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            Author’s Note

         
         
            Dear Reader,

            In building the world for the Society of Sirens series, I felt passionately that in portraying a group of radical women fighting
               for justice, it was important that they be intersectional. My characters are inspired by the racially, sexually, and economically
               diverse feminists, abolitionists, and reformers who have been on the front lines of the fight for equality and human rights
               throughout the course of history.
            

            I want all of my Sirens to get the love stories they deserve. I have made every effort to be sensitive and authentic in my
               portrayal of Cornelia, Rafe, and all my characters—but I know I have my own biases and blind spots. I hope I have done Cornelia,
               Rafe, and their friends justice. Any mistakes I have made are my own.
            

            Love,

            Scarlett

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Excerpt From the Catalogue Raisonné of Cornelia Ludgate

         
         
            Work 4008: The Baptism of the Jezebels

            Oil on Canvas

            1797

         

         Description: Four bare-breasted women in veils stand with linked arms in the foreground. Behind them, hundreds of aristocrats run from
            a stately manor wearing expressions of terror.
         

         
         The women are smiling.

         
         Commentary: The painting depicts the artist Cornelia Ludgate with three famed eighteenth-century protofeminists: the radical author
            Seraphina Arden; the aristocratic matron and intellectual Lady Elinor Bell; and the infamous courtesan-for-hire Thaïs Magdalene.
         

         
         Recurring figures throughout Ludgate’s oeuvre, the close-knit group of women called themselves The Society of Sirens, so named
            for their revolutionary mission to weaponize their notorious reputations to raise interest in the cause of female rights and
            education.
         

         
         The painting is from Ludgate’s exhibition The Jezebels, which criticized the place of “fallen women” in society by posing them as holy figures.
         

         
         The show was roundly denounced as sacrilege.

         
         Ludgate considered it the triumph of her career.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Cornelia Ludgate tore open the wax seal on a letter and scanned the contents just long enough to see the word regrets.
         

         
         Her stomach did an unwelcome little curtsy. This was not good news.

         
         Another rejection. The third this week, the tenth this month.

         
         “It’s a no,” she announced briskly, allowing the letter to flutter to the floor with all the other missives offering insincere
            excuses from her supposed allies in the cause for female rights. Her acquaintances should know she preferred to deal in cheerful,
            brutal frankness. Just the no’s would do.
         

         
         Her three best friends, scattered in poses around her painting studio in various draped costumes, groaned.

         
         “Another?” Thaïs said with a dramatic sigh. “I’ve never been rejected so much in all my life.”

         
         Thaïs looked in a mirror, fluffing the red curls that fell down to her ample bottom. “At least not by anyone who’s caught
            a look at me.”
         

         
         “Surely,” Seraphina said, adjusting her baby daughter’s head from the latch it held on her breast, “it is only a small matter
            of time until we receive a yes.”
         

         
         Cornelia did not wish to be the shatterer of hope, but there was no good news to offer—today, or in the future.

         
         She gave her friends a rueful smile, preferring not to wear her devastation on her face. It was never good to betray such emotions, even with one’s dearest friends. 

         
         “This is, in fact, the final no,” she said briskly. “It seems we have run out of people to beg.”

         
         “What cowards,” Cornelia’s aunt, Lady Elinor, murmured.

         
         Coward was too kind a word—hypocrite was more apt. Cornelia had expected some of their acquaintances to be reluctant to host her latest artistic exhibition. Wealthy
            liberals had once clamored for her paintings back when her work had been known for nothing more dangerous than light political
            subversion and a whiff of the erotic. But after this past autumn, when the four of them had torn apart the country’s papers
            with their calls for rights for women, the name Cornelia Ludgate no longer meant mere scandal.
         

         
         Now it meant sedition.

         
         It meant danger.

         
         It meant no.
         

         
         “I suppose it’s a measure of our success that no one will risk association with your work,” Seraphina mused. “We wanted a
            war of shock and scandal, and we’ve gotten one. Now we have to fight for what we need.”
         

         
         And fight they had.

         
         The battle they had waged the previous year to raise money for female rights had been an unqualified success. They were all
            infamous women, notorious for their liberal politics and wayward reputations. They had decided to use the public’s prurient
            interest in their wild lives to raise money for their cause: founding an institute devoted to women’s equality and education.
         

         
         So far, using the sale of Seraphina’s explosive memoirs, they had raised enough money to buy a handsome piece of land in northern London, where they planned to build the Institute for the Equality of Women. The trouble was, it had been exactly enough money for that handsome piece of land. To begin construction of the building they imagined—a place that would serve
            as a female sanctuary and bastion of progressive thought and education—they needed another round of funds.
         

         
         But they were, once again, broke.

         
         Which meant it was Cornelia’s turn to rattle the liberal coffers of the country for coins. Her plan was to hold an exhibition
            of her most shocking portraits yet—a series called The Jezebels that depicted whores and fallen women as madonnas.
         

         
         If the advance rumors already surrounding the exhibition were any indication, the series would raise enough money for them
            to finance the first phase of construction of the institute.
         

         
         But one could not sell paintings if one could not display them. Without a space to show her work, there would be no exhibition,
            and no more money, and no Institute for the Equality of Women, and the cause of female rights would languish for another hundred
            years, and all their efforts would be wasted—
         

         
         But that was desperate thinking. And if there was one quality Cornelia Ludgate did not enjoy applying to herself, it was desperation.

         
         “We’ll find a way,” she said, taking care to evince a calmness she didn’t quite possess. “We just have to think.”

         
         “Of course we will,” Elinor said. “Perhaps we could let a venue.”

         
         “We’d need ample coin for that,” said Thaïs. “And we’re overspent.”

         
         Cornelia repressed the urge to slump down on the floor and put her head between her hands. They had fought so hard to get here, risked so much. To be stymied by the nerves of people who purported to agree with them but were not brave enough to help was so dispiriting. People liked the idea of a fight. They liked to write essays in support of fine principles, to discreetly send banknotes. But they were markedly less courageous when it came to putting themselves directly in the line of fire. 

         
         A slow knock sounded at the studio door, startling all of them.

         
         “What’s that?” Thaïs hissed.

         
         “Company,” Seraphina drawled. “Just what we don’t need in our hour of despair.”

         
         “Cornelia?” a man’s voice called tentatively through the closed door.

         
         Cornelia jolted up so sharply her neck cracked.

         
         “It’s Rafe Goodwood,” he added, as though she would not know his voice deep down in her bones.

         
         She gestured at her friends to cover up, smoothed her painting smock, which was sludged with oil from her palette, and rubbed
            the paint off her hands as best she could.
         

         
         She felt her friends’ eyes on her as she walked to the door, inhaled deeply, and opened it.

         
         Rafe Goodwood stood in the doorframe, smiling at her.

         
         She inhaled so sharply it hurt her throat.

         
         He was more handsome than he’d been twenty years ago, when she’d last set eyes on him. Back when he’d been the most beautiful
            person she’d ever seen.
         

         
         You hadn’t seen many people yet, Cornelia.

         
         “I’m sorry. I’ve surprised you,” he murmured.

         
         His voice was still the sound of oak, an appealing well-worn timbre with a warmth that hit her like a dram of whiskey.

         
         “I didn’t think you were capable of being surprised,” he added.

         
         She rarely was. But to see him, now, standing a foot away from her—
         

         
         She tried to find the words to greet him, but did not have a single one at her disposal.

         
         Luckily, her aunt stepped forward. “Mr. Goodwood,” she said, smiling. “Or, I should say, Your Grace. Please, come in.”

         
         He walked inside, his shoulder brushing Cornelia’s as he passed. His touch made her shiver. She stepped away as subtly as
            she could, moving across the room to the windows as Rafe bowed to the ladies in the room.
         

         
         “Please, call me Rafe,” he said. “Every time I hear ‘Your Grace’ I think of funerals.”

         
         Elinor grimaced, shaking her head. “Ghastly. Seven, I think?”

         
         Rafe clicked his tongue. “I hope I’m not the eighth.”

         
         Rafe had not been heir to the Rosemere dukedom when Cornelia had known him. That had been her cousin Ludo, until Ludo was
            killed on the way to visit a plantation in Barbados (repellent fellow, Ludo). He’d been succeeded as heir apparent by her
            third cousin, Peregrine, who promptly died of syphilis. (A pity; she’d liked Peregrine.) Then there’d been a curate from somewhere
            in Devon, who’d had a heart attack while being visited by God at a revival.
         

         
         After that, she’d lost track of the parade of doomed heirs. It was too depressing.

         
         She and Rafe would have laughed until they lost air to think that he would inherit the title back when they’d been, so briefly,
            confidantes. And now here he was.
         

         
         A bloody duke.

         
         She turned to face him, her composure restored by the irony of his title. “Congratulations on reaching the top of the succession,”
            she said, for she needed to say something to acknowledge his presence in the room. “And be careful.”
         

         
         He flashed her a wry grin. “Thank you. I assure you I shall try.”

         
         She bit her lip to avoid returning his smile. It had been ages since they’d last shared a joke. And he’d changed into the
            kind of person she did not find amusing.
         

         
         She did not consort with Tories.

         
         A pity he’d become one. She used to like him.

         
         Thaïs stepped forward, allowing the sheet draped over her shoulders to fall down a bit, exposing more than a hint of shapely,
            creamy, freckled arm.
         

         
         “Who are you?” she asked Rafe, in a voice that implied whoever he was, she liked the looks of him.
         

         
         Oh. Cornelia hadn’t introduced him. How ridiculous that she was too busy trying not to stare to perform the basic courtesies
            she’d been trained in since her birth. She needed to collect herself.
         

         
         She was a woman of poise and social graces—not a girl who froze in shock at the sight of an old acquaintance and cowered,
            paint-bespeckled, in the corner of the room.
         

         
         She snapped up and affected the gracious smile she’d learned in aristocratic drawing rooms as a child—the one that, thankfully,
            was so ingrained in her manners that she could apply it even now, when she’d rather shrink from Rafe than introduce him.
         

         
         “Ladies, my apologies, I’m being rude,” she said in her loftiest tone. “Seraphina Arden, Thaïs Magdalene, allow me to present the Duke of Rosemere. My late uncle’s heir.” 

         
         Thaïs instantly fell into a low curtsy borne, Cornelia suspected, more of a desire to show off her legendary cleavage than
            as a gesture of respect.
         

         
         Sera, who did not believe in curtsying, merely offered the same polite nod she might have afforded a beggar on the street
            and continued nursing her child.
         

         
         “A pleasure, ladies,” Rafe said. “I believe I recognize you from Cornelia’s drawings.”

         
         He knew her work? That she was not expecting.

         
         “Oh, have you seen them decried in the Tory papers?” she asked breezily. Her sketches were often reproduced in print as a
            symbol of dissipation threatening the stability of the country.
         

         
         “I’ve read all about them,” he said, his tone light. “I’m not a philistine, you know.”

         
         “I’m afraid I don’t know what you are,” she said.
         

         
         She stared him down, watching him chew over the meaning of her words. She took care to hold herself erect, to be serene, but
            it was difficult as her famed composure apparently could not withstand the effect Rafe had on her. She felt as though her
            bones had turned to tallow, making her wobbly.
         

         
         “I wondered if we could have a word in private,” Rafe said, smiling at Cornelia as though there was no reason she’d say no.

         
         As though he had not betrayed what had once been their shared beliefs.

         
         As though he had not worked for her uncle and his foul Tory compatriots, breeding their horses, for years.

         
         She knew by way of her wealthier friends that he’d risen to be a figure of some stature in aristocratic circles—a man sought after for his touch with magnificent steeds. The Rafe she’d known before all that—the humble horse trainer who’d lived in a cottage on her uncle’s estate and been a member of the Equalist Society, espousing all sorts of liberal views—had disappeared. No one had heard from him in at least a decade. 

         
         The loss of him—the Rafe she’d thought she’d known—had always shaken her. Which was why she’d made a point not to think of
            him, and did not wish to see him in the tranquil sanctuary of her painting studio.
         

         
         “His lordship can have more than a word from Cornelia, by the looks of him,” Thaïs whispered to Sera in a much louder voice
            than was even remotely discreet.
         

         
         Cornelia straightened, whirled around. “Ladies,” she said, “why don’t you go upstairs to my apartment and have some tea. Rafe
            and I are overdue for a conversation.”
         

         
         “Twenty years overdue, in fact,” Rafe murmured, his eyes locked on hers.

         
         When he stared at her like that, she couldn’t move.

         
         “Of course,” Elinor said immediately. “Excuse us.” She gestured for Seraphina and Thaïs to follow her. They pried their eyes
            away with obvious reluctance and made off toward the door.
         

         
         Cornelia shut it tightly behind them, trapping herself with Rafe. The room felt clouded over despite the bright light streaming
            through the windows. The ghost of their relationship shrouded her like a cloak.
         

         
         “It’s good to see you, Cornelia,” Rafe said.

         
         It was also good to see him—in a purely visual sense. He was a sight that begged for painting. His dark hair was shot through with silver now, which brought out his blue eyes, and his face had more distinction—the sharp jaw and cheekbones of a man at the peak of his maturity. His white skin was tanned to honey gold, as it always had been from his life of riding horses. With his brawny build and thick thighs set off by fitted buckskins, he looked like some sort of equine god. 

         
         On any other man, she’d enjoy such a sight.

         
         On Rafe, she could not afford to.

         
         She knew where that path led.

         
         “I can’t say I expected to see you again,” she said.

         
         If he noticed the coldness in her tone, he didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, he grinned, and produced a sheaf of papers from
            a leather case.
         

         
         “I come bearing what I think might be welcome news,” he said, smiling in a way that made his eyes a pool of light.

         
         He handed the document to her. “Page thirty-nine.”

         
         She took care not to touch him as she took the pages from his hand.

         
         The document was marked “The Last Will and Testament of Charles Ludgate, Duke of Rosemere”—her uncle. And on page thirty-nine
            her name was written out in bold.
         

         
         
            15.9.2. To my niece, Cornelia Ludgate, I bequeath:

            
               	The sum of five thousand pounds, contingent upon her being wed and situated in a domestic residence in a state of holy matrimony,
                  verified to the satisfaction of my executor by the time of the settlement of my estate.
               

            

         

         She put her hand on the windowsill to avoid falling to her death from shock.

         
         She had not spoken to her uncle in twenty years, when she’d fled his home at the threat of coerced marriage, abandoning her
            dowry, her worldly possessions, and her good name.
         

         
         Then, he’d wanted to control her. Now he was still at it, from beneath six feet of dirt.

         
         Good to see you remain a bully, Uncle. Enjoy the fiery gates.

         
         She shook her head at Rafe. “It’s my punishment for defying him, to dangle a carrot that may as well be a stick. He must have
            known I needed money and could not resist his final chance to torment me.”
         

         
         Rafe smiled at her. “A pity for him you’re already married.”

         
         Already married.

         
         There it was. The secret that had echoed back and forth between them since he’d walked into the room.

         
         She unfurled her clenched fingers, forcing herself to maintain an unaffected air. “A pity for me that neither myself nor the
            man I’m married to would admit it in a thousand years.”
         

         
         He looked directly into her eyes. “Would they not?”

         
         Why was he looking at her like that? So soft and kind.

         
         “You think I’d be so hard-hearted as to deprive you of your inheritance?” he asked quietly.

         
         A pause—a very long pause—fell between them as his meaning hit her like a sack of flour to the chest.

         
         “What are you suggesting?” she asked, her voice rising higher than she liked.

         
         He gave her that easy smile, as though this conversation was not at all odd.

         
         “That we publicly announce you are my duchess.”

         
         Duchess. His duchess.
         

         
         She dug her thumbnail into her index finger, trying to prod herself into a cool response.

         
         He didn’t wait for her to answer him.

         
         He took her hand in his and gave her that old, seductive, sidelong grin.

         
         “One last marriage of convenience, darling? For old times’ sake?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Cornelia Ludgate stood gaping at Rafe with the erect posture of the fine lady she’d been raised to be. She’d always had the
            carriage of a duchess.
         

         
         And now he was going to make her one.

         
         It was only right.

         
         He squeezed her fingers, urging her with his eyes to trust him. She pointedly removed her hand from his and waved it at him
            in dismissal.
         

         
         “You can’t be serious, Rafe.”

         
         Rafe. He got a little jolt of pleasure at the sound of his given name. So few people had called him Rafe in the several months since
            he’d become the heir apparent to a duchy. It was always sir, or Mr. Goodwood. Now it had become Your Grace.
         

         
         It irked him. He’d rather be called “you rotten bastard” than assume a title at the top of an aristocracy he’d prefer to see
            abolished than ascend.
         

         
         And then there was the fact that he was not only a duke, but the Duke of Rosemere.
         

         
         The previous Rosemere’s money came from labor he paid a pittance for as he lived in lavish luxury on an inherited estate he barely tended, while his tenants languished in near poverty. It was supplemented by investments in shipping firms that transported rum and sugar from the West Indies back to Britain—never mind that his niece, Cornelia, shared blood with chattel slaves on her mother’s side. 

         
         Rafe loathed Rosemere and everything the man had stood for.

         
         By a chance of birth he’d been given the man’s name. But he would not take on his character.

         
         And the first thing he wanted to do was right the egregious way Rosemere had treated Cornelia. Rafe’s old friend. Rafe’s wife.
         

         
         He knew she’d hate to be thought of as “his” anything. But the sight of her—her brown eyes as bright and defiant as they’d
            ever been, her poise covering what he knew was shock at seeing him—brought back that old feeling that had always blossomed
            in his chest since he’d first met her: a desire to protect her. To make sure the world was safe for her to shine as brightly
            as she could.
         

         
         “I’m proposing, Cornelia, that we get your uncle back for what he did to you,” he said. “And all the other people the callous
            bastard has harmed.”
         

         
         She looked at him like he was a clot of phlegm he’d just coughed upon her shoe.

         
         Not the answer he’d been hoping for.

         
         “That callous bastard,” she drawled with a tight smile, “has so amply buttered your bread for so many years I’m surprised
            you don’t have gout. But then, I suppose you aren’t famed for your loyalty, are you?”
         

         
         Oh, that hurt—and she knew it, judging by the satisfied expression on her face.

         
         Not that he was surprised by her scorn. She had every right to be suspicious of him. He’d made Rosemere stallions among the
            most sought-after sires in the nation, and been paid handsomely by the duke for the privilege.
         

         
         He knew how this must look to her.

         
         Still, her suspicion saddened him. “I know you must believe me to be your uncle’s ally,” he said. “And indeed, on the surface
            at least, I was. But things are not as they appear. I’d hope you know me well enough to allow I might have had—still have—good
            intentions.”
         

         
         He’d had sound reasons for getting close to the duke and his Tory friends. And they had nothing to do with money, or even
            horses. But he couldn’t tell her that. Not yet.
         

         
         “I don’t know you at all,” she retorted. She crossed her arms and drew her petite frame up to her full height. “And there
            is very little you could say that would make me wish to.”
         

         
         Another one that stung.

         
         He wished he could tell her everything. Anything to wipe that disdainful expression from her face. But it was too dangerous
            to do so until he’d won her trust.
         

         
         “Cornelia, I promise that I never meant to hurt anyone. Abandoning the cause was painful, but I had to do it for the sake
            of my work. It’s complicated, and I can’t account for twenty years in a single afternoon.”
         

         
         She shrugged. “In that case, you should leave.”

         
         God, her contempt was difficult to bear. He missed the way she used to look at him—like he was a favorite toy she couldn’t
            wait to play with.
         

         
         “I will leave if you desire it,” he said. “But first, please let me explain my proposition. You don’t have to like me to yield
            the benefits.”
         

         
         She raised a brow at him, skeptical. “I’m more curious what benefits you expect to yield. No man would invite such scandal without wishing for something in return.”
         

         
         She was right. He did want something, and it was not merely the privilege of her company—as much as he looked forward to enjoying it—if he could convince her of the wisdom of his plan. 

         
         “I want your expertise.”

         
         She gestured at her studio, hung with paintings. “In art?”

         
         He scanned the room, which was paint splattered, vibrant, and disorganized in a way that contrasted with Cornelia’s intense
            self-possession. There were sketchbooks scattered everywhere, the air smelled like turpentine, and the walls were lined with
            portraits.
         

         
         Stirring, gorgeous portraits. Portraits he’d longed to see in person for so long he couldn’t help but gaze at them.

         
         There was a particularly striking one of a Black man in the regal gold-trimmed uniform of a general, begging in a dingy square.
            It must be from her series on enslaved men-turned-soldiers who’d been abandoned by the Crown in spite of their service to
            the British in the American revolt.
         

         
         The gravity of the image contrasted with a lively, joyful painting in bright, cheerful pastel hues of Lady Elinor Bell, whose
            nudity was covered only by a buffet of artfully placed desserts.
         

         
         Rafe’s eyes lingered on a third portrait, a somber image of the radical printer Jack Willow, who’d disappeared six months
            ago, ceasing publication of his circular, The Equalist Society. In the painting Willow looked despairing and exhausted. The sadness it evoked made Rafe lose his train of thought.
         

         
         “Well?” Cornelia prodded.

         
         Focus. It’s imperative that she agree to the plan.

         
         “I’d like your advice on the running of Gardencourt Manor.”

         
         She looked as bemused as she might if he’d picked up a glob of paint from one of her palettes and eaten it. Which was not exactly an unreasonable response, given that he knew she had not set foot on her uncle’s estate in twenty years. 

         
         “Pardon?” she asked.

         
         “You see, I’m planning to host a house party of several friends who can help me reform Gardencourt. And I’d like you to join
            us.”
         

         
         Her brow knit in obvious suspicion. “What do you mean by ‘reform’?”

         
         He smiled. He’d worked endlessly on his plan, and he was proud of it.

         
         “Well, first I’m going to distribute the earnings of the duchy to the tenants in proportion to their labor.”

         
         Cornelia laughed, less a mirthful chuckle than a sputter of disbelief. “You, who abandoned the cause of justice years ago to set your lot with Tory nobs, would now like to turn the profits of a duchy
            to the tenants?”
         

         
         He shrugged, for there was nothing else to do. “Yes. That is my hope.”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “Either you are lying or you have the steadfast values of a stick of mercury.”

         
         She’d always been frank, but her withering tone made him want to shrink away.

         
         Even if, based on appearances at least, he deserved it.

         
         It had weighed on him, what she must think of him, in the years since they’d lost touch. He’d only ever wanted her good opinion.
            Losing it was among the greatest of the sacrifices he’d made in committing his life to the cause that he believed in.
         

         
         “I promise you, my intentions are sincere,” he said.

         
         She tossed back her head in frustration. “And why should I believe you?”

         
         “If you come, I can prove to you my true loyalties still lie with the radicals. You’ll see the reforms I’m making. But to make them properly, I need a person with knowledge of the estate at my side. You were raised there. You were the mistress of the house. You know the place. And if you come to Gardencourt until the will is executed, and make known you are my wife, you will get five thousand pounds. So you see, we would both benefit.” 

         
         Her mouth twisted in displeasure.

         
         Even when she looked at him like that—like he’d just asked her to bite into a lemon—she was beautiful. Her eyes still darkened
            when she was annoyed—their flecks of gold flickering to umber. Her tawny brown skin was unmarred by age, her black curls pulled
            back in the upswept fashion she’d worn since girlhood. But she’d grown into herself, blossomed in a way that matched her character
            to her physical appearance.
         

         
         He needed to stop admiring her. He was not here to repeat that mistake.

         
         “You seem to forget that admitting we are married is the one thing you would never ask of me,” she said.

         
         He recalled. He recalled every single thing about his week with Cornelia twenty years ago. Every single thing.

         
         “I know I promised. But just picture your uncle’s world if you—the niece he cast aside—assumed its highest title. It would
            be just the kind of thing you’re famous for—the kind of coup that would stir up the papers to no end.”
         

         
         She smiled at him like she pitied him. “A coup of manners is not the type I wish to be responsible for.”
         

         
         God, she was stubborn. She always had been, and he’d always admired her for it. But he did not enjoy having this quality turned
            against himself.
         

         
         Whatever their past, he’d thought his offer would be too appealing to pass up. An aristocratic outcast revealed to be a duchess was a premise he could have pulled directly from Cornelia’s portraits. Her fondness for restoring dignity to souls from whom society had stripped it was why her work was so coveted by some, and damned by others. And the more controversial her reputation, the more she seemed to sell. 

         
         “Cornelia,” he said quietly, “you’ll get five thousand pounds. You’d really turn that down?”
         

         
         She sighed.

         
         They both knew what her uncle had known: it would be very, very difficult for a woman of her means to reject that sum of money.
            It was a monumental, life-changing fortune.
         

         
         And if anyone could do something important with a fortune, it was Cornelia.

         
         She sucked on her bottom lip and rubbed the sleeve of her painting smock, clearly turning his proposition over in her mind.

         
         “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, I agree to attend your little party as your wife,” she drew out slowly. “I would have
            demands of my own.”
         

         
         She regarded him with raised brows, like he would try to argue with her. Odd, since in his recollection, he’d never denied
            her anything she’d asked him for. He’d once agreed to marry her at an hour’s notice, for Christ’s sake.
         

         
         “Certainly. Anything.”

         
         “I’ll invite my own friends to Gardencourt.”

         
         That was manageable.

         
         “Of course. Though I’d like to spend a few days with just the two of us before the group arrives, so you can become reacquainted
            with the place in privacy.”
         

         
         He suspected a return to Gardencourt would be emotional for her, given the circumstances in which she’d left it. And he happened to know she disliked being observed in states of high emotion. 

         
         She considered this, then nodded.

         
         “Fine. But there is something else.” She looked at him with challenge in her eyes. “I want to use Gardencourt for the debut
            of The Jezebels. My new exhibition.”
         

         
         It took him a few seconds to understand what she meant. “You mean you want to hold a painting exhibition at the house?”

         
         “Correct.”

         
         “What an utterly unremarkable idea,” he drawled. “Not shocking in the least.”

         
         She snorted, this time without scorn. He’d made her genuinely laugh. How refreshing. There was a time when he had done that frequently.
         

         
         “You know I trade in irony,” she said. “It is as much my art as my paintings are.”

         
         And a good test to see if he was lying about his politics, he reckoned.

         
         Which he was not.

         
         “I’m sure that can be arranged,” he said.

         
         She raised a brow, obviously pleasantly surprised he had agreed. Good. He liked eliciting any positive response, even if it
            was one predicated on the assumption he was a terrible man.
         

         
         “Also,” she went on, “I have no desire to be a duchess, and I despair at remaining married.”

         
         “Despair!” He grinned at her, attempting to use the charm for which he usually was known to his advantage. “That is rather
            unkind. I am not so bad.”
         

         
         He did not win another laugh. Instead, she wrinkled her nose.

         
         “I certainly cannot be married to a Tory.”
         

         
         Obviously, it was going to take more than his word to prove himself to her.

         
         “I promise you I’m not a Tory. I’m just a man with a passion for horses who worked for people who can afford to breed the
            best of them. If you come to Gardencourt, we can get to know each other once again, and I promise you that you will come to
            understand.”
         

         
         He loved the idea of getting to know who she was now that she was a mature woman of nearly forty years. He could see the self-possession
            she’d been known for in her girlhood had evolved into an intimidating confidence. He was certain it was hard-won, given what
            she must have faced in transforming herself from an aristocratic maiden into an infamous, radical artist.
         

         
         He longed to know her.

         
         “The past speaks for itself,” she said. “Character is a question of one’s actions, and yours bespeak a lack of integrity.
            You must promise me a divorce once the will is executed. Marriage is against my principles. You are against my principles.”
         

         
         “Fine,” he said, for what else could he say? He could not force her to like him, only do his best to make her understand him.
            Besides, to end their marriage would not cost him a wife—he’d never had one anyway.
         

         
         She sighed. “You’re certain? It will be a terrible scandal.”

         
         “I do realize that. But no more than when we announce you are my duchess.”

         
         His duchess. The words gave him a thrill he knew better than to betray. Revealing he was proud of their connection—proud to be, in some
            way, hers—would do little to endear him to Cornelia.
         

         
         “As to that,” she said, “why are you so confident anyone will believe we’re married? Our only proof is a tattered witness paper from Gretna Green. Will it not raise alarm with the executor of the will, you suddenly having a wife when you have made no subtle thing of your desire never to marry?” 

         
         It would indeed stretch credulity. He was certain the few witnesses to their vows were scattered, forgetful, or dead. But
            he had a plan.
         

         
         “If you come to Gardencourt, you will be in residence when the executor arrives to meet with me next week.” He batted his
            lashes at her. “We’ll pretend to be in love.”
         

         
         It would not be the first time.

         
         Her face betrayed neither sentimentality for the past, nor humor.

         
         “And what’s to stop the executor from thinking it’s a ruse?”

         
         “I’ve thought of that,” he said. “I will make it known to a few loose-lipped, high-placed souls that I was wed in secret as
            a young man, and intend to invite society into my home to meet my duchess in a fortnight. We shall have a masked ball where
            you will reveal your true identity. The solicitor will not be able to take exception to such a public display of wedded bliss.”
         

         
         She considered this. He saw it on her face as she worked through the possibilities and slowly, reluctantly, acknowledged the
            potential of the scheme.
         

         
         It was very pleasing to watch.

         
         “I suppose it could work,” she mused. “I suppose for five thousand pounds, I could see to it that it works.”
         

         
         He suspected there was little in this world Cornelia Ludgate could not make work, if she put her mind to it.

         
         “But I don’t trust you,” she said flatly. “And if you display even the slightest hint that you are lying or manipulating me,
            I will leave Gardencourt immediately.”
         

         
         The word trust brought back the last time they had seen each other. The way she had stared at him, looking beautiful and bereft at an inn
            in Gretna Green. How he’d fallen to his knees and wrapped his arms around her waist and begged her forgiveness. How she’d
            wrenched herself away.
         

         
         This was his chance to redeem himself. To prove to her he was better than she thought he was. Better than he had been all
            those years ago. That he was a man she could trust.
         

         
         He held out his hand. “We have an agreement?”

         
         “For now.” Tentatively, she reached out and touched his fingers. Her nails were speckled in paint. Her touch gave him a pang
            of longing so sharp he wanted to pull those fingers to his mouth and kiss them.
         

         
         Instead, he dropped her hand and gave her a brisk nod.

         
         “Then I’ll send my carriage for you two days from tomorrow.”

         
         She laughed softly to herself. “Oh, I recall the duke’s carriages. More luxurious than my bedchamber.”

         
         They were indeed. Everything at Gardencourt was comically indulgent. He was going to change that. But in the meantime, he
            was going to see that they both enjoyed it.
         

         
         He grinned at her. “Do you know what, Cornelia? It’s fun to be a duke.”

         
         She rolled her eyes at him. “Trust that I have never doubted that.”

         
         “And I think you may enjoy being a duchess. Just wait.”

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “What I shall enjoy is leaving Gardencourt in a blaze of shame and ruin.” She paused and gave him a long, satisfied look. “Again.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Cornelia made sure to seem cool tempered as she saw Rafe out. Having floundered more than she was accustomed to today, and
            in front of him no less, she wished to be perceived with her usual elegant composure as she said farewell.
         

         
         She lasted until the door was shut behind him. At which time she promptly locked it, collapsed on a settee, and stared at
            the ceiling, shaking.
         

         
         She felt as though the floor had turned to water, and she was struggling to float.

         
         She and Rafe had promised to take their secret to their graves. As a matter of survival, she had pushed him from her mind,
            erecting a brick wall between her past and future—a task that had become easier over the years as Rafe’s life had become tied
            to the sort of people that she loathed.
         

         
         She’d shrunk him into a small, uneasy detail she rarely thought about. A slight pang in her side when she heard his name.
            A fleeting memory when she wore breeches, or smelled leather in the rain.
         

         
         But it was a different matter entirely to be near him. For in person, he was no inconvenient detail. Nor was he the ogre she’d imagined when she heard his name in reference
            to Tory politicians.
         

         
         She didn’t know what he was at all, save for six feet, five inches of oddly friendly man with a wild scheme that could lead to wilder riches. Her instincts told her not to trust him, but they were overpowered by what she’d gain if the arrangement he proposed worked. For if she herself was shocked by the idea of revealing she was a duchess, imagine how the public would react. And she was in the business of inciting public reactions. It was the lifeblood of her art. 

         
         But first, she must elicit private reactions. A more unappealing task.
         

         
         She locked the studio and climbed the stairs up to her jewel box of an apartment. It was half parlor and half bedchamber with
            a little hearth and table where one could cook, were one so inclined. Cornelia was rarely inclined.
         

         
         “What was that about?” Sera asked immediately.

         
         She and Elinor were sitting on the floor in their tunics, drinking tea and playing with Seraphina’s daughter, Ella. They were
            a study in contrasts, Sera angular and tall with a mane of wild brown hair, Elinor short and plump, her perfect blond coiffure
            fading into white. Cornelia wanted to sketch them—were it not that she had to perform the odious chore of shocking them with
            her decades of a singular omission about her past.
         

         
         “Something rather piquant, I’d gather, by the looks of you,” Sera added.

         
         Cornelia scratched the chin of her cat, Lucius, who was curled up on a sketchbook languorously licking a paw. She was not
            pleased they could see her discomfort on her face.
         

         
         “There is something I need to tell you,” she said quietly, with no earthly idea exactly how to phrase what she should say.

         
         “Then you’d better wake our sleeping beauty,” Elinor said, smiling over at Cornelia’s bed, where Thaïs was sprawled, wearing nothing but a sheet and her mermaid-length red hair, snoring. 

         
         Cornelia poked her foot. “You cannot possibly be asleep.”

         
         “I am, I am,” Thaïs mumbled, throwing an arm against her eyes to block the light.

         
         “Well then, wake up, slattern. There is something we must discuss.”

         
         Thaïs groaned so loud and long that Cornelia plucked a grape from the fruit basket on the windowsill and tossed it at her.

         
         Thaïs, nimble in the art of erotic showmanship, caught it with her teeth.

         
         “It is three in the afternoon, Thaïs,” Cornelia said.

         
         “Well, excuse me for needing rest, Miss Lady.”

         
         Thaïs enjoyed underlining the difference in their origins—Thaïs, an orphaned child of a brothel; Cornelia, an orphaned child
            of the fifth oldest family in England—when she was cross with her. Which was usually. They’d been bosom friends for fifteen
            years, and each year Thaïs had made a point to be ever more irascible.
         

         
         Cornelia sat down at the edge of the bed, twisting her fingers as she gathered the courage to say the words.

         
         “What is it, darling?” Elinor asked gently, her face evincing so much concern that it almost made Cornelia want to cry.

         
         She had to brace herself to get it out. “I’m, erm—well, to start, I’m married.”

         
         Thaïs jolted up with such force the headboard of the bed slammed against the wall. “Wot! To start?”
         

         
         As much as she found Thaïs’s dramatics tiresome, this was a fair reaction. Cornelia had long espoused the view that marriage was not compatible with her bone-deep zest for freedom. She might have yelled about it on multiple occasions, broken hearts based on the notion that the closer a relationship resembled marriage, the more it bore the chokehold of one. 

         
         She had done this without disclosing the technicalities of her matrimonial state.

         
         Even if becoming shackled had been her idea, it was not one she had ever intended to publicly acknowledge.

         
         Thaïs shot out of bed and marched to Cornelia, her pointer finger and her legendary breasts preceding her.

         
         Cornelia slumped. “Oh, conserve your theatrics, Thaïs. I’m not finished.”

         
         “Can’t do,” Thaïs squawked. “You just told us something very, very wicked.”

         
         “Well, it gets worse, I’m afraid. It would seem I’m also—” she inhaled, smoothed her smock, gathered her resolve “—a duchess.”

         
         Thaïs froze.

         
         Then she threw back her head and laughed.

         
         And laughed.

         
         She laughed until she had to hunch over, her hand pressed against her belly like she’d injured herself with her cackling.

         
         It physically hurt to offer Thaïs such a mortifying morsel of gossip. Cornelia could feel it in her grinding teeth. She was
            usually a calm, even-tempered, even cheerful sort of person. Marriage was bad for her equanimity.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Thaïs was galloping around, continuing to hoot even as she smacked her chest for air. Sera and Elinor only stared
            at Cornelia, their faces in matching expressions of disbelief.
         

         
         “I’m still sore at you for ruining my nap,” Thaïs said, “but to hear Miss Lady make her very first joke in all her days is worth it. Maybe by the time I’m old and dead you’ll make another one.” 

         
         She came and clapped Cornelia on the shoulder, her bosom bouncing so exuberantly the sight was likely against the law. “Oh,
            applause to you, my girl. Applause.”
         

         
         Baby Ella whimpered at all the noise.

         
         Lucius hissed and ran beneath the bed.

         
         Cornelia shrugged off Thaïs’s hand. Her nails were long and sharp, and Cornelia didn’t want them going errant and gouging
            out her eye.
         

         
         “Very well, Thaïs, you’ve had your merry time of it. You are scaring the innocent child. And the poor cat. May I go on?”

         
         Thaïs snatched a robe hanging from a peg—a damask chintz embroidered with nude figures frolicking en flagrante in hell that Cornelia was quite fond of—and shrugged it over her shoulders.
         

         
         “Please, go on,” Thaïs said. “I can’t wait to hear your tale.”

         
         “Stop it, you two,” Sera said. “Cornelia, tell us how it is you came to believe you are a duchess. I do hope the story does
            not begin with a blow to the head.”
         

         
         “I’m afraid not,” Cornelia said quietly. “It’s merely a convenient arrangement but legally speaking I’m married to . . .”
            She couldn’t say it. Thaïs would burst the blood vessels in her eyes if she continued to quack on like this, and, as a legendary
            whore, Thaïs’s income depended on her beauty.
         

         
         Cornelia coughed, summoning her strength of will. “I’m married to the Duke of Rosemere.”

         
         “You can’t mean you’re married to Rafe Goodwood,” Elinor uttered.

         
         Her aunt searched Cornelia’s eyes, waiting for her to reveal this to be another joke. The kind that no one found amusing.

         
         Cornelia said nothing.

         
         “You’re serious?” Sera whispered. “You’re married and you didn’t tell us?”
         

         
         They were used to her being close-lipped, she knew. But even she could see that this was different.

         
         “It was years ago,” she said, disliking the pleading in her voice. “Decades ago.”
         

         
         Thaïs grabbed the grapes and pelted one at Cornelia’s forehead. “You rail against marriage every chance you get, and you never
            thought to say you’ve got a husband? Let alone a bloody Tory one?”
         

         
         Cornelia thought back to that night. To her fear and desperation.

         
         “You don’t understand, Thaïs. I had no choice. Let me explain.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         
            Before

         

         It had been late, and pouring rain, and the knock—a staccato rap so deafening it drowned out the storm—had startled Rafe awake.
            He’d have thought someone was shooting a rifle in his parlor were it not that he’d recognized Miss Ludgate’s voice calling
            out his name.
         

         
         He barely knew Miss Ludgate, but he knew her voice.

         
         He’d been mesmerized by it the few times they’d met. Miss Ludgate was every inch the dewy, well-bred maiden in her white frills
            and flowery bonnets—until that low alto came out of her mouth, a voice so cultured and sonorous that it made a melody of vowels
            and consonants.
         

         
         At eighteen, she talked like most people recited poetry.

         
         She pounded on the door again. “Mr. Goodwood? Ae you at home? ’Tis Miss Ludgate.”

         
         He found her standing on his paving stones looking as sodden as a sea sponge.

         
         When she saw him, she closed her eyes. “You’re home. Thank God.”

         
         “Miss Ludgate, what are you—”

         
         “I’m unspeakably sorry for the intrusion at this hour. But may I please have a word with you? I’m desperate.”

         
         “Of course.” He pulled open the door, though not without a moment’s pause for what her guardian might think—or do—if he found out his ward was standing soaked in a horse trainer’s parlor hours before dawn. 

         
         There was not time to worry over dreadful consequences, for as soon as Miss Ludgate stepped into the threshold of his home,
            she started sobbing.
         

         
         He’d never seen her anything but poised to the point she was intimidating. He froze like she’d shot him dead.

         
         Don’t panic. They’re just tears.

         
         But tears were worse than bullets. He needed to make the crying stop. But how did one get a weeping, wet, young woman to collect
            herself when she appeared at one’s door unannounced and without explanation in the middle of the night?
         

         
         Same as anyone, he hoped.

         
         Sit her by the fire, give her tea, and let her talk.

         
         It must have been the right thing, for she surrendered to his care like an orphaned fawn who’d take mothering from a wolf.

         
         He settled her in front of the fire with a steaming mug.

         
         “Miss Ludgate,” he said cautiously, sitting down across from her. “Has something happened to you?”

         
         Poachers were known to prowl at night on the forest roads between his house and Gardencourt Manor. She could have been attacked,
            or worse. And if she had—
         

         
         She shook her head. “No, I haven’t been harmed.” She paused, blew on her tea, and looked up into his eyes. “Yet.”

         
         Her voice broke on that final word. He wanted to gather her to his chest and stroke her back to soothe her.

         
         “Tell me what’s the matter,” he said, keeping his voice gentle.

         
         “I need a husband,” she said. She drew a breath and looked him directly in the eye. “And I hoped you might be him.”

         
         “I— Pardon?” He’d expected her to say something along the lines of “I’ve fallen off my horse.”

         
         “I’m sorry to ask. But I’ve gone through many calculations and you are the only person who can help me.”

         
         He felt guilty for doing it, but he laughed.

         
         He couldn’t help it. It was the strangest thing he’d ever heard.

         
         He was a commoner. His closest claim to gentle birth was some old family Bible that proclaimed him the ninth-odd cousin of
            Miss Ludgate’s uncle. He trained horses and sometimes bred them, when he could get the money for their keep.
         

         
         She was the kind of girl who would marry the third son of a viscount. Maybe better, if her dowry was as hefty as the rumors
            held.
         

         
         “I assure you, this is not a jest,” she said.

         
         “I’m sorry. I’m just imagining the likes of me as the only possible suitor for you. It’s quite amusing.”

         
         “You don’t know me very well, though, do you?” she asked evenly.

         
         He shut up and let her talk.

         
         Her explanation was halting, interrupted by many fortifying gulps of his bracingly hot tea. By the time she was done, she’d
            consumed the entire pot, told him a long story about painting lessons and a tutor from Vienna she’d been found with in the
            nude, and a list of dreadful suitors her uncle had threatened to make her choose among—or else.
         

         
         “So you see,” she concluded, “I must marry someone of my own choosing, before he marries me off against my will.”

         
         “What about your tutor?”

         
         She snorted. “No, impossible. If I married him, he’d think I was his wife.”
         

         
         “That . . . is the resulting consequence of matrimony.”

         
         “Yes, and therefore you see why I have asked you.”

         
         “You are speaking in riddles,” he said.

         
         She smiled. “I love riddles.”

         
         So had her mother.

         
         Her parents had died when she was an infant, but her composure reminded him distinctly of Demeter Ludgate, her mama. Cornelia’s
            stubborn courage, however, was an inheritance from her papa. Even at his most well-mannered, Jamesy Ludgate had never held
            back the slightest impulse. It had made him brave. It had also gotten him killed.
         

         
         And here was their daughter, a combination of the two of them in looks and temperament, staring at Rafe like he was the answer
            to a puzzle he couldn’t see the pieces to.
         

         
         “Please, explain, in a way my simple mind might grasp,” he said.

         
         “Mr. Goodwood, my aunt Elinor trusts you, and you knew my parents. So I thought you might understand the unfairness of my
            position and be willing to help.”
         

         
         “I’m still not sure why marrying me would help you.”

         
         “Because I’m not marrying to gain a husband. I’m marrying to avoid having one. To protect my freedom.”

         
         It was irritating to deal with an eighteen-year-old who was leagues smarter than you.

         
         “You wish to marry me so that you cannot be forced to marry someone else by your uncle?” He hoped he was following her meaning.

         
         “Yes.” She paused. “I know it is a tremendous thing to ask, and that I am quite outrageous to ask it of you, given we are only so casually acquainted. I shall not prevail on you to accept my scheme if you are opposed to it. But I am desperate, and in going through the small list of men I know well enough to ask, your name came to mind. It’s well-known among the girls in town that you are determined not to marry. Therefore, I hope I would not be depriving you of a chance for happiness by asking you this favor.” 

         
         He had, in fact, sworn off matrimony repeatedly and publicly. He was not opposed to love—he welcomed it, fell into it constantly
            and with a fervor that often got him into trouble—but he was not the marrying kind.
         

         
         “I won’t prevail on you beyond a trip to Gretna Green,” she said, not giving him a chance to talk. “I intend to go to Florence
            as soon as I’m certain my uncle can’t capture me and make me marry someone else. I’m his ward, you see. And I’m eighteen.
            He has control of me for three more years.”
         

         
         Rosemere was more than Miss Ludgate’s guardian—he was also Rafe’s
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