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            Prologue


         
         
            County Cork, Ireland, 1818

         

         
            Dear Duke of Osborne,

            I hope you will forgive my impertinence in writing to you without a formal introduction, as I am temporarily your neighbor.
               My aunt’s Ballybrack Cottage overlooks the park of your Balfry House. Yesterday your housekeeper kindly offered me a tour.
            

            Such a rare collection of old masters you possess! I haven’t seen their equal since I toured the museums of Italy. As a student
               of art I recognized works from the hands of Caravaggio, Raphael, and Titian.
            

            Your housekeeper tells me you haven’t visited Ireland in over a decade. I wonder if you can be aware of the significance of
               your ancestral collection?
            

            In curiosity,

            Lady Dorothea Beaumont

         

         
            London

            Dear Lady Dorothea Beaumont,

            Can there be two Lady Dorothea Beaumonts? I find it difficult to believe the lady I’m thinking of would write to me, given
               her involvement in the strange and scandalous circumstances surrounding my friend the Duke of Harland’s marriage last autumn.
            

            In puzzlement,

            The Duke of Osborne

         

         
            County Cork, Ireland

            Dear Duke of Osborne,

            I fear there is only one me.

            The events to which you allude are the reason I’m hidden away here in the Irish countryside like your ancient masterpieces.

            I confess that I continued my tour of Balfry only to discover an attic room filled floor to ceiling with mysterious painting-sized
               parcels. How I longed to unwrap them. Perhaps you would benefit from a catalogue of your collection?
            

            My services would be gladly rendered.

            Lady Dorothea Beaumont

         

         
            London

            Dear Lady Dorothea Beaumont,

            His Grace forwarded us your petition concerning the collection of stored artworks at Balfry House. Please be aware that the
               matter has been assigned a number and will hereafter be known as MCCCXXVIII.
            

            While His Grace makes every attempt to answer such queries swiftly, delay is often unavoidable and usually prolonged.

            Your humble servants,

            Stallwell and Bafflemore, Solicitors

         

            
            County Cork, Ireland

            Dear Messrs. Stallwell and Bafflemore,

            Please inform His Grace that I’m not so easily dissuaded.

            I may have unwrapped a portion of one painting and found it to be an important lost work by Artemisia Gentileschi, a female
               Italian Renaissance artist whose work greatly interests me.
            

            Her Sleeping Venus reposes on turquoise velvet while Cupid fans her with peacock feathers. While she may be a little old for the duke’s taste
               (nearly two hundred) she’s a diamond of the first water and deserves to be admired by an adoring public.
            

            I implore His Grace to allow more unveiling.

            Lady Dorothea Beaumont

         

         
            London

            Dear Scheherazade,

            There will be no unveiling.

            My late father was the art collector; not I. Dusty old paintings leave me cold. I’m strictly a connoisseur of the warm and
               living variety of Venus.
            

            Allow me to assure you that Balfry House, and all its contents, is closed for good reason, and will remain so.

            Firmly,

            The Duke of Osborne

         

         
            County Cork, Ireland

            Dear Duke,

            You cannot be so flint-hearted as to forbid the uncovering of what is quite possibly the finest assemblage of paintings by
               a female Renaissance artist in the world (yes, there are more lost works by Artemisia in your late father’s collection!).
            

            You deny the public, and the student of art, great edification and pleasure.

            If you would only come and see the paintings for yourself, your heart could not remain unaffected.

            The undeterred,

            Lady Dorothea

         

         
            London, Autumn 1818

            Dear Determined Lady,

            You seem to be spending quite a lot of time at my house. Should I be charging you rent? I trust you have other pursuits? Cow
               pastures in which to gambol . . . country squires to enthrall.
            

            If you will forgive me, important and urgent business calls.

            The flint-hearted,

            Duke of Osborne

         

         
            County Cork, Ireland, Autumn 1818

            Dear Duke,

            If by important and urgent business you refer to leaping from the balcony of Mrs. Renwick only to be spied scaling the rose
               trellis of Mrs. Beckham-Cross the very same evening (I read such a thrilling account in a broadsheet) one wonders if all this
               leaping about can be good for a gentleman’s health?
            

            Allow me to prescribe a peaceful rest in the Irish countryside and a quiet contemplation of seventeenth-century artworks.

            The rusticating,

            Lady Dorothea

         

         
            London

            Dear Rusticating Lady,

            Please don’t trouble yourself. I’m in the prime of vigor, virility, and health. Just ask Mrs. Renwick.

            A beast of Town,

            The Duke of Osborne

         

         And just how was she supposed to respond to that?

         
         Thea dipped her quill into ink.

         
         Dear Duke, she began. But he really wasn’t a dear. He was an arrogant rake who ignored a lady’s sincere petition.
         

         
         Thea scrunched the sheet of foolscap into a ball and placed a fresh sheet on her sloped writing desk.

         
         Dear Beastly Duke.

         
         Satisfying, but probably ill advised.

         
         A gentleman thrives upon flattery. There was her mother’s voice again. Even after a year of exile in Ireland, Thea hadn’t been successful in banishing that imperious
            internal monologue and its constant instructions.
         

         
         Find something to praise. Anything. Compliment the sheen of his boots. Commend the bloodlines of his stables. Then ask him a question about himself. Gentlemen
               never tire of the subject.

         
         Right, then. Flattery. Questions.

         
         Dear Virile Duke, how do you manage to satisfy so many widows when there are only twenty-four hours in one day?

         
         And yet another discarded ball of foolscap hit the basket by her feet.

         
         Thea propped her elbows on her desk and stared out at the window. There was Aunt Emma, a plump figure in a white gauze-draped
            bonnet, tending her beloved woven basket beehives.
         

         
         Behind her, the sparkling green waters of Balfry Bay caressed rocky cliffs and beaches strewn with the rosy fossilized algae
            known as maërl, which the local farmers crushed and sprinkled over their fields.
         

         
         Hundreds of years from now archaeologists would find Thea buried beneath a drift of crumpled paper.

         
         Slow death by inarticulateness.

         
         She was an expert on the subject. Just ask her mother, the Countess of Desmond.

         
         Poor Lady Desmond. She’d had such plans for her daughter. Thea couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t known she was meant
            for Great Things.
         

         
         A triumphant come out, a dozen marriage proposals to closely follow, selection of the most eligible duke, and a long, unchallenged
            reign as England’s most envied duchess.
         

         
         The plan even possessed a motto: Propriety. Elegance. Refinement.

         
         A code of conduct formed from the first three letters of the word perfect—because nothing less than perfection would suffice.

         
         Thea conversed in Italian and French by age eleven. Read Ovid in the original Latin epigrams by twelve. Mastered all of Mozart’s
            concertos on the pianoforte by thirteen.
         

         
         Her dance steps were light, her watercolors captivating, and her posture impeccable.

         
         Mr. Debrett could have consulted her for corrections to his guide to the peerage, as she knew more about each peer’s prospects
            than they did themselves.
         

         
         While she practiced the proper method of pouring real tea from actual Wedgwood’s creamware for her pretend future duke, other
            children shouted with laughter in the square outside their town house in St. James’s.
         

         
         But Thea was meant for Great Things. Not grass stains.

         
         Her only adventures occurred within the confines of the mythological paintings on the walls of the schoolroom. In those misty,
            verdant forests dotted with silver pools she wandered—a laughing wood nymph, frolicking with her wood-nymph friends, and winning
            the heart of a handsome Apollo who would never scold her if a drop of tea splashed over a rim.
         

         
         Of course accomplished, elegant young ladies never rambled in woodlands and never held trysts with handsome deities.
         

         
         In fact, they never stepped outside the house without a lady’s maid, two footmen, and a sharp-eyed mother.

         
         And so it was that when Thea reached seventeen years of age, the countess finally judged her elegant and refined daughter
            ready to conquer society.
         

         
         The countess had made only one slight miscalculation.

         
         Thea had been so cloistered, so sequestered and silent, that she’d never actually conversed with a real live eligible gentleman,
            let alone a duke.
         

         
         Her interactions with the male of the species had been limited to brief glimpses of her two brothers who were much older than
            she and away at school during her childhood. On the rare occasions her father was at home and not out dallying with paramours,
            his entire conversation consisted of grunts, and quotes from the financial section of the papers.
         

         
         And the pretend duke at Thea’s tea parties had always been portrayed by an old stuffed cloth doll with painted-on eyes.

         
         Not very intimidating, the Duke of Stuffing.

         
         He’d never said a word to fluster her, or made comments so inane as to render her entire education the premise of some monstrous
            joke.
         

         
         At her debut, when presented with precisely such inanity from an elderly duke with violet veins webbing his cheeks and absolutely
            no chin to speak of, Thea opened her mouth to make an elegant, refined reply . . . and nothing emerged.
         

         
         She was terrified to speak because she might say something wrong.

         
         And if she said something wrong, she wouldn’t be perfect.

         
         And if she weren’t perfect . . . her life thus far would be rendered meaningless.

         
         At times during that interminable evening, Thea managed monosyllabic responses. Or a high-pitched giggle.

         
         The giggle was simply the worst. It erupted like lava from the volcano of self-sabotage bubbling inside her chest.

         
         To quench the errant giggle, Thea desperately gulped several cups of sugary ratafia punch, which, unfortunately, also erupted . . .
            all over the gown of a horrified baroness in the lady’s retiring room.
         

         
         Obviously, after a coming out such as that, nothing else went according to schedule.

         
         After two disastrous seasons marred by painfully awkward social interactions, Thea was sent abroad with her grandmother, the
            formidable, forbidding Dowager Countess of Desmond.
         

         
         A summer’s sojourn amid the dignified British society of Rome and Florence was to have imparted a Continental polish and cured
            Thea of nervous giggles forever.
         

         
         Somehow her mother’s best-laid plans never quite seemed to work out.

         
         The only polish Thea acquired in Italy came from the waxed marble floors of as many museums and galleries as she could induce
            her grandmother to visit.
         

         
         For Thea, the art in Italy was a revelation.

         
         Here she could escape into new worlds, unhampered by her mother’s constant rules.

         
         She discovered the female Renaissance painters and fell in love with their fearlessness. She stood in front of Artemisia Gentileschi’s
            Judith Slaying Holofernes in a gallery in Florence for a full hour, stunned by the luminous skill and unflinching honesty of the brutal scene.
         

         
         A woman painted that.

         
         She couldn’t have articulated why, but the painting moved her in a profound way. She scoured art history books for a mention
            of Artemisia, but found only a few lines focused on colorful details of her personal life, with only brief mentions of her
            skill and oeuvre.
         

         
         From which Thea determined that this powerful, masterful painter had been overlooked and brushed over simply because she was
            a woman. Her achievements forgotten. Her talents overshadowed by scandal.
         

         
         For some reason, this discovery sparked a rebellious thought in Thea’s mind.

         
         Perhaps she didn’t want to marry a duke and immediately bear his chinless progeny and be relegated to the role of ornament and broodmare.
         

         
         Perhaps she could use all of that education for something more than merely capturing a duke—a husband who would no doubt expect
            her to remain silent while he betrayed her with every courtesan in London, as her own father had shown her was the expected
            way of things.
         

         
         She began to make plans that did not involve propriety, elegance, or refinement. But when she arrived back in London she’d
            found that any choice in the matter had been stolen from her. There’d been a hasty wedding to arrange.
         

         
         Her wedding.
         

         
         To a duke she’d never even met.

         
         Worse still, a duke who’d been won by her nearly identical half sister Charlene, one of her father’s many unacknowledged offspring.
            Which made perfect sense, in a way, because Thea was never going to procure a duke on her own, so her mother had taken matters
            into her own hands.
         

         
         Thea knew she never should have gone to the church that day, never should have agreed to marry a stranger.

         
         But the tidal wave of filial obligation had proven too strong. It had swept her into the church and deposited her next to
            the tall, handsome, and very intimidating Duke of Harland.
         

         
         Luckily, halfway through the ceremony she’d finally found her courage.

         
         She sent the duke away to find his true love, Charlene, the woman who’d stolen his heart.

         
         In retribution for her honesty, Thea had been exiled to live with her eccentric aunt Emma in a rustic cottage in the south
            of Ireland to contemplate her errors, repent her rebellion, and return to her senses.
         

         
         Except that what was meant as a punishment quickly began to feel like the first glimpse of freedom Thea had ever known.

         
         She blossomed in her aunt’s nurturing warmth, feeling useful and genuinely happy as she helped research and implement new
            and more humane methods of beekeeping so that instead of smoking out all the bees, the honey could be removed while leaving
            most of the colony intact.
         

         
         And when Thea found the painting by Artemisia in the Duke of Osborne’s attic she’d known she was meant to be there to study
            Artemisia’s lost paintings and show the world the extent of her genius and talent.
         

         
         But the duke stubbornly refused to let Thea unveil more paintings.

         
         It was maddening to know there could even be a self-portrait by Artemisia moldering in his attic, shrouded in linen and forgotten
            by the world. What harm could it possibly do if she were allowed to unwrap the paintings?
         

         
         Thea dipped her quill into ink once again, determined to find the right words.

         
         
            My Lord Duke,

            I’ve been summoned back to London for what is certain to be another failed season. While I can never hope to fulfill my family’s
               expectations, I fully intend to win my campaign to rescue Artemisia’s paintings from your attic.
            

            It would truly be a shame if the world, and in particular the governors of the British Institution, remained unaware of these
               important works.
            

            Sincerely,

            Lady Dorothea

         

         Thea dusted the sheet with sand from the tin box on her desk to blot the ink, and folded the paper.

         
         She’d be squarely on the shelf next summer.

         
         All she must do was endure one more disastrous season and secure the duke’s permission to study his art collection. And then
            she could return here to dear old Ballybrack Cottage and dear old Aunt Emma and her bees, where she belonged.
         

         
         Far from glittering ballrooms.

         
         And far from arrogant dukes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1


         
         
            London, Spring 1819

         

         Thea had made an error of epic proportions.

         
         A tall, broad-shouldered, duke-sized error.

         
         From the safe distance of her quill and foolscap her courage had been indomitable.

         
         She’d planned to approach the Duke of Osborne at the first ball of the season, scatter his entourage of fluttering females
            with a quelling stare, and say something brilliantly persuasive and businesslike.
         

         
         Something along the lines of Your Grace, hiding Artemisia’s lost paintings in your attic is akin to General Hutchinson abandoning the Rosetta Stone to
               Napoleon’s forces in Egypt.

         
         Well, maybe that was a trifle dramatic, but it would deliver her point.
         

         
         Knock over that first ivory domino piece and the rest in the formation always followed. And before she knew it she’d be back
            in Ireland, free to be imperfect at last.
         

         
         But that first piece . . .

         
         Of course she’d observed Osborne during her first two seasons, when he was still the Marquess of Dalton.

         
         But tonight was different.

         
         Tonight she needed something from him.

         
         And he was so large. So very powerful and male.

         
         A lady could feel all that maleness across a cavernous ballroom.

         
         He didn’t walk—he strode. He didn’t ride—he galloped.

         
         And when he wanted something—it was his for the taking.

         
         He would not be easily toppled.

         
         Even his cravat had a defiant air of carelessness that made the other gentlemen seem garroted by starched linen, while he
            roamed free.
         

         
         Candles hissed overhead.

         
         The sugary almond smell of ratafia punch triggered a sloshing of the old familiar panic in her belly, and the weight of the
            pearls her maid had threaded through her upswept curls sat heavy with the promise of a headache.
         

         
         “Lady Dorothea, if you please.” Lady Desmond snapped her fan shut in front of Thea’s nose.

         
         Thea blinked. “Yes, Mother?”

         
         “This constant woolgathering simply won’t do. You must at least try to appear sufficiently transformed. Must I remind you that this is your final chance to make a good impression?”
         

         
         No chance of that. She was too thoroughly ensconced in the collective mind of the ton as Disastrous Dorothea. Which was quite convenient when one wished to remain a wallflower veering into spinster territory.
         

         
         “Are you listening to me?” Lady Desmond asked, narrowing her pale blue eyes.

         
         “Yes, Mother.”

         
         “Now I’m going to leave you on your own soon so the gentlemen won’t be . . . dissuaded from asking you to dance.”
         

         
         Terrified away from it, more like.

         
         Thea had a bad reputation, but her mother’s was atrocious, since half of society suspected the deception to which she’d stooped
            in her ill-fated attempt to secure a duke for a son-in-law. Although it had never been proven.
         

         
         “Do try to smile when a gentleman draws near,” Lady Desmond urged. “You look as though you’re at a funeral.”

         
         In a way, she was. The final wake for her mother’s dreams . . . and Thea’s marital prospects.

         
         To hasten her mother’s departure, Thea fastened a bright smile across her face. If she grinned any wider her head would split
            in half.
         

         
         “And not one sliver of a giggle tonight, do you hear me? Not one little snort.”

         
         “Yes, Mother.” Frustration simmered, but Thea refrained from a sharp retort. She needed her mother to leave so that she could
            find a way to corner the duke. “Of course I hear you. You’re standing right next to me.”
         

         
         “Humph,” Lady Desmond responded. “And stop staring at the Duke of Osborne. It’s most unbecoming.”

         
         Thea started guiltily. “I’m not staring at him.”

         
         “You’re practically salivating, girl.” Lady Desmond tapped her fan against her palm. “I’ll grant you he’s a fine sight, but
            he’s not our target. Foxford will do nicely, I should say.” She glanced around the room. “Hasn’t arrived yet.”
         

         
         Thea suppressed a shudder. Foxford would not do.
         

         
         Not in a million years.

         
         She’d been dutiful and obedient her entire life. Except for that one time. In the church.

         
         But she had absolutely no intention of marrying a gentleman of her mother’s choosing.

         
         The Duke of Osborne now commanded the exact center of Lady Thistlethwaite’s ballroom, his long limbs anchored to the marble
            floor, as if he were a ship’s masthead.
         

         
         Widows in daringly low-cut satin eddied around him like frothing waves, and debutantes glowing with youth and optimism cast
            blushing glances, while their mamas plotted to entice the duke away from his aversion to marriage.
         

         
         What had she been thinking? She couldn’t march right up to such a notorious rake. Every gaze in the room was fastened upon
            him.
         

         
         She’d just have to write him another letter. Yes, that’s exactly what she’d do. A nice, safe letter from her desk.

         
         Let’s see . . . Dear Monumental Duke, tonight I didn’t speak with you because—

         
         “Oh, there’s Lady Gloucester.” The countess peered across the length of her narrow nose.

         
         “I must hear the tale of Lady Augusta’s marriage. A mere officer. Poor as a church mouse. Can you imagine? I always knew she’d marry
            beneath her.”
         

         
         Her mother sailed away in search of gossip.

         
         A group of young, beribboned debutantes stared at Thea, giggling and whispering behind their ivory fans. She could just imagine
            their whispers.
         

         
         Do you see her? That’s Disastrous Dorothea. Back from exile.

         
         Really? Let me have a look at her. Why is she so disastrous?

         
         You mean you haven’t heard about the jilting?

         
         Thea unclenched her hands and stared up at a copy of Titian’s Perseus and Andromeda in its gilt frame, awash with stormy gray and flowing scarlet.
         

         
         If only a fierce demigod would swoop down to rescue Thea from the sea monster of polite society.

         
         Polite? Hardly. Only a thin veneer of civility masked the snide whispers and scrutinizing glances.

         
         Ten years in Ireland wouldn’t have been sufficient to make them forget.
         

         
         She caught sight of the duke disappearing through the glass doors leading to the balcony with Mrs. Renwick on his arm, no
            doubt headed for an intimate tête-à-tête.

         
         Now was her chance to approach him with as few observers as possible.

         
         What’s the worst that could happen? He could laugh in her face. Someone could witness her latest humiliation.

         
         They’ve laughed before. Called you names.

         
         Thea’s white slippers tapped across the rose-and-gray patterned marble before she had time to change her mind.

         
         Conversation ebbed and flowed around her.

         
         She kept her head lowered, concentrating on swirling white satin.

         
         When it was absolutely unavoidable, when she could see the heels of the duke’s black dress shoes, Thea lifted her eyes.

         
         His back was turned to her. He leaned down to whisper in Mrs. Renwick’s perfectly shell-shaped ear.

         
         Dear heavens. From across the ballroom he’d appeared slightly more . . . manageable.

         
         He was much, much larger up close.

         
         Monumental.

         
         Thoroughly untoppleable.

         
         This was never going to work. But it was too late to turn back now.

         
         His shoulders stretched far above her head, as wide and tall as an executioner’s scaffold.

         
         “Ahem.” She cleared her throat in a thoroughly unladylike manner.

         
         He paid her no notice.

         
         She reached up, and then up some more, and tapped his shoulder.

         
         She could have been a fly buzzing around a bull for all the attention she generated.

         
         Mrs. Renwick giggled and swatted the lapel of his black tailcoat with her red silk fan. “You’re incorrigible,” Thea heard
            her say.
         

         
         Thea cleared her throat more loudly this time.

         
         “Your Grace.” To Thea’s mortification the words emerged as a high-pitched squeak.

         
         He turned.

         
         Good heavens, his eyes were blue. And not a faded blue gray like hers. A ruthless, take-no-prisoners midnight blue.

         
         His forceful gaze held her transfixed. Pinioned to the balcony floor.

         
         Waves of nausea sloshed through her belly.

         
         Had his jaw always been so prominently carved? And that cleft directly in the center of his chin. Had it always been so pronounced?

         
         Dark eyebrows arched.

         
         Thea’s palms dampened and her heart raced.

         
         “Ah, there you are, Scheherazade,” the duke said with the hint of a smile. “I was wondering when you would make good on your
            threat.”
         

         
         Not one sliver of a giggle, Thea heard her mother say.
         

         
         She surreptitiously wiped her palms on her skirts. “Here I am, Your Grace,” she said brightly. “And there you are. I’m here . . .
            and you’re . . . well, you’re . . . there . . .”
         

         
         She was dithering. Of course she was dithering. She hadn’t once spoken to a gentleman without turning into a complete and utter ninny.
         

         
         Mrs. Renwick’s violet eyes narrowed. “What sort of threat?”

         
         “Lady Dorothea wishes to rummage about in one of my attics.” He didn’t sound pleased about it.

         
         Mrs. Renwick closed her fan with a disapproving snap. “Whatever for?”

         
         “To uncover lost paintings,” the duke replied.

         
         Thea swallowed.

         
         Right, then. She could do this.

         
         “I never meant to pry into your affairs, Your Grace,” she said in a rush, attempting to explain before her nerves got the
            better of her. “But when I discovered the Sleeping Venus in your attic, of all places, I couldn’t remain silent. The layers of lapis lazuli Artemisia used to create that particular
            shade of turquoise must have been very expensive. It was most probably created for a royal patron and is truly a rare example
            of—”
         

         
         “Goddesses.” A slow, lazy grin quirked up one side of the duke’s sensuously molded upper lip. “I’m an admirer of goddesses.”

         
         Mrs. Renwick pouted. The duke wasn’t paying enough attention to her celestial attributes. She swatted him again with her fan. “La, you do say the most outrageous things, Osborne.”
         

         
         The emphasis she placed on the familiar use of the duke’s title was clearly meant to serve as a warning to Thea about poaching
            on other women’s territory.
         

         
         She needn’t worry. Thea was no threat.

         
         The duke held out his gloved hand. “Why don’t you tell me all about this Venus while we waltz, Lady Dorothea.”

         
         What? She hadn’t said anything about waltzing.

         
         Mrs. Renwick’s gaze turned positively poisonous.

         
         And Thea’s hand did a very strange thing. It nestled into the duke’s palm.

         
         Because those midnight eyes mesmerized her.

         
         Because that seductive smile was a formidable weapon and she’d been asked to defend Rome against the Visigoths with only a
            toy sword.
         

         
         Because the feeling of his large hand cradling hers was more powerful than nerves.

         
         And then, quite suddenly, they were on the dance floor.

         
         He captured her waist, fingers splaying wide, his other hand still engulfing hers.

         
         One swift nod to the orchestra and the first strains of a waltz march spiraled into existence. He swung her in circles until
            they careened into the center of the floor and the other couples faded into blurs at the edges of her vision like flickering
            stars in a Michelangelo sky.
         

         
         It was like waltzing with a windstorm.

         
         The violins sawed faster, forced to skip directly to the Pirouette and then rush straight into the energetic Sauteuse in an
            attempt to match the duke’s punishing tempo.
         

         
         Orchestras did his bidding.

         
         The entire world danced to his direction. How supremely annoying.

         
         “You’re not easily dissuaded, are you, Lady Dorothea?”

         
         “I can’t . . . speak . . . if you spin me so fast,” she huffed. Which was true, but Thea also needed time to marshal her thoughts
            to order.
         

         
         She hadn’t expected to make her petition while held in his strong arms.

         
         He slowed his pace, and the violinists breathed sighs of relief.

         
         Thea filled her lungs with air. She wasn’t drowned yet. “About those paintings, Your Grace—”

         
         “Yes, tell me more. This Venus . . . is she”—eyelids lowered over dark eyes—“nude?”

         
         Thea blinked. “Uh . . . she has a diaphanous drapery.”

         
         “Diaphanous.” His hooded gaze flicked down her body, lingering on her bodice. “I like diaphanous.”

         
         His hand tightened around hers, pushing her shoulders back until her bosom was almost touching his chest. That almost contact
            sent awareness tingling through her body.
         

         
         His wolfish smile told her he knew exactly what effect he had on her.

         
         He danced so well, with such authority. She didn’t have to worry about doing anything disastrous. He’d never let her trip
            over her skirts.
         

         
         She shivered, feeling out of her depth.

         
         Obviously he wanted her to know he was in control.

         
         And everything inside her wanted to surrender.

         
         Suddenly she wished desperately for the distance of a letter. She wished she had hours to compose the perfect clever response
            to his scandalous innuendoes.
         

         
         And she wished most of all that he wouldn’t look at her like that. As if she was the only girl in the room.

         
         She mustn’t let him distract her. “Will you be serious for one moment, Your Grace? I believe there may be a lost painting
            in your attic of great importance.”
         

         
         “Oh, come now, you don’t care about the art. Let’s be honest, shall we?”

         
         “I’m being completely honest. Why else would I have approached you?”

         
         “Why indeed?” The sarcastic edge to the question drew her full attention.

         
         What did he mean by that?

         
         And then it dawned on her. Of course. How stupid. He thought this was yet another marriage maneuver.
         

         
         Thea drew herself up with displeasure. “I assure you, Your Grace, trapping you into marriage is the very last thing on my
            mind.”
         

         
         Burnished hair glinted in candlelight. His head dipped closer and his nose brushed her cheek. For one mad moment she thought
            he was going to kiss her, until he changed course and his lips brushed her ear.
         

         
         “Is that so,” he said in a husky whisper.

         
         “Absolutely.” She nodded in a businesslike fashion. “I truly believe that if you visit Balfry House and see the paintings
            for yourself you will realize the significance of your collection.”
         

         
         A shadow stole across his face, leeching the light from his eyes and the curve from his lips. “I’ll never see Balfry again,
            so you can banish that notion from your pretty head.”
         

         
         He thought she had a pretty head? Heat rushed to Thea’s cheeks.

         
         “And so you truly have a fixation with the ancient masters? I noticed you staring at that Titian earlier.” The duke raised
            his eyes to the wall. “I never thought it was very good. The kraken’s not frightening enough. Snout’s too rodentlike.”
         

         
         Thea tried not to smile. “It’s not his best work. But I was thinking about the coral Andromeda is standing on. Its significance.”

         
         At his quizzical look, she continued. “Medusa’s severed head still had the ability to petrify living plants into coral. Poor
            Medusa. I’ve always felt a little sorry for her. She had such a terrible reputation.”
         

         
         “Turning men to stone does tend to make a lady unpopular,” he teased. “Of course, acknowledging you’ve read Ovid might have
            a similar effect.”
         

         
         “Ha! There’s nothing wrong with reading Ovid.”

         
         “I didn’t say there was. Some gentlemen find intelligent ladies quite . . . stimulating.”
         

         
         The way he held her gaze made her heat from the core and melt around the edges like a candle.

         
         His thumb traced circles on the small of her back.

         
         She forgot her mission for one moment.

         
         Forgot every other ball she’d ever attended.

         
         The humiliation. The disasters.

         
         She could have this one waltz.

         
         One perfect waltz.

         
         In the arms of the most handsome man in the room.

         
         And that’s when Thea made her second monumental error of the evening.

         
         She closed her eyes . . . and surrendered to the moment.

         
          

         Such an innocent-looking little lamb.

         
         Only Dalton knew better.

         
         He knew she’d tried to lure his best friend James, the Duke of Harland, into marriage using her half sister Charlene as bait.

         
         It was truly uncanny how much Lady Dorothea resembled Charlene, her father’s love child, the one who’d married James and transformed
            him from an unshaven brute into a nearly respectable member of Parliament, and a doting husband and father.
         

         
         They had the same roses-and-clotted-cream complexion and golden hair.

         
         Although Lady Dorothea’s abundant curls had a bit more copper when one was close enough to see the difference. Orange marmalade
            on hot buttered scones.
         

         
         Her eyes were slightly more blue than gray, yet just as wide-set in the same oval face with the same arrow’s point of a chin.

         
         She was a tiny thing, the top of her head only reaching Dalton’s chin. She made him feel gargantuan and ungainly, as if he
            might crush the delicate bones of her fingers in his huge paws.
         

         
         He stroked his thumb across smooth satin over supple flesh, and a deep blush spread from her neck to her face, coalescing
            into two round, rosy patches high on her cheekbones.
         

         
         He didn’t remember her half sister blushing, but Dalton recognized that maidenly flush and those artfully mussed curls as
            a carefully constructed façade.
         

         
         She and her scheming mother had obviously decided Dalton was to be the consolation prize for losing James.

         
         All those letters about his father’s paintings. Did she really think he’d fall for that?

         
         She conspired to capture and tame a duke of her own.

         
         Not going to happen.

         
         He never danced with well-bred, unmarried ladies because it gave their mamas hope, and he was a lost cause.

         
         Marriage wasn’t in the cards.

         
         What he had to do tonight . . . he’d built his own façade just as carefully, to deflect attention away from his true purpose.

         
         But he couldn’t have troublesome wallflowers pursuing him around London, digging up his buried past, so, for this single occasion,
            he’d been willing to make an exception. Preempt the attack by striking first.
         

         
         Dance with her.

         
         Make her popular.

         
         And then sit back and enjoy the fireworks, achieving two goals at once.

         
         She’d have no more time to plague him when she was mobbed with suitors.

         
         And the ton would be far too busy gossiping about the waltz and its consequences to concern themselves with his exact whereabouts this
            evening.
         

         
         She nestled closer and silken curls tickled his chin.

         
         That’s right, little lamb, sway into my arms.

         
         She smelled of wild rose petals, feminine and sensual.

         
         If he licked her neck she’d taste creamy, like Madagascar vanilla.

         
         She released a small, breathy sigh that navigated straight to his groin.

         
         Oh, she was good.

         
         But he was better.

         
         “Our dance is nearly over, one and only Lady Dorothea,” he whispered.

         
         Thick, black lashes rippled over wide ocean eyes. “So soon?”

         
         “Alas, all good things must end.”

         
         The hint of a smile played over her sweetly curved lips. “Must they?”

         
         “I’m afraid so.” He kept his voice low and a provocative smile on his lips. He wanted their audience to wonder what endearments
            he whispered in her ear. “Let me make one thing clear before our waltz ends, my lady.”
         

         
         Watchfulness in her eyes now. A slight tensing of her fine-boned shoulders. “What’s that, Your Grace?”

         
         “There will be no more visiting of properties or excavating of attics. I see through your act and I know you’re not searching
            for ancient goddesses. It’s a modern-day duke you’re after.”
         

         
         She drew a swift breath. “You’re entirely mistak—”

         
         “It won’t be me,” he said abruptly, cutting her protests short. “It won’t be me . . . but you’ll have your pick of every other
            eligible peer.”
         

         
         “What . . . what do you mean?” She searched his face with something close to panic in her eyes.

         
         “Look around us. Everyone’s watching. The first waltz of the season and I chose you.”

         
         Her gaze darted around the room. “No, no. This isn’t what I wanted at all.” She shook her head and silken curls brushed his
            jaw.
         

         
         The music ended. He stepped away.

         
         She hugged her arms against her chest, her eyes flat as etched glass.

         
         He experienced a tiny qualm of something close to guilt. She was a very gifted actress.

         
         “I made you popular.” He bowed. “You’re welcome.”

         
         Cold alertness froze her face. “Nothing can make me popular, Your Grace. Not even you.”
         

         
         “Care to place a wager on that?” Dalton was known for his outrageous wagers. The diversion of Lady Dorothea’s instant popularity
            would make excellent fodder for the betting books at White’s. Keep all those idle noblemen entertained.
         

         
         Keep them from suspecting him of being anything other than one of their tribe—a rakehell with too much leisure time and a
            taste for scandal.
         

         
         Dalton steered Lady Dorothea back to her mother, Lady Desmond, whom he’d had the distinct displeasure of spending several
            days with during Harland’s bride hunt the previous summer. The countess was as cool and calculating as they came.
         

         
         “Truly, I’m not after suitors, Your Grace,” Lady Dorothea whispered urgently, attempting to slow his progress. “I only wanted
            to convince you to let me study Artemisia’s paintings.”
         

         
         Matrons whispered in huddled knots, gentlemen circled like sharks scenting fresh blood, and young ladies shot envious glances.

         
         “This will ruin everything.” Her fingers tightened around his arm. “This is . . . this is my idea of hell. You must do something to show them you were only toying with me. You can tell your friends you only danced with me because
            of a wager.”
         

         
         Lady Desmond’s light blue eyes blazed with triumph. “Your Grace.” She inclined her head regally.

         
         Dalton made a peremptory bow.

         
         He leaned close to Lady Dorothea, steeling himself against the seductive sharp-sweet scent of wild roses.

         
         “Welcome to hell,” he whispered.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2


         
         The doorway to hell was covered in green baize and always stood at the end of a narrow passage.

         
         Inside, hollow death rattle of dice, scrape of wood raking wool, agonized shouts and keen-edged laughter. The most exclusive
            club and the lowest hell sounded the same.
         

         
         There were countless gaming establishments in London. Some folded and others sprang up almost nightly. Dalton knew the location
            and stakes of every one.
         

         
         It was his duty to know, as it was his duty to record the names of every patron—aristocrat, churchman, magistrate, or fishmonger—who
            sought the green door and craved what lay beyond.
         

         
         As the Duke of Osborne he had access to the exclusive private clubs, where he gambled away his late father’s cursed fortune
            and gathered information in secret.
         

         
         But tonight he was cloaked in invisibility. Hair dulled with soot. A ragged neck cloth that doubled as a mask if pulled over
            his chin. Threadbare coat.
         

         
         He’d learned to hunch his shoulders. Amble with the diffident gait of a dog who’d been kicked as a pup.

         
         If he spoke at all this evening, he’d used the same lilting Irish brogue as his manservant, Conall.

         
         They made a disreputable pair of prowlers, Dalton and Con, lurking in a darkened doorway that commanded an unobstructed view
            of the Crimson gaming hell in Piccadilly, so they’d be able to see their target, Lord Trent, exit before he saw them.
         

         
         They waited in silence.

         
         Dalton stamped his feet in the cold air. Winter hadn’t quite decided to yield to spring yet.

         
         Con kicked at the doorjamb. “Enjoy yourself at the ball, did you?”

         
         Dalton made a noncommittal noise.

         
         “Saw you dancing with that wisp of a lady. Not your usual sort,” Con observed.

         
         No, she wasn’t.

         
         Dalton preferred statuesque, worldly widows and disenchanted wives with voluptuous curves made for hard bedding.

         
         Lady Dorothea was petite, innocent, and completely off-limits in the bedding department.

         
         “She’s the one who wrote me all those letters about the paintings at Balfry House. The same one who tried to snare Harland.
            She won’t be plaguing me anymore, though.”
         

         
         “And why’s that?”

         
         “I very cleverly danced with her in order to make her popular.”

         
         Con snorted. “Clever plan, eh? Sure and you didn’t just want to have her in your arms?”

         
         “Absolutely not. It was a clever plan. She’ll be beating away suitors now.”
         

         
         The Duke of Foxford had claimed her for the next dance. The sight of the aged peer touching her had wrenched Dalton’s gut
            with revulsion.
         

         
         Foxford’s grasping fingers were clenched around the throat of some of the most corrupt establishments in London. Gaming hells.
            Brothels. Gin houses.
         

         
         Guilt twinged as Dalton remembered the dazed expression on her face as Foxford claimed her hand. She’d appeared genuinely horrified by the stampeding herd of gentlemen.
         

         
         Not his vexation anymore.

         
         An entry in a betting book, that’s all she meant to him now.

         
         The Duke of Osborne wagers five hundred pounds that Lady Dorothea Beaumont will have ten proposals of marriage within the
               fortnight.

         
         Con’s boot thudded against rotting wood. “So you didn’t enjoy dancing with the little lady, then?”

         
         The scent of roses and the memory of soft sighs flooded Dalton’s mind. “No enjoyment whatsoever,” he lied. “A diversion tactic,
            nothing more.”
         

         
         “Huh.” Truly a talent how Con was able to convey such disbelief and sarcasm with just one small syllable. “I used to save
            my dances for only one girl once upon a time. Not that you’ve ever asked.”
         

         
         In all the years they’d been employer and employee, Dalton had never once heard Con mention his past. He hadn’t wanted to
            pry. He’d figured there was a reason the older man never spoke of Ireland, or his family there.
         

         
         Con was . . . Con. Always there, like the rain and the wind. The man his father hired to protect him when he was a boy and later, when it became
            clear Dalton needed no protection, his only manservant, the only person Dalton trusted.
         

         
         “Had eyes the color of freshly plowed sod, did Bronagh. Made a man consider becoming an honest farmer. Only one snag. She
            was promised to my elder brother Seamus.” He spat into the street. “Not even the tide would take him out, the cursed bastard.”
         

         
         Dalton couldn’t see Con’s face clearly in the gloom, but he heard the uncharacteristic jag of emotion. “Is that why you accepted
            my father’s offer to leave Ireland?”
         

         
         “Had to leave, or I would have killed my own brother and gone to the gallows and left Bronagh completely alone.” Con lapsed
            into silence for several minutes.
         

         
         Dalton waited. He was good at waiting. Silence made people talk. He’d learned that trick from Con.

         
         “Never did have the chance to say goodbye to brown-eyed Bronagh.” Con leaned back against the sidewall, staring across the
            street at the Crimson. “Heard Seamus died a year back,” he muttered.
         

         
         “You should go home for a visit.” Dalton was careful to betray no emotion. He knew it would make Con uncomfortable.

         
         “Ah, no.” Con tugged at his long gray-and-red-streaked beard. “Bronagh wouldn’t see me. Not after all these years. She thinks I abandoned
            her. Just look at me. Gray hair. Bit of a paunch.” He snorted. “I’m not the handsome devil who left her that summer’s day,
            nearly twenty years ago.”
         

         
         That may have been the longest collection of sentences Dalton had ever heard Con piece together. The man was given to laconic
            profanities, not confessions.
         

         
         Dalton cocked his head. “I’ve seen prettier, and that’s a fact.”

         
         “The point is that you’re not getting any younger, either.”

         
         “You know I can never marry.”

         
         There was always the threat of his secret identity being discovered. If that day came, a wife would become a target.

         
         He jammed a hand through his hair. He had far graver problems on his mind than marriage.

         
         Two young bloods sauntered up the street, inebriated and oblivious to danger. They could have their pockets picked out here
            on the streets of Piccadilly, or inside the gaming hell. But tonight Dalton couldn’t press his steel to their throats, warn
            them that if they beggared their families they’d not only answer to God, they’d answer to him.
         

         
         The swells disappeared around the corner where Trent’s carriage was waiting. Only a matter of yards, but the coachman couldn’t
            see the entrance, he was huddled in his wool greatcoat, fast asleep.
         

         
         Most nights, Dalton came to the gaming hells to save men from making mistakes that would devastate their families.

         
         The gaming hell and gambling club owners hated him for it, seeking to unmask him and planting lies about him in the papers.

         
         The penny papers and Grub Street scribblers had dubbed him the Hellhound. Writing fanciful stories of a marauding Irishman,
            come to London to avenge himself on the noblemen who stole his lands back in Ireland.
         

         
         The broadsheets got one detail right, at least. He did hunt revenge and exact justice.

         
         Revenge on the man who’d murdered his younger brother, Alec.

         
         And justice for the powerless victims of the hypocrites and fiends who ruled the gambling world.

         
         Pitiless, wealth-obsessed men like his own father, who’d owned a controlling interest in an exclusive gaming club. His father
            and his partners had ruined countless lives, stealing inheritances, leaving broken lives and destitute families in the wake
            of their endless thirst for power and wealth.
         

         
         Alec had been killed to punish their father’s sins. He’d been pushed from a stone cliff in Ireland to his death in the ocean
            after Dalton left him there, unattended for only five minutes, when Dalton was ten and Alec only five.
         

         
         His mother had been devastated by the death of her favorite son, her Irish Alec, with her auburn hair and leaf-green eyes,
            while Dalton had the bronze hair and blue-black eyes of her hated husband.
         

         
         Until he turned eighteen, Dalton had thought his younger brother’s death was a tragic accident. That he’d slipped and fallen
            off that cliff. At Cambridge, Dalton had been the tragic poet, haunted by his brother’s fingers slipping from his grasp as
            he had pulled away.
         

         
         Go back to the house, Alec. Don’t follow me.

         
         Indulging in bad wine and even worse rhyming couplets.

         
         His father put an abrupt end to that, spilling the dark secret one night when he was reeling from drink. Your brother didn’t fall into the bay, so you can stop writing that sentimental rot. Someone pushed him to spite me.

         
         The words slurred by drink but the meaning clear as a funeral bell’s tolling. Then the old duke had shoved a list into Dalton’s
            hands. A list of the names of every corrupt, ruthless man the old duke had ever stolen wealth from, double-crossed, or betrayed.
         

         
         So many names.

         
         Lord Douglas Trent.

         
         Circled twice.

         
         “Taking his time, Trent,” Con muttered. “I’d like to be in bed right about now, with the covers turned up.”

         
         “Not going soft on me, are you?”

         
         Con sighed heavily. “I’m getting too old for this.”

         
         Dalton had never heard him say that before. “Burns is the last name on the list, Con. If Trent doesn’t know where to find
            Burns, I won’t know where to search next.”
         

         
         Anger boiled inside his chest. Ten years. Ten bloody years hunting the killer, crossing names off the list, and he was no
            closer than the first day.
         

         
         Trent had successfully evaded Dalton, never staying in one city long enough to leave a warm trail. Dalton had long since ruled
            Trent out as the murderer . . . but he was also the only person who might possibly know the identity of the last name on the
            list: Daniel Burns.
         

         
         Dalton had been searching for years and still hadn’t found a Burns who could have been associated with his father.

         
         “Could be the man’s not on your father’s list,” said Con. “We’ll have to hammer at it from a different angle, that’s all.”

         
         The door to the Crimson opened and Con jerked back into the shadows.

         
         Dalton reacted with practiced fluidity, reaching Trent in a few strides and grabbing him by the collar. The baron fought the
            neck lock but Dalton pinched the bridge of his nose to close his air supply and dragged him toward the alley behind the club.
         

         
         Con would keep watch on the mouth of the alley to make sure Dalton was undisturbed.

         
         When it was dark and quiet enough, Dalton pushed Trent face-first against a brick wall, twisting his arm behind his back and
            holding a knife to the back of his neck.
         

         
         “Who’s Daniel Burns?” he asked without preamble, using the broad Irish brogue he’d learned from Con.

         
         He’d elicit the information and then decide what to do with the target. Sometimes he stripped their pockets of the evening’s
            winnings. Sent the funds back to the family of the desperate soul who’d gambled it away.
         

         
         “Who’s asking?” Trent replied.

         
         He attempted to twist free but Dalton held him easily. “None of your concern. Tell me who Burns is, or I’ll slit your throat,
            slow like.”
         

         
         “Must be a lot of men named Burns,” Trent spat.

         
         Dalton pressed his blade harder, the tip drawing a bead of blood.

         
         “Easy now.” Trent stilled. “I used to know a Daniel Burns. Doorman at a brothel in Cheapside. Dead as a doornail for five
            years now. One of the fancy girls shot him with his own pepperbox. Flossy was her name. Toothsome little tart.”
         

         
         Over the years, Dalton had learned to recognize the telltale signs when a man was lying. Trent’s words rang with the details
            of truth. Doorman? No wonder Dalton hadn’t found him. He’d been searching for someone powerful and wealthy.
         

         
         His mind went bleak and cold.

         
         The last name on his father’s list. Yet another dead end.

         
         Only his years of training saved him from Trent’s sudden, powerful maneuver.

         
         The hours spent drilling one thing over and over: hands up, head down.

         
         Trent’s elbow caught his wrist and Dalton’s knife clattered to the cobblestones.

         
         A flash of warmth. Wetness on his cheek.

         
         Moonlight glinted on metal. Trent had a knife.

         
         Dalton was cut.

         
         Trent backed away. “That’s so I’ll know you the next time we meet, Hellhound,” he spat.

         
         Dalton planted his back foot and exploded forward, his right hand firing a powerful straight punch.

         
         Trent went down heavily, cracking his head on the cobblestones.

         
         Dalton staggered against the wall, breathing heavily, shaken and wounded.

         
         He hadn’t underestimated an opponent like that since he was a young pup just learning the rules of combat.

         
         “That’ll leave a scar for sure,” Con grunted when he and Dalton were a safe distance away and headed home.

         
         “Would have spurted my life out on the cobblestones if I hadn’t dodged. He was aiming for my jugular.”

         
         Con’s huge hands curled into fists. “I should have gone with you.”

         
         “This is my battle.”

         
         “I’m your hired guard.”

         
         “I hope so, because you’re a damned sorry excuse for a valet.”

         
         Con gave an amused snort. “Ungrateful gobshite.”

         
         Dalton grinned, wincing as pain forked across his jaw. It was one of their little rituals, the gallows humor that kept Dalton
            from losing his mind.
         

         
         They melted into the shadows, knowing which lanes to avoid. Changing the route every time. Keeping the pattern unpredictable.

         
         The beasts among beasts.

         
         Slouching and hugging the dark places.

         
         As he sped toward home, Dalton’s thoughts turned to Lady Dorothea asleep in her maiden bed. Tomorrow’s penny papers would
            crown her this season’s Incomparable, a butterfly forced from her wallflower chrysalis.
         

         
         He’d done her a favor.

         
         Widened her prospects.

         
         She deserved far better than the likes of him.

         
         Not for him, the marigold silk of her hair.

         
         The sweet summer scent of roses.

         
         His, the cold that snarled and bit like a cornered wolf. Yawning doorways leading to dark gullets of rooms warm with stale
            breath and spilled gin and dark as the belly of a whale.
         

         
         One miscalculation and a knife slid home.

         
         Crawl home like a cur. Use the back stairs.

         
         And try not to bleed on the carpet.

         
         Fate had been very clear about one thing—whether lingering, or in one agonizing blow, love died.

         
         Brothers drowned. Mothers faded into wraiths.

         
         And melting blue-gray eyes couldn’t dull his pain any better than a bottle of brandy.
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