not to trade them for a better life."

"A better life," Benedict repeated, his lip curling slightly. "Is that what you think this charade will give you? You’ve forced me into a public declaration. You’ve invited the most vicious gossips in London to pick through your history like crows at a carcass. You think you’ve bought safety, but you’ve actually bought a target."

"I’ve lived with a target on my back since I was fifteen," she countered. "At least now I’ll have a Duke to hide behind. It’s a significant upgrade from a tattered parasol."

Benedict’s jaw tightened. He reached into his coat and pulled out a folded document. "I’ve had my solicitor draft the formal terms of our... arrangement. You will find the financial disbursements are precisely as discussed. Ten thousand pounds now to settle your father’s primary creditors, and ten thousand upon the quiet dissolution of our engagement in August."

Georgiana took the paper, her fingers brushing his. The contact sent a jolt of electricity up her arm, a sharp, unbidden heat that she immediately suppressed. "You’ve been busy this morning."

"I prefer to deal with problems quickly," he said. "And make no mistake, Lady Georgiana, you are a problem of the first magnitude. My grandmother is already in a state of high agitation. She expects to meet you tonight."

"The Dowager Duchess?" Georgiana felt a genuine flicker of apprehension. "I’ve heard she once made a Bishop cry during a game of whist."

"The Bishop was cheating," Benedict said, his expression remaining perfectly blank. "My grandmother simply ensured he was aware of the spiritual consequences of his actions. She will be your primary chaperone. You will move into Ashworth House this afternoon. My carriage will return for your trunks at three."

"I cannot move today," Georgiana said. "I have... arrangements. And I need to prepare my sisters."

"Your sisters will be moved to a respectable school in Bath," Benedict said, as if he were discussing the relocation of a set of chairs. "I’ve already secured the placements. They will be safe, they will be educated, and they will be away from the fallout when this inevitably ends."

"No."

The word was sharp, cutting through the Duke’s arrogance like a blade.

Benedict paused, his brow lifting. "I beg your pardon?"

"My sisters stay with me," Georgiana said. "I didn't blackmail you just to have my family dismantled and sent to the provinces. They stay in London. They stay at Ashworth House. And they will be presented to Society as the sisters of the future Duchess."

"That was not in our discussion last night," Benedict said, his voice dropping into a dangerous, low-frequency growl.

"It is in the discussion now," Georgiana replied. "If I am to play the role of your fiancée, I need the world to see that the Sullivan name has been fully rehabilitated. That doesn't happen if my sisters are hidden away in Bath like a shameful secret. They are my leverage, Your Grace. If they aren't protected, the deal is off."

"You would risk the twenty thousand pounds for a point of pride?"

"It isn't pride. It’s the only reason I’m standing in this room with a man who clearly hates the sight of me."

Benedict took a step toward her, his eyes flashing with a sudden, searing intensity. For a moment, the "Ice Duke" was gone, replaced by something much more volatile. He looked at her as if she were a puzzle he couldn't solve, and the frustration was making him reckless.

"You are a remarkably difficult woman," he said.

"I’ve had a remarkably difficult life," she shot back. "It tends to build a certain resistance to being managed."

Benedict stared at her for a long beat, his gaze lingering on the stubborn set of her mouth. Then, he exhaled a sharp, frustrated breath. "Fine. Your sisters stay. But they will be under my grandmother’s absolute jurisdiction. If they so much as sneeze out of turn, they will be back on a carriage to Bath before the echoes fade. Is that understood?"

"Perfectly."

Benedict turned to leave, but Georgiana spoke again.

"One more thing, Your Grace."

He stopped, his hand on the doorframe. He didn't turn around. "What now? Do you require a private opera box or a set of matched rubies?"

"I want your expertise," she said.

That made him turn. He looked at her, his expression genuinely baffled. "My expertise? In what? Political reform? Land management? The correct way to snub a Baronet?"

"In all of it," Georgiana said, walking toward him until she was only a foot away. "I’ve spent three years being a wallflower. I know how to watch, and I know how to listen. But I don't know how to lead. If I am to be your fiancée—even a fake one—I cannot just be a passive attachment to your arm. I need to know how to navigate the ton as an equal. I need to understand the alliances, the feuds, and the precise way to hold a room’s attention without saying a word."

Benedict’s eyes narrowed. "You want me to teach you how to be a Duchess."

"I want you to teach me how to be powerful," she corrected. "So that when this engagement ends, I don't just have twenty thousand pounds. I have the ability to ensure no one ever looks down on a Sullivan again. I don't want your hand, Benedict. I want your expertise."

Benedict looked at her, his gaze intense and searching. He noted the way she stood—straight-backed, defiant, her eyes bright with a hungry intelligence. He realized, with a sudden, jarring clarity, that he had underestimated her. He had seen a desperate girl with a lucky secret. He was beginning to see a woman who was building a kingdom out of nothing.

"The lessons will be grueling," he said, his voice low. "I do not tolerate mediocrity, Georgiana. If you are to be my student, you will work harder than you ever have in your life."

"I’ve spent the last five years trying to keep a family of four alive on a budget of three pence and a prayer," she said. "I think I can handle a few lessons in etiquette."

"It isn't etiquette," Benedict said, stepping so close that his shadow swallowed her. "It’s warfare. And in warfare, the first rule is that you never let the enemy see your heart."

"I don't have a heart, Your Grace," she whispered, her gaze locked on his. "I have a ledger. And currently, the balance is in my favor."

Benedict’s gaze dropped to her lips for a fraction of a second—a movement so quick she might have imagined it—before he stepped back.

"Three o'clock," he said, his voice restored to its usual, frigid neutrality. "Do not be late. My grandmother considers punctuality to be the only true mark of a Christian soul."

He turned and strode out of the house, the front door slamming behind him with a finality that shook the floorboards.

Georgiana stood in the center of the silent parlor, her breath finally coming in ragged gasps. She looked down at her ink-stained hands and realized she was shaking. Not from fear, but from a terrifying, electric surge of adrenaline.

She had asked for his expertise. She had invited the Ice Duke to dismantle her and rebuild her in his own image. It was a dangerous game, perhaps the most dangerous one she had ever played.

"Georgie?" Penelope peeped around the door, her eyes wide. "Is it true? Are we moving to a Duke’s house?"

"It’s true," Georgiana said, her voice sounding strange even to her own ears. "Pack your things, Pen. And Mary, find your music. We’re going to Ashworth House."

"Will we have to be very quiet?" Mary asked, clutching her sheet music.

"No," Georgiana said, a slow, determined light sparking in her eyes. "We are going to be very loud. But we are going to be very, very careful."

As she walked toward her desk to gather her ledgers, Georgiana caught sight of herself in the small, cracked mirror above the mantel. She didn't see the wallflower anymore. She saw a woman who had just signed a contract with the devil, and for the first time in years, she wasn't worried about the cost.

She was worried about how much she was going to enjoy the ride.

The move to Ashworth House was a logistical symphony conducted by a man who clearly viewed spontaneity as a personal affront. At precisely three o'clock, two black-painted carriages arrived, followed by a cart for their meager belongings.

The Sullivan sisters stood on the curb of their shabby street, feeling like characters in a fairytale that had taken a sharp, aristocratic turn.

"It feels like we're being arrested," Mary whispered, eyeing the stone-faced footmen who were hoisting their battered trunks onto the cart.

"It’s called 'being escorted,' Mary," Georgiana said, though she felt the same sense of surreal apprehension.

When they arrived at Ashworth House—a massive, neo-classical fortress in the heart of Grosvenor Square—the sisters fell into a stunned silence. The front doors were tall enough to admit a giraffe, and the marble foyer was larger than their entire ground floor.

"Welcome to the lions' den," Georgiana murmured as they were led up a sweeping staircase by a butler who looked like he had been carved out of ancient, judgmental oak.

They were shown to a suite of rooms on the second floor. Georgiana’s room was a cavern of blue silk and gold leaf, with a bed so large she felt she might need a map to find her way out of it in the morning.

"Lord Ashworth expects you in the drawing room in one hour," the butler informed her, bowing with a stiffness that suggested he was holding a very small, very important secret between his shoulder blades. "The Dowager Duchess will be presiding."

Georgiana spent the hour scrubbed and polished by a maid who seemed personally offended by the state of Georgiana's cuticles. When she finally descended the stairs, wearing her "best" gown—a pale green silk that had seen better days but still possessed a certain dignity—she felt as though she were walking toward a firing squad.

The drawing room was a masterpiece of intimidation. High ceilings, portraits of scowling ancestors, and a fireplace large enough to roast an ox.

In the center of the room sat two figures.

Benedict was standing by the window, his back to her, looking out over the square as if he were contemplating an invasion.

In a high-backed chair by the fire sat the Dowager Duchess.

She was a tiny woman, swathed in black lace and smelling faintly of violets and iron. Her hair was a shock of snowy white, piled high on her head like a fortification, and her eyes—the same silver-blue as Benedict’s—were as sharp as a hawk’s.

"So," the Dowager said, her voice a surprisingly strong, resonant contralto. "You are the girl who has managed to compromise my grandson."

Georgiana curtseyed, keeping her back straight and her eyes leveled at the older woman. "I believe the compromise was mutual, Your Grace."

"Mutual?" The Dowager gave a short, dry cackle. "Benedict hasn't been 'mutually' anything in his entire life. He is a man who dictates, not a man who negotiates. And yet, here you are, with your sisters in tow and a scandalous father in your wake."

"I cannot help my father, Your Grace. But I can help your grandson."

"Can you?" The Dowager leaned forward, her gaze intensifying. "And how, pray tell, does a girl with a ruined name and a sharp tongue help a Duke with a political career to protect?"

"By being the perfect distraction," Georgiana said. "People will be so busy talking about the Duke’s sudden, inexplicable lapse in judgment that they will forget to look at the cracks in his policy. A scandal of the heart is always more interesting than a scandal of the ledger."

Benedict turned from the window then, his expression unreadable. "I told you she was clever, Grandmother."

"Cleverness is a tool, Benedict. It is not a virtue," the Dowager snapped. She looked back at Georgiana. "You will be watched, Lady Georgiana. Every word you speak, every movement you make, will be analyzed by the most ruthless judges in the world. If you falter, you will not just ruin yourself. You will ruin him."

"I am aware of the stakes," Georgiana said.

"Are you?" The Dowager rose from her chair, her movements surprisingly agile. She walked over to Georgiana and took her chin in a gloved hand, tilting her face toward the light. "You have your mother’s eyes. She was a beautiful woman, but she was soft. She let that man destroy her. Are you soft, Georgiana?"

"I was forged in the fire of my father’s gambling, Your Grace," Georgiana said, her voice dropping into a low, cold register. "I am many things, but I am not soft."

The Dowager held her gaze for a long moment, then released her with a sharp nod. "Good. Then we shall begin. Benedict, take her to the library. She wants your expertise. See that she gets it."

As the Dowager swept out of the room, leaving a trail of violet-scented silence in her wake, Benedict turned to Georgiana.

"Well," he said, his voice dry. "You’ve passed the first test. My grandmother doesn't want to exile you to the colonies. Yet."

"I’m touched," Georgiana said, though her heart was still thumping. "Where do we start? The history of the Ashworth line? The correct way to address an Archbishop?"

"We start with the truth," Benedict said, walking toward the door. "Follow me."

He led her back to the library—the room where the blackmail had begun. He closed the door and turned to face her, his expression more serious than she had ever seen it.

"You asked for my expertise," he said. "You want to know how to be powerful. But power isn't about knowing which fork to use or how to dance a quadrille. Power is about information. It’s about knowing what people want, what they fear, and exactly how much they are willing to pay to keep those things secret."

He walked to a large map of London pinned to the wall.

"Every house in this city is a vault," he continued. "And every vault has a key. My expertise, Georgiana, is in finding the keys. If you are to be by my side, you need to understand that everyone you meet is a potential ally or a potential enemy. There is no middle ground."

"Is that how you see me?" Georgiana asked, stepping closer. "As a potential enemy?"

Benedict looked at her, his gaze lingering on the ink-stained finger she had tried to hide. "You are a blackmailer, Georgiana. You are, by definition, an enemy."

"And yet, you’re teaching me your secrets."

"I’m teaching you how to survive the world I’m about to drag you into," he said. "Because if you fail, I fail. And I have no intention of failing."

He spent the next two hours talking. He didn't talk about etiquette. He talked about the currency of influence. He explained the delicate balance between the Whigs and the Tories, the power of the press, and the specific weaknesses of the men who sat in the House of Lords.

Georgiana listened, her mind racing to keep up. She realized that she had been playing a small game—a game of survival—while Benedict was playing a game of empires.

"You don't just want to be Prime Minister," she whispered, looking at the map. "You want to change everything."

"I want to ensure that men like your father can never again gamble away the lives of their families with impunity," Benedict said, his voice vibrating with a sudden, raw intensity. "I want to build a system where responsibility is the primary currency. And for that, I need absolute, unquestioned authority."

Georgiana looked at him, seeing the man behind the Ice Duke for the first time. He wasn't just cold; he was driven by a burning, righteous fury. He was a man who had seen chaos and decided to become its antidote.

"And I’m the flaw in your plan," she said.

"You are the variable I didn't account for," he corrected. "But variables can be managed. If you learn your lessons well, you will be the most effective weapon in my arsenal."

"A weapon?" She gave a small, cynical smile. "I’ve been called a wallflower, a ruin, and a blackmailer. I suppose 'weapon' is an improvement."

"It is the only thing that matters," Benedict said.

He walked toward her, stopping so close she could feel the heat radiating from his body. He reached out, his hand hovering near her cheek before he pulled it back.
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