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Chapter 1 — A Most Scientific Extortion
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The violet smear of a crushed orchid petal mocked Lady Honoria Westover’s attempt at aristocratic poise.

She tucked her left hand behind the silk folds of her gown, the movement practiced and invisible, and focused on the man dominating the far corner of the library. Benedict Thorne did not look like a man who possessed a secret. He stood with the immovable weight of a monument, his spine a line of iron beneath midnight-blue wool. He ignored the muffled music of the ballroom beyond the mahogany doors, preferring the company of leather-bound tax codes and the silence of his own icy reputation.

The library smelled of beeswax, old parchment, and the distinct, chilling absence of human warmth. It was a room designed to intimidate, much like its owner. High shelves groaned under the weight of centuries of Thorne family history, every spine aligned with a precision that suggested the books were afraid to lean. In the center of this temple to order, the Duke of Rothbury remained as still as a statue in a winter garden.

"Lady Honoria."

He didn't turn his head. His voice was a low, resonant scrape that seemed to vibrate in the very floorboards.

"I was under the impression the dancing was in the ballroom. Or have you developed a sudden interest in Roman jurisprudence?"

"I have developed an interest in the truth, Your Grace," Nora said, stepping from the shadows of the shelves. "Though I suppose for a man of your standing, the two are rarely found in the same room."

Benedict turned then, his movements slow and deliberate. His face was a masterpiece of masculine architecture—all sharp angles and planes that suggested he’d been carved from a block of marble and left out in a particularly harsh winter. He did not possess the soft, dissipated features of the other lords currently sweating through their waistcoats in the ballroom. He was lean, disciplined, and possessed a gaze the color of the North Sea before a storm.

"Truth is a subjective luxury," he said, setting aside a heavy volume with a click that echoed. "I prefer facts. And the fact is, you are trespassing in a private wing during a public function. Your chaperone is likely currently debating whether to faint or simply order another glass of punch."

"My chaperone is my aunt, and she is currently occupied with a plate of lobster patties and a very deaf Countess. I am perfectly safe."

"Safe is a relative term when one corners a Duke in the dark." Benedict stepped into the light of the single candelabra on his desk. The golden glow did nothing to soften the hard line of his mouth. "What is it you want, Lady Honoria? If you’ve come to ask for a dance, you’ll find my card is as empty as my patience."

"I haven't come for a dance. I’ve come for a bargain."

Nora reached into the hidden pocket of her skirts. The paper was crisp, a sharp contrast to the heat of her skin. She held it out, her fingers steady despite the way the library seemed to shrink around her.

"This fact concerns a certain cottage in Surrey," she said. "And a woman named Mary who receives a very generous quarterly allowance from your private accounts. An allowance that began precisely nine months after your late father’s final visit to the area."

The air in the library solidified. Benedict didn't reach for the paper. He didn't even blink. But the muscle in his jaw jumped once—a tiny, violent twitch that betrayed the man beneath the monument. It was a crack in the ice, and Nora felt a jagged, hollow victory.

"It is a rather large game for such a small player, Lady Honoria," he said, his voice dropping an octave. "Extortion is a hanging offense for those without the proper connections."

"Desperation has a way of making one grow," Nora countered. She took a step forward, closing the distance until she could smell the faint, sharp scent of sandalwood and peppermint that clung to him. "My brother’s debts are no longer a secret, Your Grace. The Westover name is a week away from being a punchline in every coffee house in London. But your father’s second family? That is a secret you’ve spent a decade and a small fortune to keep buried. Imagine what the House of Lords would do with the knowledge that the paragon of Thorne morality is built on a foundation of bastardy and deceit."

Benedict’s gaze dropped to the violet stain on her glove. He reached out, his gloved fingers catching her chin and tilting it upward. The touch was light, almost clinical, but the heat of it burned through her skin.

"You think you understand the stakes of this world because you read books and study weeds," he whispered. "You believe that holding a piece of paper makes you my equal. It doesn't. It makes you a nuisance."

"I am a nuisance with a copy of this letter in the hands of a very reliable solicitor," Nora said, her voice remaining level even as her pulse hammered against his thumb. "He has instructions to deliver it to the Morning Post if I do not return to my aunt within the hour."

Benedict’s thumb traced the line of her jaw, a gesture that was too intimate to be a threat and too cold to be a caress. "And what is the price of your silence? How much does it cost to buy the soul of a wallflower?"

"A ring," Nora said, the word feeling like a stone in her throat. "I want a marriage of convenience. Your name to protect my research, your wealth to clear my estate, and your word that we shall live entirely separate lives. You will provide me with a laboratory, a greenhouse, and the freedom to pursue my work without the interference of a husband or the constraints of my gender."

Benedict released her chin, the absence of his hand leaving her skin feeling strangely exposed to the drafty air. He walked toward his desk, his boots clicking with a rhythm that suggested a march to war.

"You want to be a Duchess," he said, a faint, dark humor dancing in his expression. "You want the ice. Very well, Lady Honoria. But be careful what you wish for. Ice has a tendency to crack under pressure, and I assure you, you won't like what is underneath."

He pulled a fresh sheet of parchment toward him and dipped a quill into the inkwell with a sharp, decisive click. The scratching of the nib was the only sound in the room, a frantic, rhythmic sound that reminded Nora of a bird trapped in a cage.

"I will have the contract drawn by morning," he said, not looking up. "The ceremony will be private. No flowers, no witnesses beyond the necessary, and certainly no celebration. You will have your funds, and you will have your greenhouse. In exchange, you will provide the world with the image of a perfect, silent Thorne wife. You will not embarrass me. You will not speak of this bargain. And you will never, under any circumstances, enter this room without an invitation."

He looked up then, and for a moment, Nora saw the sheer, unadulterated weight of his legacy in his eyes. He wasn't just a man; he was a fortress, and she had just demanded he let her inside the walls.

"Do we have an understanding?"

"We do," Nora said.

"Then go back to the ball. Try to look like a woman who has just won a prize, rather than one who has just signed her own death warrant."

Nora turned to leave, her fingers still tingling where he had touched her. She had forced the hand of the Duke of Rothbury. She had saved her orchids, her home, and her brother. But as she reached for the brass knob of the door, the weight of the silence behind her felt heavier than the threat of ruin.

He hadn't been angry. He had been interested. And in the cold, calculated world of Benedict Thorne, interest was the most dangerous thing of all.

The music from the ballroom surged as she opened the door—a bright, frantic waltz that felt like a mockery of the cold contract she had just signed. She smoothed her skirts, hid her stained glove, and stepped back into the light, knowing that her world had just ended and begun in the space of a single breath.

The ballroom was a sea of shimmering silks and frantic energy, a stark contrast to the tomb-like stillness of the library. Nora navigated the edge of the dance floor, her eyes searching for the familiar, slightly slumped figure of her brother, Arthur. She found him near the punch bowl, his cravat already beginning to wilt and a glass of amber liquid held with a grip that suggested he feared it might float away.

Arthur looked up as she approached, his expression a mix of hope and terror that made Nora’s stomach tighten. He was five years older than her, but in this moment, he looked like a boy who had lost his favorite marble.

"Nora," he whispered, stepping away from the crowd. "Did you... is it done?"

"It is done, Arthur. The Rothbury debts will be settled by the end of the week."

Arthur’s relief was a physical thing—a sagging of his shoulders and a shuddering breath that nearly spilled his drink. "God, Nora. How did you manage it? I thought for certain he’d have us thrown into the street."

"I offered him a bargain he couldn't refuse," Nora said, her voice tight. "But the cost is high. We are to be married, Arthur. Within the month."

Arthur froze, his glass halfway to his lips. "Married? To the Duke of Ice? Nora, you can’t. The man is a machine. He has no heart, and his reputation for... well, he isn't exactly known for his warmth toward women."

"I don't need warmth. I need a laboratory and a roof that doesn't leak. Benedict Thorne provides both. And in exchange, I provide him with the respectability he craves."

"Respectability? He’s a Duke!"

"He’s a Thorne," Nora corrected, her gaze drifting back toward the library doors. "And the Thornes have a long history of making a mess of things. Benedict is simply the one who decided to spend his life cleaning it up."

She left Arthur to his drink and sought out her aunt, the Dowager Countess of Westover. The woman was exactly where Nora had predicted—seated on a velvet settee, holding court with two other matriarchs of the ton, her fan moving with a rhythm that signaled she had heard a particularly juicy piece of gossip.

"Ah, Honoria," her aunt said, her sharp eyes scanning Nora from head to toe. "You’ve been gone a long time. I was beginning to think you’d eloped with a footman."

"I was in the library, Aunt. The noise in here is... significant."

"Libraries are for scholars and old men, dear. You should be on the dance floor. Lord Sterling was asking for you."

"Lord Sterling can find another wallflower to ignore," Nora said, taking a seat beside her aunt. "I have something to tell you. I have accepted a proposal."

The fan stopped mid-flick. The two other countesses leaned in so quickly Nora feared they might collide.

"A proposal?" her aunt whispered, her voice uncharacteristically soft. "From whom? Surely not Arthur’s little friend with the stutter?"

"From the Duke of Rothbury."

The silence that followed was more profound than any she had experienced in the library. It was the silence of three professional gossips realizing they had missed the most important event of the season. Her aunt’s fan resumed its movement, but now it was a frantic, desperate flutter.

"Rothbury? Benedict Thorne? He hasn't looked at a woman since his father’s... well, since 1810. Are you quite certain, Honoria? He didn't just ask you to move your plant pots?"

"I am quite certain, Aunt. We are to be married as soon as the arrangements can be made."

"Good heavens," one of the other countesses whispered. "The Ice Duke has finally melted."

Nora didn't correct her. She knew better. Benedict Thorne hadn't melted; he had merely calculated that a wife was a necessary piece of armor. And she, in her desperation, had volunteered to be the steel.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of forced smiles and whispered congratulations that felt more like warnings. Nora felt the weight of the ring she didn't yet possess, a heavy, invisible shackle that bound her to a man who looked at her as if she were a particularly troublesome weed in his perfect garden.

When they finally arrived back at the Westover townhouse, the air was thick with the scent of damp wool and dying candles. Arthur retreated to his study without a word, his relief having morphed back into guilt. Nora climbed the stairs to her own room, her movements heavy with a fatigue that went deeper than bone.

She pulled off her gloves, staring at the violet stain on the kidskin. It was a mark of her betrayal—of her family, of her own pride, and of the man she had just cornered in the dark. She reached for her botanical journal, the worn leather cover a comfort in the shifting landscape of her life. She opened to a blank page and began to draw the orchid she had crushed—the Cypripedium calceolus.

The lines were sharp, precise, and cold. Just like Benedict.

She drew the delicate petals, the heavy lip of the flower, and the hidden, intricate heart that most people never saw. She thought of the way his thumb had felt against her jaw—the heat of it, the unexpected strength, and the way he had looked at her as if he were trying to decide whether to crush her or cultivate her.

She closed the journal and blew out the candle, but the darkness brought no peace. The silence of the house seemed to echo with Benedict’s final words.

Be careful what you wish for.

Nora stared at the canopy of her bed, her mind already moving toward the greenhouse at Rothbury. She had her bargain. She had her safety. But as she drifted toward a restless sleep, she couldn't shake the image of Benedict Thorne standing in the library, a monument of ice waiting for the first sign of a thaw.

The following morning brought the reality of her decision in the form of a black carriage with the Thorne crest on the door. It sat outside the Westover house like a sleek, dark omen. Nora watched it from behind the drawing-room curtains, her tea cooling on the table beside her.

"He’s here," Arthur said, appearing in the doorway. He had tried to dress with more care than usual, but his cravat was still crooked and his eyes were bloodshot. "The Duke is here, Nora. He wants to speak with me."

"Then go and speak with him, Arthur. Be firm. Remember that he needs this as much as we do."

Arthur nodded, though he looked as if he were headed for the gallows. Nora waited in the drawing room, the silence of the house pressing in on her. She could hear the low murmur of voices from the study—the sharp, clipped tones of Benedict Thorne and the softer, more hesitant responses of her brother.

Fifteen minutes later, the door opened, and Benedict stepped into the hallway. He looked even more formidable in the morning light, his black greatcoat making him look like a dark cloud that had settled over the house. He didn't wait for Arthur to show him out; he walked straight toward the drawing room.

He stopped in the doorway, his gaze sweeping over the room with an efficiency that made Nora feel as if her furniture were being appraised.

"Lady Honoria," he said, bowing slightly. "Your brother and I have reached an agreement. The debts will be settled by noon. The banns will be read on Sunday."

"So soon?"

"Efficiency is a virtue, is it not? Especially when dealing with... delicate matters." He stepped into the room, his eyes fixing on the botanical journal she had left on the table. "I trust you have begun your packing. We leave for Rothbury the day after the ceremony."

"I have much to do here, Your Grace. My specimens—"

"Will be transported with the utmost care," he interrupted. "I have already sent a team of gardeners to your family estate to begin the process. They will follow my instructions to the letter."

"Your instructions? Your Grace, they are my specimens. They require specific care that your gardeners—"

"Will be overseen by my head gardener, who has managed the Rothbury conservatories for forty years," Benedict said, his voice flat. "He is more than capable of moving a few pots of dirt."

"They are not just pots of dirt," Nora said, her voice rising. "They are years of research. If they are mishandled—"

"Then you will have to find a new hobby," he said, his gaze flicking to hers. "You are a Duchess now, Nora. Or you will be. Your primary concern will be the management of my household and the presentation of our marriage to the world. The weeds can wait."

Nora felt the first real spark of the fire she had seen in his eyes the night before. "They are not weeds. And I did not agree to give up my work."

"You agreed to be a Thorne wife," he said, stepping closer. "And a Thorne wife does not spend her days in the mud with her hair coming undone and dirt beneath her nails. You will have your laboratory, as promised. But your public duties come first."

He reached out and closed the journal on the table, his hand resting on the cover. "Do not mistake my cooperation for a lack of standards, Nora. I am paying a very high price for your silence. I expect you to earn it."

He turned and left the room before she could respond, the sound of his boots echoing in the hallway until the heavy thud of the front door signaled his departure.

Nora stood in the center of the room, her hands clenched at her sides. She had her bargain. She had her safety. But as she looked at the closed journal, she realized that Benedict Thorne didn't just want her silence. He wanted her submission.

She walked to the window and watched the black carriage pull away. She thought of the crushed orchid, the violet stain, and the way his hand had felt on her chin.

He was right about one thing: ice did crack under pressure. But as Nora watched the carriage disappear around the corner, she knew that she wasn't the only one who should be careful.

If Benedict Thorne wanted a perfect, silent wife, he had blackmailed the wrong woman. And if he thought he could contain the chaos of a Westover within the rigid walls of Rothbury, he was about to learn that some things—like the Cypripedium calceolus—only bloomed when they were allowed to be wild.

The next two weeks were a whirlwind of silk fittings, legal documents, and the slow, agonizing process of dismantling her life. Nora spent every spare moment in her conservatory, meticulously labeling every pot and crate, her instructions to the Rothbury gardeners so detailed they bordered on the obsessive.

Arthur was a ghost in his own home, his guilt manifesting as a frantic desire to be helpful. He followed her from room to room, offering to carry things she could easily lift herself, his eyes constantly searching hers for a sign of regret.

"You don't have to do this, Nora," he said for the twentieth time as they stood in the middle of her empty library. "I could... I could go to the colonies. I could find a way—"

"To do what, Arthur? To gamble away your passage money before you even reach the docks? No. This is the only way. For both of us."

"But he’s so... cold."

"Ice keeps things from rotting," Nora said, her voice more certain than she felt. "And our family has been rotting for a long time."

The wedding day dawned grey and drizzly, the kind of morning that suggested the sky itself was having second thoughts. The ceremony was held in the small, drafty chapel at Rothbury House, the air smelling of damp stone and old incense. There were no flowers, no music, and no guests beyond Nora’s aunt and Arthur.

Benedict stood at the altar, looking like a man who was attending a particularly dull business meeting. He didn't look at her as she walked down the short aisle, his gaze fixed on the stained-glass window above the priest’s head. When it came time to say the vows, his voice was clear, firm, and entirely devoid of emotion.

Nora’s own voice was a whisper, the words feeling like a foreign language she hadn't quite mastered. When he slipped the ring onto her finger—a heavy, ancient band of gold and diamonds that felt like a shackle—his fingers were as cold as she had expected.

The priest pronounced them man and wife, and Benedict turned to her. He didn't kiss her. He didn't even smile. He simply took her hand and led her back down the aisle, his grip firm and proprietary.

"Congratulations, Duchess," he said as they stepped out into the foyer.

"Thank you, Your Grace," she replied, her voice just as cool.

They didn't have a wedding breakfast. They didn't have a toast. Benedict had already ordered the carriages to be loaded, and by noon, they were on the road to his country estate in Berkshire.

The journey was silent, the only sound the rhythmic clatter of the wheels and the occasional splash of mud against the carriage door. Benedict spent the first three hours reading through a stack of correspondence, his quill moving with the same frantic precision Nora had seen in the library.

She watched him from across the carriage, her mind cataloging him like a new species. He was a man of habit, of discipline, and of deep, buried resentment. She could see it in the way he held his pen, in the tension of his shoulders, and in the way he refused to look at her even when she knew he was aware of her gaze.

As the sun began to set, the carriage turned into the long, winding drive of the Rothbury estate. The house loomed out of the mist—a massive, sprawling pile of grey stone and dark windows that looked more like a fortress than a home.

"We are here," Benedict said, finally setting aside his papers. "I trust you find the accommodations acceptable."

"I am sure they will be more than adequate, Your Grace."

"I have arranged for your things to be settled in the north wing. My own rooms are in the south. You will find that I am a man who values his privacy."

"As do I," Nora said.

The carriage stopped, and the door was opened by a footman who looked as if he had been carved from the same stone as the house. Benedict stepped out and offered his hand to her, a gesture of politeness that felt like a challenge.

Nora took his hand, her fingers brushing against the cold leather of his glove. She stepped out onto the gravel drive, the air smelling of pine and damp earth. She looked up at the house, at the dark windows and the heavy stone walls, and for a moment, the weight of her decision felt unbearable.

But then her gaze drifted toward the edge of the property, where the long, glass roof of a massive greenhouse caught the last light of the day. It was huge—larger than her family’s entire house—and even in the dim light, she could see the shadows of exotic plants and the glint of water.

She looked back at Benedict, who was watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

"The greenhouse," she said, her voice finally losing its coldness.

"It is yours," he said, his voice flat. "As promised. I have already had your specimens moved inside. My gardener tells me they are... recovering."

"Recovering?"

"The journey was difficult," he said, turning toward the house. "Some things do not transplant well, Nora. They require a great deal of care to survive the change in environment."

He stopped at the top of the steps and looked back at her, the mist swirling around his greatcoat.

"I hope you are prepared for the work ahead," he said. "Because in this house, nothing survives without a reason."

He turned and disappeared into the shadows of the foyer, leaving Nora standing alone in the drive. She looked back at the greenhouse, at the glass and the green shadows, and felt a sudden, sharp pang of something she refused to call fear.

She had her bargain. She had her laboratory. And she had the man who looked at the world as if it were something to be conquered.

Nora squared her shoulders and followed him into the house, her boots clicking on the stone steps. She had signed her death warrant, as he had called it. But as she stepped into the cold, silent halls of Rothbury, she knew that Benedict Thorne was wrong about one thing.

Some things didn't just survive. They thrived. And she intended to be one of them.
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Chapter 2 — The Coldest Bedchamber
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The hallway of the north wing was less a corridor and more a monument to the concept of silence.

Nora’s footsteps, usually brisk and purposeful, felt muffled by the heavy runners of Axminster carpet that stretched toward the shadows like a long, velvet tongue. Above her, the Thorne ancestors stared down from their gilded frames with varying degrees of disapproval, their painted eyes tracking the new Duchess as if waiting for her to drop a smudge of garden soil on the pristine floorboards.

Benedict walked a pace ahead of her. He did not look back. He moved with a terrifyingly efficient grace, his shoulders squared as if he were carrying the weight of the entire roof on his back and found it a negligible burden.

"The master suite is in the south wing," Benedict said, his voice echoing in the cavernous space. "I have presumed you would prefer the privacy of the Duchess’s rooms. They were last occupied by my mother, though she preferred the London house even before my father’s... departure."

"A wise woman, your mother," Nora said, her voice dry. "I imagine the heating of this wing requires the felling of a small forest every Tuesday."

Benedict paused at a pair of towering oak doors. He turned, his face illuminated by the flickering candle in his hand. The light cast deep shadows beneath his cheekbones, making him look less like a man and more like a character from a Gothic novel—the brooding anti-hero who inevitably turns out to be a vampire.

"The Thorne family does not concern itself with the cost of firewood, Honoria. We concern ourselves with the preservation of order. You will find that everything in this house has a place, a time, and a reason for existing. I expect you to respect that."

"And what is my reason for existing in this wing, Your Grace? Aside from providing a convenient excuse for your political colleagues to stop asking why you’re still a bachelor?"

Benedict’s gaze dropped to her mouth for a fraction of a second—a move so subtle Nora might have missed it if she hadn't spent the last hour memorizing the rigid lines of his profile.

"You are here to be the Duchess of Rothbury. That means presiding over dinners, managing the household staff, and appearing at my side when the social calendar demands it. In return, you have your funds, your conservatory, and the freedom to spend your days knee-deep in peat moss."

"A charming summary. You make it sound almost like a prison sentence with a very high-quality gardening shed."

"It is a contract," Benedict said, his voice dropping an octave. "Contracts do not require charm. They require adherence."

He pushed the doors open.

The room was vast, dominated by a four-poster bed that looked large enough to accommodate a small cavalry troop. The curtains were a heavy, suffocating brocade of deep emerald, and the air smelled of lemon wax and the cold, sharp scent of disuse. A fire crackled in the grate, but it seemed to be fighting a losing battle against the sheer volume of the space.

Nora stepped inside, her boots clicking on the polished wood. She walked to the window, pulling back the heavy velvet to reveal the dark, mist-shrouded gardens of Rothbury. In the distance, the glass roof of the greenhouse caught the moonlight, a silver spark in the gloom.

"My specimens arrived this afternoon?" she asked, not turning around.

"Mr. Higgins ensured they were placed in the temperate house. He informed me that your... weeds... were in an acceptable state of health."

"They are Cypripedium calceolus, Benedict. Not weeds. And I shall be in the conservatory at six tomorrow morning to oversee their transition."

"You will be at the breakfast table at eight," Benedict countered.

Nora turned, her eyebrows arching. "I beg your pardon?"

"Eight o’clock. Sharp. Mrs. Gable, the housekeeper, will expect to review the day’s menus and household accounts with you immediately following the meal. My mother always handled the accounts before noon. I see no reason to deviate from a system that functions."

"I see several reasons," Nora said, crossing her arms. "The first being that my plants do not care for household accounts, and they require humidity and light that is only available in the early morning. The second being that I am quite capable of reading a menu while I work."

Benedict stepped into the room, the door clicking shut behind him. The sound was strangely final. He set the candelabra on a side table, the light flickering between them like a challenge.

"You are under the impression that this is a negotiation, Honoria. It is not. You blackmailed your way into this house. You demanded the protection of my name. That protection comes with a cost, and that cost is the maintenance of the Rothbury standards. I will not have my staff whispering that the new Duchess is a slattern who prefers dirt to her duties."

"A slattern?" Nora let out a short, sharp laugh. "Your Grace, I have managed a failing estate for five years while my brother was busy losing our inheritance at the tables. I know more about accounts and management than your mother likely ever forgot. But I did not marry you to be your bookkeeper."

"You married me to save your skin," Benedict said, stepping closer.

The heat of him was sudden and jarring in the cold room. He was a man of cold lines and hard surfaces, but as he stood over her, Nora realized he was also a man of immense, suppressed vitality. The scent of him—sandalwood, peppermint, and something darker, like rain on stone—clung to the air between them.

"I have spent ten years rebuilding the Thorne name," he continued, his voice low and dangerous. "I have scrubbed the stain of my father’s reputation from every brick of this house. I will not allow a single crack in the facade. You will be at the table at eight. You will look every inch the Duchess. And you will keep your hair pinned back and your hands clean when guests are present."

"And when guests are not present?" Nora asked, her voice a whisper. "What then, Benedict? Are we to spend our lives playing at a marriage in an empty house? Do we perform for the ghosts of your ancestors?"

Benedict’s gaze stayed on hers, his eyes dark and unreadable. He reached out, his fingers hovering just inches from the stray curl that had escaped her pins during the journey. For a second, the mask of the "Ice Duke" faltered, replaced by a raw, jagged hunger that he quickly smoothed away.

"We perform because the alternative is chaos," he said, pulling his hand back. "And chaos is what ruined this family. I will not have it back under my roof."

"You’re afraid," Nora said, her realization sharp and sudden.

"I am a Duke. I do not have the luxury of fear."

"You’re terrified that if you let one thing be out of place—if I eat breakfast at nine or if a servant sees me with dirt on my apron—the whole world will remember that your father was a drunkard and a fool. You’re trying to outrun a ghost by standing perfectly still."

Benedict’s face hardened, the marble mask clicking back into place. "I suggest you get some sleep, Honoria. The carriage leaves for the village at ten on Sunday for the service. I expect you to be ready."

"Separate lives, Benedict," Nora reminded him, her voice steady. "That was the bargain. You provide the name, I provide the silence. My breakfast habits were not part of the deal."

"You are my wife," he said, the word sounding like a vow and a threat all at once. "That makes your habits my business."

"I am your Duchess," she corrected. "And as you so eloquently put it, a Duchess manages the household. I shall manage my time as I see fit. If Mrs. Gable has an issue with the timing of my menus, she can speak to me. Not to you."

Benedict stared at her for a long moment, the silence between them thick with the things they weren't allowed to say. He looked like he wanted to argue, to command, to force her into the rigid mold he had created for his life. But instead, he simply inclined his head—a stiff, formal gesture.

"Very well. But do not blame me when the village gossips decide that the new Duchess of Rothbury is as eccentric as her father."

"My father was many things, Benedict, but he was never dull. I consider that a compliment."

Benedict turned without another word, picking up his candle. He walked to the door, his shadow stretching long and distorted across the emerald curtains. He paused with his hand on the knob, his back to her.

"I have instructed the maid to wake you at seven. Since you are so fond of the early morning."

"Seven is a luxury. I’ve been up at five since I was twelve."

"Goodnight, Honoria."

"Goodnight, Your Grace."

The door closed with a soft, heavy thud.

Nora stood in the center of the vast, cold room, the silence of Rothbury House settling over her like a shroud. She walked back to the window, watching the moonlight glint off the glass of the greenhouse. She had won the first skirmish, but the war for her autonomy was only beginning.

She turned and looked at the massive bed. It was a beautiful, lonely thing. She realized then that Benedict’s wing was on the other side of the house, separated by dozens of empty rooms and miles of cold stone. They were married in the eyes of the law, but they were strangers in the eyes of the night.

She walked to the door and reached for the heavy iron bolt.

It was a small sound, a sharp click that echoed in the stillness of the hallway. It was a declaration of independence, a way to reclaim a piece of herself in a house that wanted to swallow her whole.

On the other side of the door, Benedict Thorne stood in the darkness.

He had heard the bolt slide home. He stood perfectly still, his hand still resting on the wood of the doorframe. The scent of jasmine and earth still lingered in the air, a stubborn, vibrant presence that refused to be disciplined.

He didn't move for a long time. He shouldn't care. He had what he wanted—the marriage was legal, the secret was safe, and the Westover debts were gone. His life was back on its predictable, perfect track.

But as he walked away down the long, silent corridor toward his own cold bed, the sound of that locking bolt echoed in his mind.

Honoria Westover was not a weed. She was something far more dangerous. She was a root, and she was already beginning to find the cracks in his carefully built foundation.

The sun had barely begun to smudge the horizon with a pale, watery grey when Nora let herself out of the side entrance of the north wing.

The morning air was sharp, smelling of pine needles and the damp, heavy scent of the Berkshire woods. Frost clung to the dead leaves on the path, crunching under her boots like broken glass. She wore her oldest wool coat and a pair of sturdy gloves, her hair tucked into a sensible bonnet that ignored every fashion of 1814.
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