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Chapter 1 — The Library Incident
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The Duke of Ashworth was, by all accounts, a man crafted from granite and exceptionally expensive wool. He stood by the library window, silhouetted against the moonlight, looking less like a guest at a ball and more like a predator contemplating the most efficient way to thin the herd.

Honoria Westcott stayed in the shadows of the mahogany bookshelves, clutching a small, leather-bound ledger as if it were a shield. She had spent three Seasons perfecting the art of the decorative backdrop. To the ton, she was as remarkable as a well-placed scone—functional, occasionally necessary, but rarely the subject of poetry. Tonight, however, her invisibility was a liability. She needed the man made of stone to move, and more importantly, she needed him to listen.

"Your Grace," she said, her voice cutting through the heavy silence of the room.

Benedict Thorne didn't flinch. He didn't even turn. "The library is closed to the public, Miss Westcott. Unless you’ve developed a sudden, burning passion for seventeenth-century agrarian tax records, I suggest you return to the lemonade table in the ballroom."

Honoria took three steps forward, the silk of her dated primrose gown whispering against the floorboards. "I haven't the time for tax records, nor for lemonade. And I certainly haven't the time for your practiced disdain. I am here about Lord Julian."

At the mention of his younger brother, Benedict finally turned. His features were symmetrical to the point of offense, his eyes the color of a winter sea just before a storm. He looked her up and down—not with the heat of a rake, but with the cold appraisal of a man checking a column of figures for an error.

"My brother is a grown man," Benedict said. "If he has offended your honor, I suggest you speak to your father. If he has trodden on your toes during a quadrille, I suggest you buy sturdier shoes."

"He is currently in the card room," Honoria said, her grip tightening on the ledger. "With my brother, Arthur. And he is in the process of winning a sum of money that my family does not possess."

Benedict leaned back against the window frame, crossing his arms over a chest that looked entirely too broad for a man who spent his time in Parliament. "Gambling is a gentleman’s vice, Miss Westcott. If your brother chooses to wager what he does not have, that is a failing of his character, not my brother’s skill."

"Character does not pay the butcher," Honoria snapped. "And your brother is not winning through skill. He is winning because Arthur is a fool who believes that the next card will always be the Ace of Spades. Lord Julian knows this. He is feeding a fire that will burn my house down."

"And you expect me to do what? March in there and pluck the cards from their hands like a governess in breeches?"

"I expect you to exercise the authority you so clearly enjoy wielding," she said, stepping into the light of a single flickering taper. "Your brother listens to you. Or, at the very least, he fears you. Call him away. Invent a family emergency. Tell him the Abbey is on fire. I don't care what lie you employ, provided it ends the game."

Benedict studied her. Honoria knew what he saw: a woman whose hair was beginning to escape its pins, whose gown was two years behind the fashion, and whose eyes were far too bright with a desperation she was trying to mask as anger.

"You're the one who keeps their books," he said, his voice dropping an octave. It wasn't a question.

"Someone has to," she replied. "My father left us a legacy of charm and empty coffers. Arthur inherited the charm. I inherited the arithmetic."

Benedict walked toward her, his stride slow and deliberate. He stopped just inches away, invading her personal space with the scent of sandalwood and cold air. "Five thousand pounds, Miss Westcott. That is the current tally of your brother’s losses tonight. My secretary keeps me informed of Julian’s movements, even when I am ostensibly enjoying a ball."

The number hit her like a physical blow. She had estimated three thousand. Five was... five was the end. Five was the bailiffs at the door by Tuesday.

"Then you know why I am here," she whispered, her mask of competence finally showing a hairline fracture.

"I know that you are asking me to interfere in a legal debt of honor to save a man who will likely repeat the mistake the moment my back is turned." Benedict reached out, his gloved finger hovering just near the edge of her ledger but never touching it. "Why should I help you? What possible benefit is there for the House of Thorne to bail out the House of Westcott?"

"Because it is the right thing to do," she said, though even to her own ears, the words sounded hopelessly naive.

Benedict let out a short, dry laugh. "The 'right thing' is a luxury for people who don't have a reputation to maintain. My family has spent a decade clawing its way back from the mud my mother dragged it through. I do not make exceptions for 'the right thing.' I make decisions based on what is necessary."

"Is it necessary to ruin a family for sport?"

"It is necessary to teach Julian that his actions have consequences. If that means your brother serves as the lesson, so be it."

Honoria felt a surge of heat that had nothing to do with the library’s fireplace. She stepped closer, her chin tilted up. "You are every bit as cold as they say. They call you the Stone Duke in the clubs, did you know that? They say you don't have blood in your veins, only iced ink."

"A useful quality for a politician," he murmured.

"It’s a miserable quality for a human being."

She turned to leave, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. She had failed. She would go home, she would pack the trunks, and she would tell her mother that the pearls were truly gone this time.

But before she could reach the door, the heavy oak panels swung open.

Honoria froze. Benedict didn't move, but she saw his jaw tighten.

Standing in the doorway, framed by the light of the corridor, was Lady Jersey. Behind her stood two of the ton's most notorious gossips, their fans already fluttering like the wings of vultures who had just spotted a particularly juicy carcass.

"Oh!" Lady Jersey cried, her eyes widening as they darted from Honoria’s flushed face to Benedict’s proximity. "Your Grace. Miss Westcott. We were... we were looking for the first edition of Byron."

It was a lie, of course. No one looked for Byron in the middle of a ball unless they were looking for a scandal first.

Honoria felt the world tilt. A girl of her standing, alone in a darkened library with a Duke of his reputation, at midnight? The arithmetic was simple, and the result was ruin. There would be no bailiffs on Tuesday because she would be cast out by Monday morning.

Benedict looked at the women, then at Honoria. For a heartbeat, she saw it in his eyes—the cold calculation of a man seeing a variable he hadn't accounted for. He had a reputation to protect. He was the paragon of Virtue and Control. A scandal would destroy his standing in the House of Lords.

The silence stretched, thick enough to suffocate.

"Lady Jersey," Benedict said, his voice as smooth as aged brandy. He didn't step away from Honoria. If anything, he moved a fraction of an inch closer, his hand coming to rest—heavy and warm—on the small of her back.

Honoria stiffened, but his fingers pressed firmly through the silk, a silent command to stay still.

"You’ve caught us, I’m afraid," Benedict continued, his tone pitched with a deceptive touch of sheepishness that Honoria hadn't known he possessed. "I had hoped to keep the news private until the morning, but it seems my self-control is not quite what I believed it to be."

Lady Jersey’s fan stopped mid-air. "The news, Your Grace?"

Benedict looked down at Honoria. His expression was a masterpiece of feigned devotion. If she hadn't known better, she would have sworn he was looking at her with a tenderness that could melt the very granite he was made of.

"I realized this evening that I could not wait another day," Benedict said, his gaze returning to the ladies in the doorway. "Miss Westcott has done me the extraordinary honor of accepting my suit. I believe you’ve just interrupted my proposal."

Honoria’s breath hitched. Her brain screamed that this was madness, that this was a lie that would tether her to a man who didn't like her, to a man who had just refused to help her.

But then she felt his thumb move. A slow, deliberate brush against her spine. A warning. A promise. A contract.

"Is that so?" Lady Jersey breathed, her face lighting up with the thrill of being the first to know. "Miss Westcott? A Duchess?"

Honoria looked at Benedict. His winter-sea eyes were fixed on her, waiting. He had just handed her the five thousand pounds. He had handed her the Abbey. He had handed her a life she hadn't asked for, all to save the one thing he valued most: his own name.

"Yes," Honoria said, her voice remarkably steady for a woman whose world had just ended and begun in the same breath. "His Grace was... quite persuasive."

Benedict’s hand tightened on her waist. "Persuasive," he murmured, "is only the beginning."

Lady Jersey let out a delighted squeal, her companions already whispering behind their fans, their eyes darting away to find the nearest exit so they could spread the fire.

"We shall leave you to your... celebrations," Lady Jersey said, curtsying with a depth that was usually reserved for royalty. She backed out of the room, pulling the other women with her.

The door clicked shut.

The silence that followed was ten times heavier than the one that had preceded it. Benedict immediately dropped his hand from her back, stepping away as if she had suddenly turned into a hot coal.

"Sit down, Miss Westcott," he said, walking back to the window. "Before you fall down."

Honoria didn't sit. She couldn't. Her legs felt like they were made of water. "What have you done?"

"I have saved my career and your family’s roof," he said, not looking at her. "In that order."

"By claiming we are engaged? You cannot simply say such a thing and then take it back tomorrow! Lady Jersey will have told half the ballroom before she reaches the stairs. By tomorrow morning, it will be in the papers."

"I am aware of how gossip functions, Miss Westcott. I am also aware that as of five minutes ago, you were a ruined woman and your brother was a beggar. Now, you are the future Duchess of Ashworth, and your brother’s debts are, by extension, my debts."

"You did it to save yourself," she said, her voice trembling with a mix of relief and fury. "Because the 'Stone Duke' cannot be caught in a library with a wallflower. It doesn't fit the image."

"Does it matter why I did it?" He turned to face her, his expression back to its usual impenetrable mask. "The result is the same. Your family is secure. My reputation is intact. We simply have to play a part for a few months."

"And then what? Do we just wake up one morning and decide we don't like each other? The ton will tear me apart if I am the one to break it off, and they will pity me if you do."

"We will cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, you will return to the ballroom. You will smile. You will look as though you have just won the greatest prize in England."

"I feel as though I’ve just been sold," she whispered.

Benedict walked back to her, stopping close enough that she could see the fine lines of tension around his eyes. "You weren't sold, Honoria. You negotiated. And I suggest you start acting as though you’re happy with the price."

He reached out, his hand hovering near her face. For a moment, she thought he might touch her cheek. Instead, he reached past her ear and plucked a stray hairpin from her hair, tucking it into his pocket.

"Your hair is a mess," he said coldly. "Fix it. Then come find me. We have a performance to give."

He walked out of the library without another word, leaving Honoria alone with her ledger, her ruin, and a Duke who had just bought her life to save his own. She looked down at the numbers in her book. They were still there, but they didn't seem to matter anymore. The only number that mattered now was one: the man who had just walked out that door.

Honoria moved to the small mirror above the fireplace. She didn't recognize the woman looking back. Her eyes were wide, her skin flushed. She smoothed her hair, her fingers shaking. She had come here to save a house. She had ended up losing herself.

"Suitably enamored," she whispered to her reflection.

She walked to the door, her hand on the brass knob. She could hear the music from the ballroom—a waltz. It sounded like a funeral march.

She opened the door and stepped out into the light, knowing that from this moment on, every word she spoke and every breath she took would be a lie. And the most dangerous lie of all was the one she saw in Benedict’s eyes: that this was just a game.

As she reached the top of the stairs, she saw him. He was standing at the edge of the dance floor, surrounded by a circle of men. He looked up, his gaze finding hers with unerring accuracy. He didn't smile. He didn't nod. He simply waited.

Honoria took a breath, forced her lips into the shape of a happy woman, and began her descent.

The whispers started before she reached the fifth step. By the tenth, the music seemed to fade beneath the hum of a hundred voices. She saw Arthur in the corner, his face pale, his mouth hanging open. She saw Lord Julian, looking baffled.

Benedict stepped away from his circle and walked toward the foot of the stairs. He held out his hand.

Honoria reached the bottom and placed her hand in his. His grip was firm, steadying, and utterly devoid of warmth.

"Smile, Honoria," he whispered, loud enough only for her to hear. "The world is watching."

"I hope they enjoy the show," she replied, her voice a sharp blade sheathed in silk.

He led her onto the floor. The orchestra began a new set. Benedict pulled her into his arms for the waltz, his hand returning to the small of her back, exactly where it had been in the library.

As they began to move, the physical reality of him—the strength in his arms, the height of him, the way he moved with a grace that felt like a threat—swirled around her.

"You’re shaking," he noted, his face inches from hers.

"I am terrified," she admitted.

"Good," he said. "It makes your eyes sparkle. People will think it’s joy."

He spun her perfectly, his movements effortless. Honoria looked at him, searching for even a flicker of the man who had looked at her with tenderness for the benefit of Lady Jersey. There was nothing. Only the stone.

"What happens tomorrow?" she asked.

"Tomorrow, I call on your father. I settle your brother’s debts. I provide you with a ring that will make every woman in London weep with envy."

"And then?"

"And then we survive the Season," he said. "Do not overthink it, Honoria. It is a business arrangement. Nothing more."

But as he pulled her closer to avoid a colliding couple, her chest pressed against his, and she felt the steady, rhythmic thrum of his heart. It was fast. Faster than it should have been for a man made of stone.

Honoria looked up at him, her brow furrowing. "Your heart, Your Grace. It seems to be behaving rather... humanly."

Benedict’s expression didn't change, but his eyes darkened. "Exercise, Miss Westcott. Nothing more."

He spun her again, faster this time, the room blurring into a smear of gold and candlelight. Honoria held on to him, the only solid thing in a world that had suddenly dissolved. She had her five thousand pounds. She had her house.

But as she looked at the man holding her, she realized with a jolt of pure, unadulterated fear that she had no idea who was going to save her from the Duke.

The dance ended with a flourish. The room erupted into polite applause, but the air was thick with the scent of blood. The hunt was over, and the prey had been caught—or so everyone thought.

Benedict bowed to her, his face a mask of courtly perfection. "I shall escort you to your carriage."

"I am perfectly capable of finding my own way," she said.

"A Duchess does not find her own way," he corrected. "She is led."

He tucked her arm through his and began to navigate the crowd. People parted for them like the Red Sea. Honoria felt like an impostor, a commoner draped in stolen finery.

They reached the foyer. The cool night air rushed in as the doors were opened. Benedict signaled for the Westcott carriage.

"I will be at your house at ten," he said. "Tell your brother to have the vouchers ready. I want them gone before noon."

"Thank you," she said, the words sticking in her throat.

"Do not thank me," he said, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous growl. "I didn't do this for you. I did it because I refused to let a Westcott be the reason I lose my seat in the Cabinet."

The carriage pulled up. The footman opened the door.

Honoria stepped inside, but before the door could close, she leaned out. "You say you didn't do it for me, Benedict. But you’re the one who is stuck with a wallflower for the next six months. I wonder which of us is truly paying the higher price."

Benedict’s eyes narrowed. For a fleeting second, the mask slipped, and she saw a flash of something raw—something that looked dangerously like intrigue.

He slammed the carriage door shut himself.

As the horses pulled away, Honoria sank back into the velvet cushions. She looked at her hand—the one he had held. It was still tingling.

She had saved the family. She had saved the house.

She closed her eyes, but all she could see was the Stone Duke, standing in the moonlight, waiting for the lie to begin. And as the carriage rattled through the dark streets of London, Honoria realized with a sinking heart that the game had already changed.

She wasn't just his fiancée. She was the only person who knew that the stone had a pulse.

And that made her the most dangerous woman in England.

The carriage turned onto her street, the familiar sights of her neighborhood appearing through the window. But everything looked different now. The cobblestones, the streetlamps, the soot-stained brick of her own home—it all looked like a set for a play.

She stepped out of the carriage, her legs finally steady, her mind sharp. She walked up the steps and into the house.

Arthur was waiting in the hall. He looked like he had been struck by lightning.

"Honoria?" he gasped. "Is it true? The Duke? He... he told everyone."

Honoria didn't stop. She walked past him toward the stairs, her primrose skirts trailing behind her like a battle flag.

"Go to bed, Arthur," she said, her voice echoing in the quiet house. "Your debts are paid."

"But how? Why?"

Honoria paused on the first landing. She looked down at her brother—the boy who had almost ruined them.

"Because I made a wager," she said. "And for the first time in our family’s history, we won."

She didn't wait for his reply. She went to her room, closed the door, and locked it.

She didn't go to the mirror. She didn't undress. She sat at her small desk, opened her ledger, and drew a thick, black line through the number five thousand.

Beneath it, she wrote a single name: Ashworth.

The ink was still wet when she heard the sound of a horse galloping past her window. She didn't look out. She didn't need to. She knew who it was.

The Stone Duke was riding, and the hunt had only just begun.

Honoria picked up her pen, her fingers firm. She had six months to find the man beneath the granite. Six months to survive the lie. Six months to ensure that when the contract ended, she was the one walking away with her heart intact.

But as she stared at his name on the page, the ink reflecting the candlelight, Honoria felt a cold shiver of realization.

Benedict Thorne didn't make mistakes. He made investments.

And she was currently the most expensive investment he had ever made.

She extinguished the candle, leaving the room in darkness. But in the quiet, she could still feel the pressure of his hand on her back, a ghost of a touch that refused to fade.

It was going to be a very long Season.

The morning sun would bring the papers, the callers, and the reality of her new life. But for now, in the silence of the night, Honoria Westcott allowed herself one final moment of truth.

She wasn't afraid of the scandal. She wasn't afraid of the debt.

She was afraid of the way she had felt when he looked at her in the library—as if, for the first time in her life, she wasn't invisible at all.

And that was the most terrifying number of all.
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Chapter 2 — Terms of Surrender
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The Duke of Ashworth’s townhome was precisely what Honoria had expected: a monument to masculine silence and the sort of architecture that reminded visitors they were statistically insignificant. It smelled of beeswax, old parchment, and the terrifyingly high expectations of the Thorne lineage.

Honoria followed a footman whose expression suggested he had been carved from the same granite as his master. They bypassed the grand receiving rooms—rooms meant for the public performance of being a Duke—and moved instead toward the back of the house. This was the inner sanctum, the administrative engine room where Benedict Thorne presumably spent his hours calculating the exact weight of his own importance.

The footman opened two massive mahogany doors. "Miss Westcott, Your Grace."

Benedict did not look up. He sat behind a desk the size of a small continental island, surrounded by stacks of correspondence so perfectly aligned they looked like a miniature skyline. The morning light caught the sharp edges of his jaw and the pristine white of his cravat, which was tied with a precision that bordered on the hostile.

"Sit, Miss Westcott," he said, his voice a low, melodic rasp.

"I prefer to stand," Honoria replied, clasping her hands over her reticule. "It makes it harder for you to talk down to me."

"I can talk down to you from a seated position quite effectively," Benedict murmured, finally lifting his gaze. His eyes were the color of a cold Atlantic morning. "It is a talent I have cultivated over years of dealing with the House of Lords. However, if you wish to hover like a nervous specter, that is your prerogative."

Honoria didn't move. "I am not a specter, Your Grace. Specters have the luxury of not needing to pay the butcher. I, on the other hand, am a woman who has spent the last six hours wondering if I dreamed a Duke’s proposal or if I have simply suffered a very specific type of mental collapse."

Benedict leaned back, his chair creaking with a sound of expensive leather. He gestured to the chair opposite him. "You did not collapse. Though, given your expression in the library, I wouldn't have blamed you. You looked as though you had seen a ghost. Or perhaps just a particularly daunting column of figures."

Honoria reluctantly sat. The chair was too comfortable; it felt like a trap. "I saw a future that involved my mother living in a damp cottage in Yorkshire. Your intervention was... timely."

"Timely," Benedict repeated, a dry edge to his tone. "A rather clinical word for a man who just announced his impending nuptials to save your family from a debtor’s cell. I believe the word you are looking for is 'salvific,' or perhaps 'miraculous.'"

"I’ll settle for 'opportunistic,'" Honoria countered. "You didn't do it for my mother’s health or my brother’s hide. You did it because you couldn't afford to be the centerpiece of a scandal on the very week you’re meant to be appointed to the Cabinet. We are both drowning, Your Grace. You simply happen to own the boat."

Benedict’s lips twitched. It wasn't quite a smile, but it was a disturbance in the stone. He reached for a single, crisp sheet of vellum lying in the center of his desk. He turned it around and slid it toward her.

"The boat has conditions," he said.

Honoria picked up the paper. It was titled Memorandum of Understanding. Her eyebrows climbed toward her hairline. "You’ve drafted a contract for our engagement?"

"I find that ambiguity is the mother of all disasters," Benedict said, picking up a silver letter opener and turning it over in his large, elegant hands. "If we are to survive the next six months without a true scandal, we must have a clear understanding of the parameters. I have outlined the financial disbursements, the public requirements, and the... behavioral expectations."

Honoria’s eyes scanned the elegant, aggressive script.

1. The Party of the First Part (Thorne) shall settle all outstanding debts of the Party of the Second Part (Westcott) up to the sum of five thousand pounds.

2. A monthly stipend of fifty pounds shall be provided to the Westcott household for the duration of the betrothal.

3. The Party of the Second Part shall attend no fewer than four social events per week in the company of the Party of the First Part.

4. Public displays of affection shall be limited to the standards of high-society etiquette, with the exception of 'momentary lapses' necessitated by the presence of Lady Jersey or other ranking gossips.

Honoria stopped at Clause 5.

5. Under no circumstances shall either party pursue a genuine romantic entanglement with a third party. The appearance of fidelity is absolute.

She looked up. "And what of the appearance of fidelity between us?"

"I believe the phrase 'besotted but restrained' covers our public persona," Benedict said. "Private performance, however, requires no such effort. We shall remain as we are now: two people who have made a mutually beneficial trade."

"And the end date?" Honoria asked, tapping the paper. "It says 'the conclusion of the Season or at such time as the political appointment is confirmed.' That is rather vague."

"It is precise enough. Once my position in the Cabinet is secure, a quiet drifting apart will be staged. A 'mutual realization' that our temperaments are too disparate for a happy union. You will keep the jewelry I provide as a parting gift—jewelry which, I assure you, will be worth enough to secure your brother's future for a decade if he stays away from the card tables."

"And my reputation?" Honoria asked, her voice softening. "A broken engagement is a stain."

"For a Duchess-to-be, perhaps. But for a Westcott wallflower who suddenly finds herself with a massive dowry and the 'pity' of the ton? You will be the most sought-after woman in London. Men love a woman with a tragic romantic history and a large bank account. You will be married to a respectable baronet within the year."

Honoria felt a sharp, unexpected prick of annoyance. "A respectable baronet. How lovely. I can look forward to a life of discussing turnip rotations and local charities."

Benedict’s gaze sharpened. "Is that not what you want? Stability? The safety you’ve been denied because of your father’s gambling?"

"I want to not be a business transaction, Benedict," she said, before she could stop herself.

The use of his given name hung in the air like a challenge. Benedict froze, the letter opener poised over his palm. For a second, the office was silent enough to hear the ticking of the clock on the mantle—a heavy, relentless sound.

"This is the only way you get the stability," Benedict said, his voice losing its mocking edge. "I am a Duke. My life is a series of transactions. If you want the five thousand pounds, you have to sign the ledger."

He dipped a quill into a silver inkwell and held it out to her.

Honoria looked at the quill, then at him. He looked entirely too composed. Entirely too sure of himself. He thought he had calculated every variable. He thought she was a number he could move from one column to another.

She stood up and walked around the desk. Benedict didn't move, but his eyes followed her every step. She leaned over him, her shoulder brushing his, to reach for the paper. She could smell the sandalwood again, mixed with the faint, sharp scent of ink.

She signed her name at the bottom—Honoria Elizabeth Westcott—with a flourish that was far bolder than she felt.

She set the quill down, but she didn't move away. She stayed in his space, looking down at him. From this angle, he looked less like stone and more like a man who was very good at holding his breath.

"There," she said. "The deal is struck."

Benedict picked up the paper, blowing on the ink to dry it. "Excellent. I shall have the first installment of the debt settled by noon. My carriage will be at your door at eight this evening for the Sefton ball. Be ready. And wear something that doesn't look like it was designed during the Regency of George the Third."

Honoria bristled. "I’ll have you know this gown is—"

"A disaster of primrose silk," Benedict interrupted, standing up. He was much taller than her, a fact he used with annoying efficiency. "I have already sent word to Madame Genevieve. She will arrive at your home in an hour with three gowns. Choose the one that looks least like a dessert."

"You are a very difficult man to be engaged to," Honoria said, grabbing her reticule.

"And you are a very expensive woman to save," he replied.

She reached the door, but paused with her hand on the handle. She turned back to find him already looking at his next stack of letters, the "Honoria" problem filed away in a drawer.

"You've bought my presence, Your Grace," she said, her voice ringing clear in the room. "And you've bought my brother’s safety. But do not mistake the signature for the soul."

Benedict looked up, his expression unreadable.

Honoria took a breath, her heart tripping over itself. "Tell me one thing. In that library, when you saw Lady Jersey... was there any part of you that wanted to say those words because of the woman you were standing with, or was it entirely for the man you see in the mirror?"

Benedict’s hand tightened on his pen. He didn't answer for a long time. The "Stone Duke" seemed to be struggling with his own internal architecture.

"Logic dictated the choice, Honoria," he said finally. "Emotion is a variable I do not permit in my calculations."

"I see." She opened the door, but stopped once more. "What happens, Your Grace, if one of us forgets we are only pretending?"

Benedict didn't look up again. "Then the contract is breached," he said, his voice cold and final. "And the Party of the First Part never loses a breach of contract."

Honoria closed the door behind her, the sound echoing like a gavel. As she walked through the silent halls of Ashworth House, she felt the weight of the diamonds she didn't yet own. She had saved her family, but as she stepped out into the bright, unforgiving London sun, she realized the truth.

She had just signed a contract with a man who thought love was a structural weakness. And she was the only one who knew his heart beat faster when the room was dark.

The carriage ride home felt like a journey between two different lives. In the span of twelve hours, Honoria had gone from a woman counting pennies to a woman whose credit was now backed by the Bank of England and a ducal seal.

When she entered her house, the air felt different. The peeling wallpaper in the foyer didn't look like a mark of shame; it looked like a project to be completed.

Arthur was in the drawing room, pacing like a caged animal. He turned the moment she entered.

"Is it done?" he asked, his voice cracking.

"It is done," Honoria said, removing her bonnet. "The Duke is settling the debts today. You are a free man, Arthur. Provided you never touch a deck of cards again."

Arthur collapsed into a chair, his face buried in his hands. "I don't deserve you, Nora. I know I don't."

"No, you don't," she agreed, crossing the room to stand over him. "But the Duke of Ashworth has a very high opinion of his own reputation, and apparently, that reputation includes a brother-in-law who isn't in Newgate. You will be on your best behavior. You will go to the club, you will drink tea, and you will talk about nothing more scandalous than the weather."

"And you?" Arthur looked up, his eyes bloodshot. "Are you really going to marry him?"

"For the Season," she said. "It is a ruse, Arthur. A necessary one. We will pretend to be in love, he will get his Cabinet position, and I will get enough money to ensure Mother is cared for. After that, we go our separate ways."
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