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Chapter 1: The Midnight Extortion
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Blackmailing a Duke was, in Phoebe’s estimation, a significantly more productive use of a Tuesday evening than dancing the quadrille with a man who smelled faintly of boiled cabbage.

The library of Roxbury House smelled of far better things: old leather, expensive brandy, and the lingering, waxy scent of beeswax candles. It was a room designed for silence, for serious men to discuss serious matters while the rest of the ton made fools of themselves in the ballroom three floors below.

Phoebe Westfall adjusted her spectacles—the ones she didn't strictly need but found invaluable for projecting an aura of harmless intellectualism—and tucked her notebook into the hidden pocket of her skirts. The dress was a shade of beige so aggressive in its plainness that it practically rendered her invisible against the mahogany bookshelves. This was by design. In the glittering world of the Regency, being unnoticed was a superpower, and Phoebe was its undisputed queen.

"One Duke, one forgery, and ten minutes of privacy," she whispered to the spines of a collection of Horace. "That is all the universe owes me."

The universe, however, was notoriously stingy.

The heavy oak doors creaked. Phoebe didn't panic; she moved with the practiced grace of a woman who had spent five seasons avoiding undesirable suitors and overzealous mamas. In three seconds, she was behind the floor-to-ceiling velvet curtains of the window alcove, her heart drumming a steady, rhythmic beat against her stays. She didn't feel fear. She felt the sharp, cold thrill of a predator who had just seen the tall grass stir.

Alistair Caulfield, the Duke of Roxbury, did not walk into a room so much as he reclaimed it. Even from her cramped vantage point, Phoebe recognized the silhouette. He was broad-shouldered, lean-hipped, and possessed the kind of arrogant posture that suggested he had personally invented the concept of land ownership. He didn't turn on the lamps. Instead, he carried a single candelabra to the massive desk in the center of the room, the flickering light carving deep, hollow shadows into his face.

He looked exactly as he was described in her column: The Ice Duke. A man whose blood ran with liquid silver and whose heart was rumored to be a very expensive, very cold diamond.

Phoebe watched through the sliver of space between the velvet drapes. Alistair didn't pour a drink. He didn't pick up a book. Instead, he pulled a stack of heavy parchment from a locked drawer and laid it flat. Then, with a deliberation that made the hair on Phoebe's arms stand up, he picked up a pen.

He wasn't writing a letter. He was practicing a signature.

Phoebe’s breath hitched. She recognized the flowery, archaic script on the reference sheet beside him. It was the late Duke’s hand—Alistair’s grandfather, the man who had controlled the Roxbury Trust with a fist of iron and a soul of spite. Alistair traced the loops and swirls, over and over, his jaw set in a line so rigid it looked painful.

This wasn't just a secret. This was the kind of scandal that didn't just ruin a reputation; it ended a bloodline. The Duke of Roxbury was forging the documents that would grant him access to the trust. He was stealing from his own ghost.

Phoebe reached for her notebook. She needed the details. The date on the parchment, the specific ink, the way the Duke’s knuckles turned white as he mimicked the dead man’s flair. She shifted her weight, careful to remain silent, but the universe finally decided to collect its debt.

The velvet of the curtain caught on the sharp edge of her corset busk. The fabric gave a soft, distinctive snag.

In the silence of the library, it sounded like a gunshot.

Alistair’s hand froze. He didn't look up immediately. He simply sat there, the pen hovering a fraction of an inch above the stolen parchment.

"You have exactly five seconds to emerge," he said, his voice a low, melodic growl that vibrated in the air. "After that, I shall assume you are an assassin and act accordingly. I've always found the library an excellent place for a quiet strangulation."

Phoebe didn't hesitate. Dignity was for women who had nothing to hide. She stepped out from behind the curtain, smoothing her beige skirts and adjusting her spectacles. She made sure to look as mousy and terrified as possible. It was a mask she wore as easily as her skin.

"Your Grace," she squeaked, her voice two octaves higher than its natural pitch. "I—I am so terribly sorry. I was merely seeking a moment of quiet. The ballroom is so... loud."

Alistair turned. The candlelight caught his eyes—a startling, piercing gray that seemed to see right through the beige silk and the spectacles and the lies. He didn't look like a man who had been caught in a crime. He looked like a man who was deciding where to bury the witness.

"Lady Phoebe Westfall," he said, his voice dropping the growl for a tone of dry, bored recognition. "The quietest girl in London. The one who spends her evenings discussing the migration patterns of swallows with elderly clerics."

Phoebe dropped a small, shaky curtsy. "I didn't realize the library was occupied. I shall leave at once."

"Sit down, Lady Phoebe."

"I really must—"

"Sit. Down."

It wasn't a request. It was a command backed by centuries of feudal authority. Phoebe sat in the high-backed leather chair opposite the desk. She kept her hands folded in her lap, hiding the ink stains on her fingers.

Alistair didn't hide the parchment. He leaned back, crossing one elegantly tailored leg over the other. He watched her for a long minute, the silence stretching until it felt like a physical weight.

"How much did you see?" he asked.

"See, Your Grace? I saw a very handsome library. The Roxbury collection is legendary."

"Don't be tedious. It doesn't suit your bone structure." He leaned forward, the candlelight reflecting in his pupils. "You saw the pen. You saw the script. You are currently calculating exactly how many thousands of pounds that information is worth to my uncle, who would love nothing more than to see me at the end of a rope."

Phoebe abandoned the squeak. If he wanted a duelist, she would give him one. She straightened her spine, her voice dropping into its natural, cool mezzo-soprano.

"Actually, Your Grace, I was calculating how many years it would take for your uncle to dismantle the tenant farms once he has the title. He’s a notorious gambler. He’d sell the floorboards out from under the villagers within six months."

Alistair’s eyebrows rose. "A wallflower with a social conscience? How novel. Most girls of your station only calculate the cost of lace and the probability of a proposal."

"I have never been 'most girls,' Alistair."

The use of his Christian name was a deliberate slap. He didn't flinch. If anything, he looked more interested. He stood up and began to pace the perimeter of the desk, moving with a predatory smoothness.

"You have a notebook in your pocket," he observed. "You’ve had it since you stepped out of the curtains. You didn't drop it. You didn't hide it. You kept it close." He stopped behind her, his presence a warm, solid pressure. "Who are you writing for, Phoebe? Is it your father? Or perhaps you are a spy for the French? You certainly have the coloring for it."

"I write for myself," she lied, though it was only a half-lie. "And as for the forgery, I find it a fascinating hobby for a man of your standing. It shows... initiative."

"Initiative," he repeated, moving back to his seat. He picked up the candelabra and held it closer to her face. "You aren't trembling."

"Would it make you feel more masculine if I did?"

Alistair laughed. It wasn't a joyful sound; it was a short, sharp bark of genuine surprise. "God, you’re a sharp little thing. All that beige and those ridiculous glasses. It’s a disguise, isn't it? You’re not a wallflower. You’re a hawk in a sparrow’s feathers."

"And you’re a thief in a Duke’s coat," she countered. "So I suppose we are both playing parts."

He leaned over the desk, his face inches from hers. Phoebe could smell the expensive tobacco and the cold night air on his skin. He was devastatingly handsome up close, the kind of man who made women forget their names and their morals. Phoebe, however, had a very long memory.

"What do you want?" he asked softly. "Money? A husband? I could find you a Baron with a decent estate and a small enough brain that he’d never notice you writing your little notes."

"I don't want a Baron. And I don't want your money."

"Then why are you still in this chair?"

Phoebe took a deep breath. This was the moment. The gamble. "My brother, Benedict, has a gambling problem. Not the charming, 'oh-dear-he-lost-a-pony' kind. The kind that involves a debt of five thousand pounds to a man who enjoys breaking fingers."

Alistair’s expression didn't change, but his eyes narrowed. "Benedict Westfall. The boy has the luck of a cursed cat. And you think I will pay his debts to buy your silence?"

"No," Phoebe said, her voice steady. "I think you will pay his debts because if you don't, I will publish a very detailed account of your evening’s calligraphy in the Morning Post. And since I happen to know the editor quite well, it will be on the front page by Thursday."

Alistair’s eyes flashed with a sudden, dangerous heat. He stood up so quickly his chair scraped harshly against the floor. He moved around the desk, pinning her into her seat with his hands on the armrests.

"You’re The Lady Whist—no, that’s taken. You’re the one who writes The Mayfair Mirror," he hissed. "The anonymous columnist who shredded the Earl of Sussex last month."

Phoebe offered him a small, tight smile. "I prefer the term 'social historian.' And the Earl of Sussex deserved it. He was cheating at whist."

Alistair let out a low whistle. "A blackmailer and a gossip. My grandfather would have hated you. He would have found you absolutely loathsome."

"I take that as the highest compliment."

He didn't move away. He stayed close, his gaze roaming over her face as if searching for a flaw in her armor. "Five thousand pounds is a significant sum, even for a Duke whose grandfather was a miser. It would take time to move that much without the trustees noticing."

"I don't have time. Benedict doesn't have time."

"Then we have a problem," Alistair said. He straightened up, his eyes turning cold again. The 'Ice Duke' was back. "Because I don't give money away for free, Phoebe. Even under threat of the gallows. I am a businessman. I require a return on my investment."

"What could I possibly give you that you don't already have?"

Alistair walked to the window, looking out at the dark gardens. "My grandfather’s will is a masterpiece of manipulation. To inherit the full trust, I must be 'settled.' Married, or at least significantly engaged to a woman of 'impeccable standing and modest temperament.' He wanted to ensure I didn't spend the Roxbury fortune on actresses and gin."

Phoebe felt a cold sink in her stomach. "You want a wife."

"I want a shield," he corrected, turning back to her. "I want a woman who is so respectable, so boring, and so forgettable that the trustees will stop looking over my shoulder. I want someone who can stand beside me at a ball and make me look like a reformed man, while I continue to do exactly as I please in the shadows."

"And you think I am that woman?"

"I know you are. You’ve spent five years convincing the world you are a nonentity. You are the perfect candidate. You give me the respectability I need to get the money, and I give you the five thousand pounds to save your idiot brother."

"A fake engagement," Phoebe whispered.

"Precisely. A contract. Six months of public appearances. A few dances, a few shared carriages, and perhaps one or two strategically placed smiles. At the end of the season, we discover we are 'unmatched.' You retire to the country with your brother and your money, and I disappear to the continent with my inheritance."

Phoebe looked at him—this cold, brilliant, dangerous man. He was offering her everything she needed, but the price was her life. If the secret of their "engagement" ever got out, her reputation would be more than ruined; she would be a pariah. And her column... her voice... she would have to be careful.

"Why me?" she asked. "There are dozens of girls who would jump at the chance to be the Duchess of Roxbury, even for a few months."

"Because those girls want the title," Alistair said, stepping closer again. "They want the jewels and the prestige. They would be looking for a real marriage. You? You want the money and your independence. You understand the value of a lie. We are the same, Phoebe. We both live in the gaps between what society expects and what we actually are."

He held out his hand. His fingers were long and elegant, still stained faintly with the ink of his forgery.

"Do we have a wager, Lady Phoebe? Or shall I take my chances with the editor of the Post?"

Phoebe looked at his hand. She thought of Benedict’s terrified face. She thought of her mother’s legacy, the way the world had discarded her when her "truth" became too loud. She thought of her own voice, hidden in a notebook, waiting for a chance to be heard.

She didn't take his hand immediately. She reached into her pocket, pulled out her pen, and laid it on his palm.

"I don't shake hands on business deals, Your Grace," she said, her voice like silk. "I sign them. But there is one more condition."

Alistair’s eyes danced with a dark amusement. "Only one? You’re showing restraint."

"You will not touch me. Not unless it is absolutely required for the performance. And you will never, under any circumstances, read my notebook."

"Agreed," he said, his voice dropping into that low, dangerous register again. "But you should know, Phoebe... I've always had a particular talent for reading between the lines."

He closed his hand over her pen.

"Welcome to the family, my dear. I suspect this is going to be the most scandalous season London has seen in a century."

Phoebe didn't smile. She couldn't. Because as she looked at Alistair, she realized that she hadn't just blackmailed a Duke. She had invited a wolf into her house, and she was no longer sure if her beige dress would be enough to hide the blood.

"One more thing," Alistair added, his voice light, almost playful.

"Yes?"

"You're wearing far too much beige. If we're going to be engaged, we really must do something about your wardrobe. I find emerald green much better suited for... predators."

Phoebe felt a flush of heat rise to her cheeks—not out of embarrassment, but out of a sudden, sharp anger. "I like beige. It’s the color of things that are overlooked."

"Exactly," he said, turning back to the desk to gather his papers. "And from tonight on, Lady Phoebe, I can assure you that you will be the only thing anyone is looking at."

He blew out the candles, plunging the library into a thick, velvety darkness. Phoebe stood there, the scent of his cologne still hanging in the air, realizing that she had just committed the greatest forgery of all.

She wasn't just a wallflower anymore. She was the future Duchess of Roxbury. And the world was about to find out that the mousy little girl in the corner had a bite that could draw blood.

As she felt her way toward the door, she heard his voice one last time, drifting through the shadows.

"Oh, and Phoebe?"

"Yes?"

"Try not to fall in love with me. It would be such a cliché, and I’ve always found clichés so terribly tedious."

Phoebe narrowed her eyes in the dark. "Don't worry, Your Grace. I’ve already written the ending to this story. And in my version, the Duke doesn't get the girl. He just gets the bill."

The silence that followed was heavy with a new kind of tension—one that had nothing to do with contracts and everything to do with the fact that for the first time in her life, Phoebe Westfall had been seen.

And she wasn't entirely sure she wanted to be.

The carriage ride back to the Westfall townhome was a blur of cobblestones and gaslights. Phoebe sat huddled in the corner of the seat, her notebook pressed against her chest like a shield. Her mind was racing, cataloging the events of the last hour with the clinical detachment she usually reserved for her column.

The Duke of Roxbury is a forger.
The Duke of Roxbury needs a fiancée.
I am that fiancée.
It was madness. Ridiculous, dangerous, almost theatrically neat madness. If she were reading this in a three-volume novel, she would have criticized the plot as being slightly far-fetched. And yet, here she was, the ink still fresh on her fingers and a Duke’s promise ringing in her ears.

When she arrived home, the house was quiet. Her father had long since retired to his study, and Benedict was undoubtedly at some gaming hell, digging their grave a little deeper. Phoebe climbed the stairs to her attic room—the one place in the house that was entirely hers.

She lit a single candle and sat at her desk. She opened her notebook to a fresh page.

Mayfair Mirror: Special Edition, she wrote. Her hand was steady, but her thoughts were a storm.

It has come to this author's attention that the most elusive bachelor in the ton, the Duke of Roxbury, has finally met his match. But dear reader, do not look to the diamond of the season or the heiress of the hour. Look instead to the corners of the room. Look to the shadow. For it seems the Ice Duke has found someone who knows exactly how to make him melt.

She stopped, the nib of her pen hovering over the paper.

She wasn't just writing about him. She was writing about herself.

Phoebe closed the notebook with a sharp thud. She stood up and walked to the small, cracked mirror on her washstand. She took off her spectacles and leaned in close.

In the flickering candlelight, her eyes weren't the dull brown she portrayed them to be. They were amber, flecked with gold, and right now, they were wide with a realization she hadn't expected.

She had told Alistair that she had written the ending to this story.

But as she looked at her reflection, she realized that for the first time in her life, she didn't know what happened in the next chapter.

The Duke had seen her. Really seen her. And the terrifying truth was... she had liked it.

Phoebe blew out her candle, but the darkness didn't bring her peace. It only brought the memory of Alistair’s voice, low and dangerous, promising her a season she would never forget.

The game had begun. And Lady Phoebe Westfall was no longer just a spectator.

She was the prize.

And if she wasn't careful, she might just become the victim.

Across the city, in the silent library of Roxbury House, Alistair Caulfield sat in the dark. He didn't move for a long time. He simply stared at the spot where Phoebe had been sitting.

He picked up the pen she had left on his desk. It was a simple thing, well-worn and stained with ink. It didn't belong in a room like this. It was common. Practical.

He rolled it between his fingers, his expression unreadable.

"A hawk in sparrow’s feathers," he whispered to the empty room.

He thought of the way she had looked when she realized he was forging the signature. She hadn't been disgusted. She had been intrigued. She hadn't looked at him with the fawning adoration he was used to, or the calculated greed of the debutantes. She had looked at him like he was a puzzle she was eager to solve.

Alistair smiled—a real smile, one that didn't reach his eyes but carried a sharp, jagged edge of anticipation.

He had needed a wallflower. He had found a firebrand.

And he had a feeling that by the time the season was over, one of them was going to be burned.

He tucked her pen into his waistcoat pocket, right over his heart.

"Let the games begin, Lady Phoebe," he murmured. "Let’s see if you can handle the heat."

Outside, the clock struck one. The midnight extortion was over.

But the real scandal was just beginning.
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Chapter 2: The Ink-Stained Contract
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The sun was a mere suggestion of gold behind the gray curtain of the London mist when Lady Phoebe Westfall stood before the imposing front door of Roxbury House. At this hour, the only people awake in Mayfair were housemaids with chapped hands, weary watchmen, and women who had made very poor decisions involving Dukes.

Phoebe adjusted her bonnet, which was a sensible shade of charcoal, and straightened her gloves. She looked precisely like a woman on her way to a particularly grim prayer meeting. In reality, she was about to sign a contract that would either be her salvation or her social obituary.

She didn't knock. Instead, she used the heavy brass lion’s head to announce her presence with three sharp, rhythmic strikes.

The door opened with the agonizing slowness favored by footmen who wished to convey that they were being inconvenienced by the very existence of the sun. A man in a perfectly powdered wig peered out, his expression hovering somewhere between profound boredom and a sneeze.

"Lady Phoebe Westfall to see the Duke," she said, her voice crisp enough to snap a twig. "He is expecting me."

The footman blinked. "At six in the morning, My Lady?"

"His Grace is a very early riser when it comes to matters of... spiritual urgency," Phoebe lied smoothly. "I believe he is currently in the library, probably wrestling with a difficult passage of Scripture. Or perhaps he is just staring at his own signature. Either way, lead on."

She stepped past him before he could formulate a protest. The entrance hall of Roxbury House was a masterclass in intimidation. Cold marble floors reflected the dim light of a dying chandelier, and the walls were lined with the portraits of Caulfields past—a long line of men with high foreheads and even higher opinions of themselves.

"I know the way," Phoebe said, waving the footman off as he began to stumble through a formal greeting.

She didn't wait for him to catch up. She turned left, navigated the grand staircase with the confidence of a surveyor, and headed straight for the west wing.

She found Alistair in a breakfast parlor that looked out over a garden currently drowned in fog. He was not, as she had suggested, wrestling with Scripture. He was sitting at a small mahogany table, a silver pot of coffee at his elbow and a single sheet of paper in his hand. He had discarded his coat and waistcoat; his linen shirt was open at the throat, the sleeves rolled back to reveal forearms that were far more muscular than a man of leisure had any right to possess.

Phoebe paused in the doorway. She had spent five years writing about this man’s rumored debaucheries, but seeing the sheer physical reality of him in the pale morning light was a different matter entirely. He looked less like a Duke and more like a pirate who had successfully sacked a very expensive tailor’s shop.

"You’re late," Alistair said, without looking up. "I expected you at five-thirty. I assumed you might have spent the extra half-hour finding a dress even more depressing than the one you wore last night."

Phoebe walked into the room, her heels clicking a sharp staccato on the parquet. "I apologize. I had to wait for my maid to fall back asleep after her four o'clock prayer. And this dress is not depressing; it is utilitarian. It says 'I am here for business,' not 'Please ruin me against the sideboard.'"

Alistair finally looked up. His gray eyes were bloodshot, suggesting he hadn't slept at all, but they were as sharp as ever. He took in her charcoal gown, the stiff collar, and the determined set of her jaw.

"The sideboard is a bit low for ruining," he remarked, pouring a cup of coffee. "The library table is much more ergonomic. Would you like some? It’s black, bitter, and entirely devoid of mercy. Much like our current situation."

"I’ll pass. I require my wits about me." Phoebe sat opposite him, uninvited. She reached into her reticule and pulled out a fresh sheet of vellum, a travel inkwell, and her favorite quill. "I’ve spent the night drafting the terms. I assumed you would be too busy perfecting your grandfather’s signature to worry about the finer points of our arrangement."

Alistair leaned back, his eyes narrowing. "You brought your own ink? That’s remarkably cynical. I like it."

"It
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