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            Dedication

         
         
            To my sister Amelia,

            whose first visitor to her new house

            in Alaska was a moose.

            Love you!

            Can’t wait to follow your next artistic adventure.
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London, 1830

         

         “Stop the carriage!” roared Andrew, Duke of Thorndon, pounding on the ceiling with his fist.

         
         The carriage slowed and swerved to the side of the avenue. He unlatched the window and stuck out his head. Unfortunately,
            his eyes hadn’t been playing tricks on him.
         

         
         His younger brother Rafe was sprinting down the Strand holding up the front of his breeches with one hand, arse shining behind
            for all of London to see.
         

         
         Drew briefly closed his eyes. Dear Lord, why me?

         
         This time Rafe had gone too far. Running through the streets of London with his trousers undone wasn’t the worst of it. Not
            even close.
         

         
         Drew unclenched his fingers from the crumpled scrap of paper and read the chilling words one more time:

         
         
            I know what your brother is doing. You must PAY. Await further instructions and TELL NO ONE or Lady Beatrice will be KIDNAPPED.

         

         He’d left his estate in Cornwall within hours of receiving the letter. He wasn’t going to sit around waiting for another threatening
            letter to arrive. Anger infiltrated his mind like weeds choking a wheat field.
         

         
         He would never allow his innocent younger sister, Beatrice, to be kidnapped and held for ransom. Whatever trouble Rafe was
            in, Drew would fix it swiftly and be back in Cornwall well before the July barley harvest.
         

         
         His manservant, Corbyn, opened the carriage door. “Is anything the matter, Your Grace?”

         
         Drew pointed back the way they’d come. “That is the matter.”
         

         
         Corbyn’s mouth gaped open. “Is that . . . Lord Rafe?”

         
         “Indeed.”

         
         “And is he . . . ?”

         
         “Bare-arsed naked? Yes, yes he is. Probably being chased. Possibly by an angry mob brandishing pitchforks.”

         
         “Good heavens!”

         
         “Heaven had nothing to do with it.”

         
         Rafe stumbled and nearly collided with a gaggle of shop girls who turned to giggle and stare at his retreating posterior.

         
         “He appears to be rather intoxicated, Your Grace,” Corbyn observed.

         
         “Hasn’t been sober since our father’s death.”

         
         In the five years since the old duke had died of a ruptured spleen, Rafe, always their father’s favorite, had spiraled downward
            into a debauched life of gambling, mistresses, and misdeeds.
         

         
         Drew had traveled in the opposite direction, retiring from the maelstrom of London society to the quiet seclusion of Thornhill
            House in Cornwall, where he led an orderly, predictable, and useful life. He’d discovered a talent for agricultural innovations.
            If successful, his new system of crop rotation would mean better yields for his tenants—more crops to feed more hungry mouths
            on his lands, and hopefully, on the lands of other noblemen.
         

         
         Rafe caught sight of Drew and waved frantically, nearly losing his trousers. “Thorny,” he shouted. “Thorny, it’s me. Give
            us a lift?”
         

         
         Heads swiveled. Inquisitive gazes drilled into Drew like beetles boring through rotting wood. He retreated into the gloom
            of the carriage. “Hoist him in, Corbyn, and try to be discreet about it.”
         

         
         “Very good, Your Grace.”

         
         Drew closed the blinds. The last thing he wanted was more notoriety.

         
         London brought the past careening back, threatening to smash the hard-won equilibrium he’d finally achieved.

         
         He’d been kidnapped as a boy of fifteen and held for ransom by a desperate tenant farmer seeking revenge on Drew’s father,
            the duke, because the farmer lost his leasehold when he couldn’t pay his rent, taxes, and the Church’s tithes after several
            years of poor crops.
         

         
         His kidnapper had kept Drew chained in the small, dark hull of a ship in the London harbor for ten endless days, feeding him
            only thin gruel.
         

         
         Drew’s kidnapping had gripped London, whipping the newspapermen and the public into a feeding frenzy. Duke’s Heir Held for King’s Ransom. Will the Duke Pay?

         
         The duke hadn’t paid.

         
         Drew had negotiated for his own freedom. Clawed his own way back from Hell.

         
         Long-buried memories hooked his mind, trying to drag him down.

         
         Smell of filth and bilge water. Straw pallet crawling with vermin. Gray metallic taste of thin gruel coating his mouth, leaving
               a film on his mind.

         
         He clenched and unclenched his fists, fighting for control. He took a deep breath in through his nostrils and exhaled slowly.

         
         I am not my thoughts. I am not my memories.

         
         I’m carved from ice. Impervious. I feel nothing.

         
         He would never allow the same fate to happen to Beatrice.

         
         Never.

         
         The door opened and his brother landed in a heap on the opposite seat. The carriage shuddered back to life. Rafe buttoned
            his breeches and tucked in his shirt. He wasn’t wearing a coat, or a hat, and his blond hair was a tangled mess.
         

         
         “Is someone chasing you, Rafe?” Drew asked.

         
         “Fitzbart. With a pistol. Not loaded . . . least I don’t think so. Can’t be sure.”

         
         “Because . . . ?”

         
         “Caught me tupping his mistress.”

         
         “Of course he did.”

         
         “Don’t look at me like that.” Rafe gestured defensively. “He’ll forget all about it tomorrow. Sod it, I need a drink. Don’t
            suppose you keep any tipple in this hearse?”
         

         
         Drew steadied his breathing. He wasn’t the same man who’d left London five years ago. He was in complete control of his life
            and his emotions now.
         

         
         “You don’t look well, Rafe.” His brother’s face was bloated from too much drink and unhealthful living, his blue eyes bloodshot.

         
         “And you look disgustingly fit,” replied Rafe. “Still dressing like a country parson, I see. What brings you to London after
            all these years?”
         

         
         Drew winced. “I’ve been meaning to visit, it just never seemed like the right time.” The letter had forced his hand.

         
         “Why are you here now?” Rafe asked. “Must be something dire. Finally decided to cut me off?” Spoken with a laugh, though Drew
            caught the underlying panic.
         

         
         Drew smoothed the creases out of the letter. “I received this and departed for London immediately.” He handed the letter to
            Rafe. “Been searching for you all afternoon.”
         

         
         Rafe read the brief words. “Christ.” He wiped a trembling hand across his brow. “I honestly have no idea what this means.
            I . . . Christ. It’s bloody hot in this carriage.” He plucked at the collar of his shirt, which was stuck to his chest with
            sweat. “A fellow can’t breathe.”
         

         
         Drew leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his knees. “What the devil are you up to?”

         
         “It’s just a jest. Someone trying to scare you.”

         
         “Then why did you shudder when you read it, as if someone had walked over your grave?”

         
         Rafe shrugged. “Too much drink last night.”

         
         Drew caught his gaze and held it. “You’d better tell me what this is all about. Don’t forget that I’ve been financing your
            gambling sprees, buying your mistresses diamonds, paying off all of those jealous lovers. Who sent this?”
         

         
         “None of your concern.” Rafe handed him back the note. “This is my problem, not yours. Beatrice is quite safe. Go back to
            Cornwall, we don’t want you here.” Rafe didn’t meet his eyes. He was hiding something.
         

         
         “How do you know that Beatrice is safe?” Drew asked. “Do you know who sent this?”

         
         “I don’t,” his brother replied quickly—too quickly. “But I’ll find out and I’ll take care of everything.”

         
         “Can you promise me that?”

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

         
         Rafe glowered at him. “Not your problem. I’ll see that it ends here. Go and visit Beatrice. You’ll have enough problems once
            Mother catches wind of your arrival. The prodigal son returns, and all that. She’ll have every debutante in London nipping
            at your heels within hours.”
         

         
         Which was another item on the long list of duties Drew had been delaying for far too long: taking a wife. It was high time
            he produced an heir. “Have to marry someday, don’t I?”
         

         
         “Can’t have a wastrel like me inherit,” said Rafe.

         
         “Precisely.” Rafe would undo all of the hard-earned progress that Drew had made on improving the living conditions and livelihood
            of the tenants who worked his holdings.
         

         
         Drew wished he knew the right words to say to make his brother see that the path he was on would lead to an early grave. “Have
            you forgotten that I used to be you? I know the low places you frequent. I know the emptiness, the self-loathing. The evil
            waiting to swallow you whole.”
         

         
         “Spare me your sermons, parson.”

         
         “I have a duty to this family. There must be a stouthearted lady so desperate to become a duchess that she’s willing to wed
            an uncivilized duke and live in the wilds of Cornwall in a crumbling old house.”
         

         
         “Crumbling old haunted house,” amended Rafe.
         

         
         You know as well as I do that Thornhill House is just a house, not some gathering ground for ghosts and devil worship.”

         
         “There was a double murder there.”

         
         “In fifteen seventy.”

         
         “England has a long memory.”

         
         “Especially when you keep feeding it fresh details. I know you’ve been spreading rumors about me and Thornhill House. A malevolent
            headless horseman . . . a young mother with a dead baby inhabiting a mirror . . . really? Does it all have to be so very gothic?”
         

         
         “Well, you’re not here to counter the rumors. I’ll tell whatever stories I please.”

         
         “I’m here now. And I’m not amused.”

         
         “I don’t know how you can stand living like that. Only sheep and fields as far as the eye can see. I’d go mad.”

         
         “That’s what they say about me, I hear.”

         
         “Mother will be overcome with joy to see you. She’s gone marriage-mad. Won’t stop hounding me. And poor Beatrice, Mother’s
            hosting a ball in her honor tonight. Not that she’ll receive any proposals.”
         

         
         Drew couldn’t believe that Beatrice was old enough to marry. When he’d left London she’d been a scrawny, bookish young girl
            with her hair in plaits. He’d been gone too long.
         

         
         Guilt pricked his heart like stinging nettles.

         
         “I’m sure she’s grown into a lovely girl. She’s always been fiercely clever. If the bachelors of London can’t see her charms,
            then they’re blind fools.”
         

         
         Rafe gave him an incredulous look. “Not exactly a beauty, now is she? My friends call her Beastly Beatrice.” He caught sight
            of the look on Drew’s face. “’Course I always defend her.”
         

         
         “Case in point. Your friends are idiots. One of them could have written this letter. Someone wrote it.” Drew prayed that it was only a prank.
         

         
         He would never allow history to repeat itself.

         
          

         “A matter of weeks?” Mina’s voice cracked. “But you said I could stay in London for the rest of the Season.”

         
         “I changed my mind,” said her guardian, Sir Malcolm Penny, in a flat tone that brooked no argument.

         
         “Uncle, you can’t just change your mind. This is my life. I’ve been waiting for this chance for years. I have plans.”

         
         So many plans.

         
         This was her very first taste of freedom and she meant to make the most of it. She’d been hidden away in the countryside so
            long—she had so much to learn, so much to experience.
         

         
         “That’s what I’m afraid of,” her uncle said drily. He stroked his graying black beard. “Someone must keep a close watch on
            you.”
         

         
         Guard her. Restrict her movements. Curtail her opportunities.

         
         He’d kept her under lock and key at Sutton Hall, his country estate, for ten long years. Ever since that bitterly cold February
            day when she’d learned that her beautiful, glamorous parents had perished while abroad.
         

         
         Sir Malcolm’s own wife and daughter had died in a poison attack meant for him. So many deaths, so close together, had made
            him overprotective of Mina, to say the least.
         

         
         “I have to leave England unexpectedly,” he said. “It’s not safe for you to remain in London alone.”

         
         It’s not safe. It’s for your own good. You’ll thank me someday.

         
         If Mina heard those words one more time her mind would crack. Her uncle was cold, dispassionate, and unyielding. If she flew
            into a temper it would only make things worse. She must be logical and state her case clearly.
         

         
         “I have Great-Aunt Griselda to watch over me.” She spoke calmly and kept her expression neutral. “She’ll strike fear into
            the hearts of any gentlemen with nefarious intentions.”
         

         
         She’d certainly plagued Mina during her brief time in London with her strict lessons in etiquette and decorum.

         
         Docile and decorous didn’t come naturally to Mina.

         
         “I may be away from England for some time. The contents of an Egyptian tomb have been donated to the Louvre Museum and I’m
            off to help identify and catalogue the items,” said Sir Malcolm.
         

         
         His face betrayed nothing as he lied.

         
         To the world, he was an expert on antiquities and president of the Society of Antiquaries. In secret, he was a spymaster who
            trained and handled an elite British force of secret agents.
         

         
         I know why you’re going to France, and it’s not because of some dusty old relics, she nearly blurted out. You’re going to hunt Le Triton—the evil genius of the Paris criminal underworld. The man who was responsible for the death of my parents. Take me with you!

         
         She came from a long and illustrious line of spies. Her father, her uncle, and generations of the Penny family before that.
            All she’d ever wanted was to follow in her parents’ footsteps, claim her heritage—for the family honor—and avenge the death
            of her parents.
         

         
         Chin up. Shoulders back. Make direct eye contact. “If I find a match in the next few weeks, you can’t force me to return to
            Sutton Hall.” Marriage was her means of escape and her pathway to freedom. But marriage to a man of her choosing, one who
            would further her goals, not hinder them.
         

         
         She’d already determined the perfect candidate: Lord Rafe Bentley. The wickedest rake in London . . . and one of her uncle’s
            spies. Theirs would be a mutually beneficial union culminating in hitherto uncharted heights of espionage.
         

         
         Sir Malcolm sighed heavily, staring at the bizarre groupings of stuffed hedgehogs and other woodland creatures dressed in
            tiny formal clothing that occupied most of her Great-Aunt Griselda’s chimneypiece. “Mind you, there are only four suitors
            I will approve of in all of England.” He handed her a small leather binder.
         

         
         “What’s this?”

         
         “A Duke Dossier.”

         
         “A what?”
         

         
         “A detailed analysis of London’s eligible dukes, in order of preference. If you marry, you will become no less than a duchess,
            with all of the privileges and protections the rank affords.”
         

         
         Marry a duke? Never. Controlling, arrogant men had dictated her life long enough.
         

         
         Dukes, by sheer virtue of their exalted status in life, were proud, vain creatures who thought of nothing but themselves,
            and they certainly wouldn’t allow her to pursue an exciting life of international espionage.
         

         
         She knew of only one exception—the Duke of Ravenwood, one of her uncle’s spies, but he’d given up espionage to hunt antiquities
            with his archaeologist wife in far-flung corners of the globe.
         

         
         Mina unwrapped the silk cord and opened the binder.

         
         “Study these dukes closely, Wilhelmina,” her uncle instructed. “You’ll become a duchess, or you won’t marry at all.” He shifted
            his weight on the lumpy purple velvet settee.
         

         
         Mina could have told him that there was no comfort to be found in Great-Aunt Griselda’s mausoleum of a house that smelled
            of dried rose petals, camphor, and the oil of turpentine she used to paint the fur of her stuffed and mounted animals.
         

         
         Every rap on Mina’s knuckles as she attempted to wrest something resembling a melody from the pianoforte, every book piled
            on top of her head to correct her posture, every sip of watery tea felt like a penance for some crime she’d never committed.
         

         
         It wasn’t her fault that she’d been raised in the countryside without the benefit of a governess or the society of other girls.

         
         The Duke Dossier was further punishment. You’ve been a bad, headstrong hoyden. Now you must study the lives of dukes.

         
         “Did I hear someone mention dukes?” Great-Aunt Griselda, or Grizzy, as Mina thought of her, glided into the parlor on the
            invisible gladiator’s chariot Mina always pictured her riding upon. “My favorite subject.”
         

         
         Sir Malcolm rose and kissed her withered cheek. “I was saying that if Wilhelmina is to marry, she must become a duchess.”

         
         “Are you certain that she can aspire to a duke?” asked Grizzy. “I haven’t had much luck with her etiquette lessons, and she’s
            sadly lacking in accomplishments.”
         

         
         If one considers proper forms of address to be an accomplishment. Mina preferred modifying and inventing weaponry for use in service to the Crown. A timepiece she’d modified had been instrumental
            in helping the Duke of Ravenwood defeat an enemy in Paris.
         

         
         “There are only four eligible dukes this Season,” said Grizzy. She was an expert on eligible dukes. “I don’t count Thorndon—since
            he never comes to London, and I won’t mention Borthwick, since he’s seventy-five and Wilhelmina’s just turned twenty.”
         

         
         Mina shuddered. “Thanks ever so much.”

         
         Grizzy perched on the edge of her chair. “There’s Granwall, but they say he murdered his first wife. And Westbury, but he
            hasn’t a farthing to his name—lost it all in the gaming hells. Marmont might do, though he’s quite peculiar. He invents a
            new illness every day of the week.”
         

         
         “Thorndon,” said Sir Malcolm. “He’s the only clear choice.”

         
         Mina stifled a snort of disbelieving laughter. Thorndon happened to be Lord Rafe Bentley’s elder brother, but the two of them
            were like night and day. “Uncle,” she said, “Thorndon is a recluse who shuns society. I heard that he wanders the moors at
            night, howling at the moon. They say village maidens have gone missing.”
         

         
         “Oh no, Sir Malcolm, Thorndon will never do,” said Grizzy. “Everyone knows he’s gone quite mad living in that cursed house
            in Cornwall.”
         

         
         The very name Thornhill House conjured images of vine-twisted walls. Wind howling across moors. An ancient, haunted house.
            Craggy cliffs and crashing seas.
         

         
         A prison.

         
         “Utter rubbish,” said Sir Malcolm. “Those ridiculous rumors are complete fabrications. I have incontrovertible proof that
            the sixth duke of Thorndon is as sane and hale as I am. It’s all detailed in the dossier.”
         

         
         “Yes, but Thorndon never visits London, and therefore I’m not likely to meet him, much less elicit an offer of marriage,”
            said Mina firmly.
         

         
         Sir Malcolm’s impassive expression took on a hint of smugness. “He arrived in Town today. He’s staying at his club. And he’s
            in want of a wife.”
         

         
         Blast. Mina should have known her uncle had a card up his sleeve. “He may be in want of a wife, but I’m not in want of a duke.”
         

         
         “Nonsense.” Grizzy patted the black lace cap perched atop her towering mound of iron-gray curls. “Every young lady desires
            a duke.”
         

         
         “Not this one,” Mina said.

         
         “His mother’s ball tonight is your best chance,” said her uncle. “A preemptive strike will be best. The other young ladies
            will be frightened of his reputation but you will be armed with the truth.”
         

         
         Blast all dukes to eternity! Tonight was when she’d been planning to approach Lord Rafe. This duke dossier business could ruin everything.
         

         
         “And just how am I supposed to launch this preemptive strike?” Mina cocked an imaginary firearm. “Waylay Thorndon and hold
            him at pistol point in the gardens?”
         

         
         Sir Malcolm’s upper lip twitched. “You are quite fearsome with a pistol. Steadier hand than most gentlemen I know.”

         
         “Pray don’t encourage her, Malcolm,” said Grizzy. “She’s unconventional enough already.”

         
         “Do you still have that flintlock pocket pistol?” asked her uncle.

         
         Mina patted the silk reticule sitting on a side table. “Right here.”

         
         “Do you mean to tell me you have a firearm in your reticule? What if it should discharge accidentally and harm a footman?”
            asked Grizzy.
         

         
         “Mina’s an expert markswoman,” replied Sir Malcolm with a touch of pride. “She must be ready to defend herself should a gentleman
            make unwelcome advances. A pistol tends to cool the ardor.”
         

         
         “No gentleman will dare take liberties under my piercing gaze,” promised Grizzy.

         
         First order of business: evade Grizzy’s piercing gaze.

         
         “I expect you’ll find that Thorndon is already predisposed to court Wilhelmina,” said Sir Malcolm. “I wrote him a letter describing
            her excellent managerial skills, her facility with a ledger, and her suitableness for a solitary life in the countryside.
            I told him that she was delicate in stature, yet strong as a horse.”
         

         
         “I’ll be sure to neigh loudly and nuzzle his palm for apple slices while we dance,” said Mina tartly.

         
         “Really, Wilhelmina,” said Grizzy. “What’s wrong with you? You should be grateful to your uncle. He’s trying to make you a
            duchess.”
         

         
         He was trying to protect her, lock her away someplace safe, silent, and hidden away. 

         
         She was so tired of hiding. She longed to be more than her uncle’s secretary. She was going to make her own mark on the world,
            instead of making entries in his ledgers. The world had no idea what she was capable of.
         

         
         “Thorndon is the very pinnacle of English manhood,” said Sir Malcolm. “Dignified, statesmanlike, admirable, and, above all
            else, honorable. He’ll keep you out of trouble and out of harm’s way.”
         

         
         Trouble was her reason for being here. Trouble, adventure, revenge . . . freedom.
         

         
         Everything she’d been denied her whole life.

         
         “He’s a remarkably fine figure of a man,” said Sir Malcolm, continuing the plaguing topic of the Duke of Thorndon. “He towers
            over me and I’m not small. His features are noble and his eyes are an unusual shade of amber—rather like honey.”
         

         
         “Sounds like you want to marry him,” said Mina.
         

         
         “Don’t be impertinent, Wilhelmina,” Grizzy scolded.

         
         “Study the dossier carefully,” Sir Malcolm instructed. “Memorize portions of Thorndon’s excellent treatise on the rotation
            of turnips and clover to produce hospitable soils and quote them back to him while you dance.”
         

         
         Turnip rotation. Good Lord. Mina would rather poke out her eyes with a pitchfork than memorize agricultural treatises. She was here for adventure.
         

         
         “Marry Thorndon and your future will be assured,” said Grizzy. “You’ll be a duchess.”

         
         “In a crumbling haunted house on the moors,” said Mina.

         
         “A small price to pay,” replied Grizzy. “I’m sure that Thorndon would allow you to travel to Town after you give him an heir
            and a spare.”
         

         
         Frustration sizzled through Mina’s mind like a fuse ignited by a spark.

         
         No man was going to allow her to do anything, ever again.
         

         
         She was going to seize control of her life. Shape her own destiny.

         
         A destiny that most certainly did not involve being imprisoned on the moorlands as a brooding duke’s broodmare.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “There he is, Wilhelmina,” Grizzy whispered, staring reverently across the crowded ballroom. “The Duke of Thorndon.”

         
         Holy Hell, he’s handsome, thought Mina.
         

         
         Jaw-dropping-on-the-floor handsome. Drool-on-your-lace-fichu handsome.

         
         Distract-her-from-her-plan-with-his brother handsome.

         
         Her uncle had been right. Thorndon was a fine figure of a man. Objectively speaking, the finest she’d ever beheld.

         
         Tall as a door frame, with a face hewn from the same granite as the rugged Cornish coastline.

         
         A face rendered seductive by contrasts: sharp cheekbones and curved, sensuous lips. Gleaming ebony hair brushed his collar.
            His eyes were a light, gold-tinged brown—the only warm thing about him.
         

         
         He owned this ballroom. Literally. And he owned everyone in it by dint of his oversized presence and the cold, unsmiling arrogance
            scrawled across his face.
         

         
         He didn’t even follow the dictates of fashion, preferring plain black attire to the white pantaloons and gaily-colored waistcoats
            of the other gentlemen.
         

         
         Why should he follow the dictates of fashion? Everyone should follow him.

         
         “When you’re introduced to Thorndon, pray speak as seldom as possible,” Grizzy whispered. “Attempt to appear biddable and
            do try to recall my decorum lessons. Remember, no one in London knows anything about you, thank the Lord.”
         

         
         Mina had seen several polished, elegant young ladies staring at her, nudging one another and whispering. She was an outsider,
            a usurper, her proper place in the social hierarchy not yet established.
         

         
         They needn’t worry. She had no designs on their prize duke. And she was about as unpolished as a debutante could be—as rough
            as an unsanded plank. If anyone touched her they might get splinters.
         

         
         She longed to shed her country skin swiftly and emerge as the sophisticated social butterfly her mother had been. But she
            knew that it would take time, observation, and experimentation.
         

         
         Her first flirtatious conversation, first kiss, first taste of brandy, first adventure . . . it was all ahead of her.

         
         She couldn’t wait to taste it all.

         
         “There are many lovely young ladies here but we have the advantage,” Grizzy continued, “because Sir Malcolm has already written
            to Thorndon about you. The duke will regard your secluded country upbringing favorably as he’s seeking a bride able to thrive
            in the wilds of Cornwall.”
         

         
         He wanted a biddable lady that he could control—a secretary he didn’t have to pay. An investment expected to produce a return
            in nine months’ time.
         

         
         “Are you listening to me, Wilhelmina?” asked Grizzy. “You only have one chance to make a favorable first impression. Pray
            do not squander this precious opportunity.”
         

         
         “I’m planning to be absolutely memorable.” Memorable for her utter lack of desirability.

         
         Grizzy sniffed. “Not too memorable. Practice restraint, delicacy—your speech must be measured, your laughter modulated. Not one flash of temper.”
         

         
         “I’ll do my best,” Mina said sweetly. She’d do her best to be everything the duke disdained.

         
         Thorndon was everything she was escaping—duty, restrictions, and boundaries. He was the jailer her uncle wished her to wed—could
            legally force her to wed.
         

         
         A huge, unyielding obstruction of a duke, standing between her and her true target.

         
         She was merely biding her time until Lord Rafe arrived. She’d done her research. He never appeared anywhere before midnight,
            preferring to make a fashionably late entrance. Once he arrived, she could set her plan in motion. 
         

         
         She would evade Grizzy’s sharp gaze long enough to secure a private audience with Lord Rafe in the moonlit gardens. During
            which, Mina would propose an espionage partnership in such a compelling way that Lord Rafe would accept her offer immediately.
         

         
         Her life of freedom and adventure began tonight.

         
         But first she must repel the duke.

         
          

         As soon as one dewy-eyed debutante left Drew’s arms, his mother introduced another one.

         
         There seemed to be an endless supply of them. All encased in frothy layers of white or yellow or pale pink. All with impossibly
            slender waists and delicate arms emerging from enormous ruffled sleeves that reminded him of abandoned wasps’ nests.
         

         
         Hair adorned with bows and feathers.

         
         Eyes adorned with fear.

         
         They touched him gingerly, as though he were made of eggshells and might crack in front of them. Which made him irritable.
            So he growled and glowered but it only made them smile with more determination, bat their eyelashes harder, and pile on the
            flattery.
         

         
         He shouldn’t have agreed to attend the ball. He was exhausted from days of hard travel and frustrated by his conversation
            with Rafe—which had gone nowhere, damn him. His brother had stubbornly refused to admit anything and had escaped at the first
            opportunity, literally leaping from the carriage and racing away.
         

         
         Drew would be out searching for him if he didn’t have to be here, to warn his sister.

         
         Lady Beatrice will be kidnapped.

         
         Not on his watch.

         
         He shouldn’t have agreed to the ball, but it had made his mother so happy that he hadn’t had the heart to say no. Especially
            when he’d seen the hurt in her eyes when she spoke of how long he’d been absent.
         

         
         The same hurt in Beatrice’s hazel eyes.

         
         The violins were out of tune, couldn’t anyone else hear it? The shrill scraping sound of strings about to snap.

         
         The gossips clustered in knots, waiting for him to slip up and display some sign of madness, their sharp gazes dissecting
            him like a fresh cadaver in the lecture hall of a medical college.
         

         
         He knew what London thought of him.

         
         Such a dreadful shame, a duke gone so far astray. Hiding in that cursed house. Wild and uncivilized as the Cornish coastline. Gone half mad because of his ordeal, sympathizing with his kidnapper and ranting
               about tenant rights. Sweating in the fields like a common laborer.

         
         He must be as mad as they said he was. He couldn’t bring any of these London hothouse flowers to Thornhill House. They would
            wither after one winter.
         

         
         He wanted a marriage of convenience with a stouthearted and sturdy lady who wouldn’t suffer an attack of vapors at the sight
            of cobwebs, leaky roofs, or mold creeping along a wall.
         

         
         A lady who had experience with living in the countryside beyond the occasional summer retreat to a well-tended, luxurious
            family seat.
         

         
         He loved Thornhill House in all its time-eaten, rickety-boned glory. It had been long deserted when he arrived, cared for
            by only a skeleton staff of elderly retainers nearly as decrepit and tottering as the desolate mansion they tended.
         

         
         He’d renovated one wing of the house, and would start on the next section soon, but it was in no state to receive a pampered
            young lady with expectations of luxury and modern amenities.
         

         
         Beatrice twirled past him in the arms of a bored-looking dandy with ridiculously forward-swept hair. How did the dandies make
            their hair stay that way? It looked like tree branches trained by sea winds to grow all in one direction.
         

         
         His sister had a martyred expression on her face. She wasn’t enjoying the dance any more than the dandy was. Mother had forced
            her to remove her spectacles. She stumbled and her partner sneered.
         

         
         Drew’s heart clenched into a fist. If any man in the room so much as cracked a joke at his sister’s expense he would pummel
            him to within an inch of his life.
         

         
         The dance ended and Beatrice chose an opportune moment to slip behind the wall of potted ferns in front of the glass doors
            that led to the gardens, one of her favorite hiding places as a young girl.
         

         
         He began making his way toward her hiding place, hoping to finally be able to seize a moment alone with her, when his mother
            pounced.
         

         
         “There you are, Thorndon.” Her round face wreathed into a hopeful smile as she slipped her hand into the crook of his arm.
            “I have a lady to introduce—Miss Wilhelmina Penny, Sir Malcolm Penny’s niece.”
         

         
         “I’m afraid that I’m rather exhausted from my—” he began, but his mother blithely ignored him.

         
         “Miss Penny is a lovely young thing, raised entirely in the countryside. She has such a charming, rustic air. She’s very good with bookkeeping and estate management, and her
            great-aunt tells me that she has a fascination with agricultural pursuits.”
         

         
         Of course she did.

         
         His mother rose to her tiptoes to whisper in his ear. “I think she could be the one.”
         

         
         Drew cleared his throat. “I truly am tired from—”

         
         “No refusals.” His mother tugged him toward Miss Penny and her black-garbed pirate ship of an elderly chaperone. “She would
            be devastated. Just look at that angelic face.”
         

         
         Yet another fair-haired wisp of a lady encased in frothy white. Miss Penny looked as though a stiff breeze could carry her
            away. A duke’s refusal to dance with her might crush her entirely. Her name rang a bell, though he couldn’t recall why.
         

         
         “One more, Mother, and then I’m finished for the evening.”

         
         Moments later he clasped a tiny-boned wrist. “Miss Penny, may I have the pleasure?”

         
         A panicked expression crossed her pretty face but then she smiled one of those sugar-spun smiles that would melt so quickly
            outside the comforts of London. “Your Grace, the pleasure would be mine.”
         

         
         He led her out for the waltz.

         
         She was so dainty that he had to stoop slightly to reach her waist. One of her hands drifted onto his shoulder like a petal
            falling from a flower onto a brick wall. He clasped her other hand gently, cognizant of how huge his hands were in relation
            to hers.
         

         
         The music started and his feet followed the order to dance.

         
         She smelled good, like the honey of clover buds when you crush one between your fingers.

         
         They all smelled good.

         
         Artificial blooms raised in the confines of London, raised to be ornamental.

         
         She floated in his arms like a wraith, her gaze fixed at some remote point in the distance.

         
         Were her eyes blue or gray? Some color in between, he decided. More gray than blue. Like a tide line in an ocean. Or the sky
            before it rained.
         

         
         She had an oval face with a pointed chin and lush, full lips.

         
         Kissable lips.

         
         Sir Malcolm Penny’s niece. Ah, that was it. He’d received a letter from the eminent antiquarian right before he left for London. He had it in his traveling
            trunk, unopened.
         

         
         “I believe your uncle wrote to me recently, Miss Penny.”

         
         Her gaze snapped to his face. The panic returned to her eyes. “All lies.”

         
         “Pardon?”

         
         “Lies. He lied to you. I hate the countryside. I’m hopeless with account books and estate management. I’m not useful in the
            slightest. My health is delicate. I catch a cold at the slightest provocation.”
         

         
         “Uh . . . you hate the countryside?”

         
         “I hate open fields. Sheep are such insipid creatures. I detest sunshine. I’m only happy in lamplight. And I can’t abide nature
            walks. I only consent to walk when there is a trinket or a new pair of gloves for purchase at the end of my exertions.”
         

         
         She told him all of these details in a rush, as though she’d been rehearsing the speech and hadn’t quite perfected her delivery.

         
         Drew stared at her, taken aback. While he couldn’t agree with the sentiments she was expressing, this was at the very least
            a far cry from the other conversations he’d had this evening.
         

         
         The last lady he’d danced with had professed a hyperbolic adoration for all things Cornwall, from grazing sheep to legendary
            ghosts, to a profound ambition to stand on the cliffs at Land’s End and “absorb the transcendent power of Nature.”
         

         
         “You hate taking nature walks,” he echoed.

         
         “Especially along the moors. Or on cliffs overlooking the ocean,” she confirmed, with a decisive little nod of her determined
            wedge of a chin.
         

         
         A brunette with bright brown eyes waltzed past and gave him a brilliant smile.

         
         That’s what debutantes were supposed to do when they encountered a single duke in possession of a vast fortune.

         
         Smile. Flatter. Flirt.

         
         Miss Penny must be confused.

         
         “I haven’t read your uncle’s letter yet,” he admitted. “But I certainly will now, if only to spot the untruths.”

         
         “Oh.” A pink flush spread across her cheeks. “I thought you had read it already.”

         
         “Why do you hate the countryside?”

         
         “Let me count the ways. The loneliness. The lack of excitement. Every second of every day you know precisely what will happen.
            The exact same thing that happened yesterday. Nothing.”
         

         
         “That’s not even one bit true. There’s always something happening—a calf being birthed, a field to plow, seeds to sow, or
            a fence to repair.”
         

         
         “My point precisely. Nothing. No opera house, no museums, no Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, no London Tavern where the intellectuals
            and radicals debate weighty matters. Only turnip fields and sheep as far as the eye can see.”
         

         
         “You sound like my brother,” he muttered.

         
         “Lord Rafe?”

         
         “That’s the one. Are you acquainted with him, Miss Penny?”

         
         A smile played at the corners of her lips. “I met him on several occasions when he visited my uncle’s estate.”

         
         “He shares your distaste for sheep. And what do you have against turnips?”

         
         For that matter, what did she have against dukes?

         
         She certainly wasn’t hoping to become a duchess. It was almost as if she’d planned what to say to make herself least appealing
            to him. For some perverse reason that made her more intriguing.
         

         
         “I sneeze when I walk across country fields. I break out in red welts all over my face. It’s dreadfully unattractive.”

         
         Drew paused for a second and she tugged on his shoulder to keep him in step with the music.

         
         “Of course I know the rotation of crops is one of your passions,” she continued blithely. “I’ve read your treatises on the
            subject and they are so utterly scintillating and fascinating.” Her tone spoke the opposite, her laughter tinkled, brittle
            as spun glass.
         

         
         “Do you know, Miss Penny, my mother told me that you had a charming, rustic air.”

         
         “I do not,” she said indignantly. “I’m worldly and sophisticated. There’s no air of the country about me. I’m no obscure,
            provincial female with piffling concerns or countrified manners.”
         

         
         “And yet your complexion has a healthful glow.”

         
         “From staring at London sunsets. Coal smoke creates such pretty shades of violet, don’t you agree, Your Grace? Although you
            wouldn’t know, since you spend all your time in Cornwall.”
         

         
         Ah, here it came at last. Perhaps now she would finally say that she’d always wanted to visit the southland in all its craggy
            glory, or some such nonsense.
         

         
         “I suppose you’ve always wanted to visit Cornwall?” he prompted.

         
         She wrinkled her pert nose as if he’d suggested she might want to visit the privy at a sporting tavern.

         
         “Certainly not. I hear there are more sheep than people. Not a circumstance to recommend a place, to my way of thinking.”

         
         Perhaps she was only being contrary to differentiate herself from the other ladies. A tactic which was working beautifully.
            He’d forgotten all about the gossips, how stifling the air in the ballroom was, and how he couldn’t breathe deeply with such
            a crush of people around him.
         

         
         Her rudeness was somehow refreshing. He was beginning to enjoy Miss Penny. He liked stroking the ridge of her spine. Delicate,
            yet sturdy.
         

         
         He liked that she was challenging him. That she was brave enough to insult him.

         
         Some would say foolhardy enough.

         
         She’d dared to antagonize a dangerous, half-mad duke. He wanted to know why. And he wanted to throw her off balance. Fluster
            the bold, brave Miss Penny.
         

         
         Show her just how bad and mad he was.

         
         “Miss Penny, you put me in mind of a Cornish bog. You’re pretty to look upon, but one false step and a man could be sucked
            to a muddy death.”
         

         
         She appeared to be genuinely delighted by this. She grinned. “I’m so glad you think so, Your Grace.”

         
         “Yes, Miss Penny, you put me in mind of bogs . . .” he stared into her eyes and lowered his voice to a husky whisper “. . . and
            beds.”
         

         
         Her smile wobbled. “Did you say beds, Your Grace?”
         

         
         “Beds are much nicer than bogs, wouldn’t you agree, Miss Penny?”

         
         “Ah . . . I suppose so.”

         
         “So many wonderful things happen in beds.”

         
         She blinked. “I’m quite fond of sleeping. I never rise before noon. I never help with household chores, I prefer to laze abed.”

         
         “Mmm. Yes. Lazing about in bed can be so very diverting.”

         
         “About your treatise on the rotation of turnips and clover, Your Grace—”

         
         “I’d rather talk about beds than turnips, wouldn’t you? I have a nice bed. It’s big. Comfortable. Has crimson velvet bed hangings.
            Beeswax candles to light my way in the dark.”
         

         
         “Quite as I pictured a ducal bed to be,” she said gamely.

         
         “Do you picture ducal beds often?”

         
         “Er, almost never,” she mumbled. “That is never. I never, ever picture beds. Or dukes in beds.” She clamped her mouth shut.

         
         “Are you quite sure about that?”

         
          

         No, she wasn’t sure about that.

         
         She was picturing his bed right now. With him in it, wearing the bedclothes and nothing more. Soft linens sliding down a heavily
            muscled expanse of chest to reveal . . .
         

         
         When he gazed at her and spoke of beds in that low, husky voice that sent shivers between her shoulder blades, well, any red-blooded
            young lady would experience at least a little bit of thrill.
         

         
         Except that this was a full-blown quake, as if her body wanted to split along the seams.

         
         He had the most disconcertingly gentle grip, as though he thought her hand the most precious gift he’d ever received.

         
         There was an indefinable quality about him, a majestic ownership of his body that Mina felt on her own skin, within her own
            body.
         

         
         He was the heated, menacing atmosphere right before a thunderstorm. The zing of attraction zipped from where their hands touched,
            up her arms, and spread throughout her body.
         

         
         Her hair might be singed when the waltz ended.

         
         She wished Thorndon would stop talking about beds. And she wished she could stop picturing him in bed.

         
         Gather yourself together, Mina.

         
         Stairs and doors.

         
         That’s where her attention should be. Lord Rafe would either come through a door or descend the central stairs.

         
         “You keep glancing at the entrances,” said Thorndon. “Are you waiting for someone?”

         
         Your brother. Who is my pathway out of the prison of rusticating spinsterhood and into a thrilling life of international intrigue
               and espionage.

         
         So stop distracting me with your molten gold eyes and molded jaw.

         
         She had to regain the upper hand here. All of that talk of beds . . . he’d been trying to fluster her, but what if he truly
            was taken with her? It would ruin everything if he decided to want her.
         

         
         She had to antagonize him further.

         
         “Of course not. Why would I be waiting for someone? I’m dancing with the very pinnacle of English manhood. The very essence
            of a country nobleman. You’re ever so rustic and quaint.”
         

         
         “Quaint?” he growled.

         
         She widened her eyes. “Don’t you enjoy striding across the moors with a hunting rifle swinging at your side and a pack of
            foxhounds baying at your heels?”
         

         
         “Of course I do.”

         
         “And if your carriage becomes stuck in the mud, you drag it out yourself instead of waiting for your servants to unstick you?”

         
         “With one hand tied behind my back.”

         
         “Rustic,” she said. “Quaint.”

         
         “I was told you were the rustic one. My mother said that you were raised in the countryside and had a talent for estate management.
            I pictured you churning butter with one hand while balancing account books with the other.”
         

         
         “Ridiculous!” As a matter of fact, she had learned to churn butter, but she certainly wouldn’t admit that to him. “What do
            you think I am, a combination milkmaid and secretary? You’ll have to seek elsewhere if that’s what you’re looking for. This
            ballroom is filled with ladies who are finished and polished to a highly reflective sheen.”
         

         
         He glanced around the room. “You’re right. But you’re not one of them.”

         
         Blast. She should have made more of an effort with Grizzy’s decorum lessons. He saw right through to her rough and splintered
            heart.
         

         
         She stared up at him as if he were a squashed insect on the ceiling, and not a virile, devilishly good-looking, and highly
            infuriating duke. “If you’re insinuating that I’m not a proper dance partner for a duke, then have no fear, Your Grace, there
            are dozens of ladies dying to take my place. I would be more than happy to relinquish you to one of them.”
         

         
         He took a leisurely perusal of the room, stopping to gaze at several beautiful, elegant, and poised young ladies. “You’re
            right, Miss Penny.” He caught her gaze and held it. “You’re infinitely replaceable.”
         

         
         The music ended. She retrieved her hand from his grasp.

         
         His bow was perfunctory. Her curtsy nearly insulting.

         
         He stalked away. She whirled around and marched in the opposite direction.

         
         Goal achieved. He wasn’t the least bit interested. She wasn’t memorable. She was infinitely replaceable.
         

         
         He’d find some graceful, meek, biddable lady, sweep her off her feet, and install her in his desolate mansion on the moors.

         
         And why that idea rankled so much, she had absolutely no idea.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Now that Mina had driven away the duke, her one purpose for being here was to speak with Lord Rafe. She had a proposition
            to make. She and Lord Rafe would forge an equal partnership—one based on mutual skills and ambitions.
         

         
         Lord Rafe was affable, charismatic, and infinitely more manipulatable than his brother. Perhaps he wasn’t the most brilliant
            of men, but he was perfect for her purposes.
         

         
         With his charm and access to society, and her pedigree in espionage, they would bring the criminal underworld to its knees,
            starting with Le Triton, the notorious French antiquities thief and spy who had murdered her parents. She burned to have revenge
            on the cruel man who had cut her parents’ lives short and left her so alone.
         

         
         She planned to corner Lord Rafe and explain her proposal for building his career as a secret agent and establishing their
            partnership.
         

         
         After which he would agree to marry her.

         
         After which he would spirit her away to the gardens for her very first kiss. He was a wicked rake, after all, and would be
            woefully unimpressive if he didn’t steal a kiss.
         

         
         She wouldn’t close her eyes while he was kissing her because she’d want to soak it all in, to remember it for later, remember
            what freedom looked like. Tasted like.
         

         
         His kiss, their partnership, would mean her escape from her uncle’s control, her legitimate entrée into the world of espionage,
            and her freedom.
         

         
         He wouldn’t close his eyes, either. He would feel the connection between them, the inevitability of their partnership. His
            eyes would glow hot and gold.
         

         
         Wait. No. His eyes were cool and blue as the ocean.

         
         What was wrong with her? She’d actually pictured Thorndon kissing her. Thorndon. The man her uncle had decided would make an excellent substitute jailer. Her uncle wanted to hand Thorndon the keys and
            have Mina locked away in Cornwall.
         

         
         Blast her guardian. And blast all arrogant dukes.

         
         Grizzy appeared at Mina’s side. How did she move so swiftly through a crowded room at her advanced age?

         
         “I didn’t think you had it in you, Wilhelmina,” she said, steering Mina toward the back of the ballroom. “But you did it.”

         
         “Did what?”

         
         “Dazzled the duke.”

         
         “No I didn’t.”

         
         Grizzy stopped walking. “Take a look. Not too obvious, now. A small backward glance will suffice.”

         
         What was she on about? Mina glanced over her shoulder.

         
         Good lord. Thorndon was staring at her. Glaring might be a better word. Their gazes locked and time stopped. The crackling
            energy that surrounded him arced across the room, setting her cheeks ablaze and her heart pounding.
         

         
         Why did he have to be so overbearingly good-looking?

         
         “Thrust out your bosom,” instructed Grizzy. “Laugh a little. Toss your hair. Like this.” She made flipping motions against
            the precise gray curls hanging down from her towering coiffure.
         

         
         When Mina just stood there, Grizzy glowered at her. “Flirt, girl, flirt. The Duke of Thorndon is staring at you.”
         

         
         “I thought I was supposed to maintain an air of detached decorum.”

         
         “There’s a time and a place for everything, and now is the time for thrusting out your bosom and flirting. He’s entranced.”

         
         “You’ve had too much rum punch.”

         
         Grizzy shook her head. “I know an entranced duke when I see one. He couldn’t take his eyes from you the entire time you danced.
            What were you speaking about?”
         

         
         Grizzy must be wrong. Mina had thoroughly antagonized the duke. “He’s not entranced, he’s incensed. I insulted him.”

         
         Another darting glance told her he was still staring. She swiped a lock of hair out of her eyes impatiently. What did she have to do to be rid of his attention?
         

         
         “That was perfect,” said Grizzy.

         
         “I wasn’t flirting. My hair was in my eyes.”

         
         “Now walk slowly away. Don’t look back again.”

         
         “I think I’ll go to the retiring room and splash some water on my face.”

         
         Grizzy gave her a knowing look. “Feeling a little faint? I don’t blame you. He’s handsome as sin.”

         
         “It’s not that, it’s only the room is unbearably close and hot.”

         
         “Take a moment to compose yourself, but then you must return and dance with another gentleman, to make the duke jealous.”

         
         Mina promised to return even though she had no intention of dancing with anyone else until Lord Rafe arrived. She would have
            promised anything to make her escape.
         

         
         Dancing with Thorndon had thrown her mind into a spin, like a child’s top set in motion. He was everything she’d thought he
            would be—rude, arrogant, controlling. He’d all but propositioned her on the dance floor and he’d done it just to make her
            blush, to assert his mastery over her emotions.
         

         
         She should be angry, and she was, but she was also . . . spinning.

         
         Splash her face with water. Attempt to restore equilibrium to her thoughts.

         
         She might require a whole bucket of ice water to find her footing again.

         
         She’d nearly made it to the retiring room when she saw the dreaded Duke of Marmont, another of the marriage prospects highlighted
            in the Duke Dossier, and his mother heading her way. She dove for the first cover she saw, a large grouping of potted ferns.
         

         
         “Pardon me, but this is my hiding place, I’ll thank you to move along,” whispered a female voice from inside the cover of
            the plants.
         

         
         “Just let me stay for a few moments. Please. It’s a matter of great urgency.” She squished in beside the other girl, holding
            her breath and praying that the duke hadn’t seen her.
         

         
         “Miss Penny,” called Marmont. “Where has that girl gone off to? I swear I saw her come this way.”

         
         She could only see pieces of him through the fern fronds. A knobby knee. A blade-thin nose.

         
         “Never mind, Eugene,” said his mother. “We’ll find her. If she’s the one you want, she’s the one you’ll have.”

         
         “Marmont. Ugh,” whispered the girl. “You can stay here as long as necessary.”

         
         “Bless you,” Mina whispered. Her companion had pale red-gold hair and a thin face with purplish shadows under hazel eyes behind
            wire-rimmed spectacles. The yellow gown she wore did her complexion no favors.
         

         
         The duke and his mother finally took their search elsewhere.

         
         “He’s a proper nincompoop,” said the girl when it was safe to talk. “Which is a corruption of the Latin non compos, you know.
            He’s a fool.”
         

         
         “I’m well aware. I had the terrible misfortune of dancing with him earlier. He has a horror of communal punchbowls. He also
            advised me on the most efficacious methods of avoiding phlegmatic ailments.”
         

         
         “He’s a hypochondriac.”

         
         “A what?”

         
         “Borrowed from the Greek hypochondria, meaning the organs of the upper abdomen, behind the ribs, thought to be the seat of melancholy.” At Mina’s blank look, the
            girl added, “he suffers from a depression of the mind that centers on imaginary physical ailments.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “Just learned that one.” The girl held up a book. “Whyter’s Etymologicon Magnum. Have you read it?”
         

         
         “Can’t say that I have,” said Mina politely. “Is it very good?”

         
         “It’s wonderful, though I’m going to become a lexicographer and compile a much better one. Mine will be much thicker. Words
            are my passion.” She pushed her spectacles up her nose. “I’ll be a confirmed old maid after this interminable Season is finally
            finished and I’ll devote myself fully to my etymological studies. I’ve been invited to join a secret society of professional-minded
            ladies—oh dear, I’m not supposed to tell anyone that.”
         

         
         “Your secret’s safe with me. I’m Wilhelmina Penny, by the way.”

         
         “Lady Beatrice Bentley.”

         
         Rafe and Thorndon’s sister—a stroke of luck. “I was hoping to meet you tonight, Lady Beatrice.”

         
         “You were? I suppose it’s to do with my brother the duke. Everyone’s being so nice to me now, even Lady Millicent Granger
            told me she liked my ribbons, when she’s never said two words to me before and always calls me Beastly Beatrice behind my
            back.”
         

         
         “Why would she call you that?”

         
         Lady Beatrice turned her head fully toward Mina for the first time. The right corner of her mouth and her right eyelid sagged
            slightly downward. “Facial palsy. Slight partial paralysis.”
         

         
         She pronounced the medical diagnosis with such naked emotion that Mina’s heart ached for her.

         
         “Paralysis: Latin, from the Greek paralyein, to loosen,” said Lady Beatrice.
         

         
         “Honestly, I didn’t even notice,” Mina said.

         
         “Thank you for saying that. I know it’s not true but I appreciate the sentiment. And I appreciate that you’re not staring.
            Most people stare.”
         

         
         “You’ll have to point out Lady Millicent so that I may find some appropriate torture for her. She’ll never see me coming.
            Stealth is one of my talents.”
         

         
         “She’s there, dancing with the Earl of Mayhew. And the best torture for her would be to steal her coveted prize, ergo my brother,
            the duke. I saw you dancing with him. He appeared to be entranced.”
         

         
         “He was not entranced. It was loathing at first sight, I’m afraid. For both of us.”
         

         
         “Oh dear, I’m very sorry to hear that. I know we just met but I quite like you, Miss Penny. I don’t want him to marry Lady
            Millicent, though she is this Season’s reigning beauty.”
         

         
         “Don’t you have another brother?” Mina asked casually.

         
         “No respectable girl speaks about Rafe these days if she doesn’t want to be tarnished by association.”

         
         That’s precisely what Mina wanted. Bring on the tarnishing! Bring on the adventures.

         
         “Will he be attending this evening?” she asked, keeping her tones admirably modulated.

         
         “He usually arrives around midnight with his inebriated friends. They dance with a few ladies, say scandalous things, and
            then leave again for the night’s real entertainment in the demimonde. That goes on until he stumbles home to his nearby town
            house in the early hours of the morning. Repeat ad nauseam.”
         

         
         “You don’t think very highly of your brother.”

         
         “You obviously haven’t met him.”

         
         “I have met him. That is, he visited my uncle’s estate from time to time.”

         
         Lady Beatrice gave her an alarmed look
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