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Chapter 1: The Stain of Treason
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The air inside Almack’s Assembly Rooms smelled of damp wool, expensive floor wax, and the quiet, curdling scent of desperation. It was a fragrance Lady Honoria Westcott knew intimately. At twenty-one, she had already been declared a permanent fixture of the ballroom’s perimeter—a human piece of architectural molding that wore spectacles and drab muslin.

Being overlooked was not merely a circumstance for Honoria; it was a carefully cultivated profession.

“Straighten your spine, Nora. You look like a question mark,” her father, Lord Westcott, hissed as they navigated the gauntlet of eagle-eyed patronesses. “If you could manage even a fraction of the charm your mother possessed, we wouldn’t be staring into the mouth of a bankruptcy court.”

Honoria adjusted her spectacles, which had a tendency to slide down her nose whenever her father mentioned the family’s impending ruin. “Perhaps if I were a horse, Papa, you could simply sell me at Tattersall’s and be done with it. I imagine I’d fetch a respectable price for my teeth alone.”

“Don’t be pert. It’s unattractive in a girl of your limited prospects.” Lord Westcott’s eyes scanned the room, not for a suitor for his daughter, but for the Earl of Radley. Radley was a man who possessed a great deal of land, a very small soul, and a collection of Westcott’s gambling debts that could paper the walls of a cathedral.

“My prospects are exactly where I left them, Papa,” Honoria murmured, her voice barely a breath. “Beneath the notice of anyone with a pulse.”

Which was exactly how she liked it. Beneath the stiffened silk of her bodice, tucked against the skin of her ribs, lay a folded sheet of vellum that could, if discovered, see her sent to Newgate or worse. It was the lead article for tomorrow’s edition of The Midnight Ledger, a scathing indictment of the very men currently preening beneath the crystal chandeliers. To the Ton, she was the Mouse of Mayfair. To the radical underground of London, she was the Midnight Scribe.

She felt the sharp edge of the paper dig into her side—a literal thorn in the flesh of the aristocracy.

“I’m going to the card room,” Westcott announced, his gaze finally lighting on a group of men by the punch bowl. “Try not to disappear into the curtains, Honoria. It’s hard enough for Radley to find you when you’re standing in the middle of the floor.”

Honoria watched him go, a familiar pang of disappointment blooming in her chest before she ruthlessly suppressed it. She didn’t have time for the luxury of a wounded heart. She had a delivery to make.

She began to move through the crowd, her movements fluid and unhurried. She was a master of the “wallflower glide”—a way of moving that redirected the eye to anything else in the room. A more vibrant gown, a louder laugh, a more tragic wig. She passed Lady Jersey, who was busy holding court near the orchestra, and made her way toward the refreshment tables.

The “drop” was supposed to be simple. A waiter with a notched lapel would take her empty ratafia glass; inside the glass would be the folded pamphlet.

But as she reached the edge of the long, linen-draped table, the atmosphere in the room shifted. It wasn’t a loud noise, but rather a sudden, vacuum-like silence that started at the doors and rippled outward. The violins seemed to lose their confidence, stuttering into a discordant halt.

Benedict Crane, the Marquess of Vane, had arrived.

Honoria froze. She didn’t look—to look was to invite attention—but she felt him. He was like a cold front moving across the English Channel. Benedict was the “Ice Marquess,” a man whose reputation for rigid, unbending morality was matched only by his efficiency as the Crown’s most relentless investigator. He had been tasked with scrubbing London clean of “seditious elements,” and Honoria was currently the most seditious element within fifty miles.

She risked a glance through the reflection of a silver punch bowl.

Benedict stood in the entryway, his tall frame clad in stark black and white. He eschewed the flamboyant fops’ penchant for excessive lace and high collars; his style was architectural, severe, and terrifyingly precise. His face was a study in hard angles—a jawline that looked capable of cutting glass and eyes the color of a winter sea. He didn’t look like a man here to dance. He looked like a man here to conduct an autopsy.

Keep moving, Nora, she told herself. He doesn’t know you exist. No one knows you exist.

She reached the refreshment table and signaled for a glass of ratafia. Her hand trembled, just a fraction. The waiter approached—a tall man with a notched lapel. This was it.

She reached for the glass, her fingers brushing the hidden vellum in her bodice, preparing to palm it.

“Lady Honoria.”

The voice was deep, resonant, and far too close. It had the texture of expensive velvet draped over a whetstone.

Honoria jumped, nearly toppling a tray of lemon tarts. She turned, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against the treasonous paper in her corset. Benedict Crane was standing less than two feet away. Up close, he was even more intimidating. He smelled of sandalwood and rain.

“Lord Vane,” she said, dipping into a curtsy that was perhaps a bit lower than necessary. “I didn’t realize you frequented Almack’s. I thought you found the tea too weak and the company too... loud.”

One of Benedict’s dark eyebrows climbed a fraction of an inch. “I find many things tedious, Lady Honoria. However, duty often requires one to endure discomfort. And you? I am surprised to find you so far from your usual corner. Are the shadows not to your liking tonight?”

It was a challenge. He was looking at her—not through her, as most men did, but at her. His gaze was a physical weight, stripping away her camouflage.

“The shadows are perfectly lovely, my lord, but even a mouse requires sustenance,” she replied, regaining her footing. She reached for the ratafia glass the waiter was holding out, but Benedict’s hand moved faster.

He took the glass from the waiter’s tray before she could touch it.

“A dangerous drink,” Benedict said, swirling the pink liquid. “Too much sugar, not enough substance. Much like the gossip that floats through these halls. Wouldn’t you agree?”

He dismissed the waiter with a curt nod. Honoria watched her contact disappear into the crowd, her stomach dropping. The pamphlet was still trapped against her ribs.

“I wouldn’t know, my lord,” Honoria said, forcing a polite, vapid smile. “I rarely listen to gossip. It’s so much work to keep the names straight, don’t you think? I find it easier to simply nod and think of my embroidery.”

“Do you?” Benedict stepped closer, invading her personal space in a way that was strictly improper and utterly effective. He leaned down, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Because I have it on good authority that you are quite the observer. That beneath those spectacles, you are cataloging every stumble, every debt, and every secret in this room.”

Honoria’s pulse thrummed in her ears. Did he know? Had he found a lead? “I think your authority has been drinking too much of this ratafia, Lord Vane. I am merely a wallflower. My most scandalous secret is that I occasionally skip my French verbs.”

“A wallflower,” he repeated, his gaze dropping to her palm, which was resting on the edge of the table. “An interesting choice of disguise. It allows one to go anywhere. To hear everything. To pass messages in the dark.”

“You sound as though you’re describing a spy novel, not a Tuesday night assembly,” she teased, though her internal monologue was screaming. He knows. He’s hunting. “If you’re looking for intrigue, I believe Lady Castlereagh is currently arguing with the orchestra leader. That’s usually as exciting as it gets here.”

“I’m not looking for Lady Castlereagh,” Benedict said. He set the glass down on the table with a sharp clack. “I am looking for a ghost. Someone who has been stirring up a great deal of trouble with a very sharp pen. Someone who thinks they can hide in plain sight.”

He was testing her. He didn’t have proof—if he had proof, she’d be in shackles already—but he had a suspicion. The Ice Marquess was playing with his food.

“Well, if you find this ghost, do let me know,” Honoria said, making a move to bypass him. “I should like to ask them for their tailor’s name. To be a ghost sounds much more fashionable than being a Westcott.”

Benedict reached out, his fingers catching her elbow. The contact was electric, sending a jolt through her that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with a sudden, unwanted awareness of him as a man.

“The set is forming for the waltz,” he said.

Honoria blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“The waltz, Lady Honoria. That dance where people pretend they aren’t thinking about what their partners look like without their clothes on. I believe you owe me one.”

“I most certainly do not. We haven’t even been properly introduced this evening, and I am quite sure I am not on your list. I’m not on anyone’s list. I’m not even sure I’m on the guest list.”

“I am the Marquess of Vane,” he said, his voice dropping an octave. “I don’t need a list. And as for the introduction, I believe we just had it. Now, shall we scandalize the patronesses, or do you intend to make a scene in front of the punch bowl?”

Honoria looked at his hand on her arm, then up at his face. His eyes were challenging her—daring her to refuse, daring her to step out of the shadows. If she refused, she’d draw more attention. If she danced, she’d be in the arms of the man trying to hang her.

It was a magnificent, terrible trap.

“I hope you’re prepared for a disappointment, my lord,” she said, lifting her chin. “I’m told I dance like a clockwork doll that needs oiling.”

“Then I shall simply have to be the oil,” he countered, a ghost of a smirk playing on his lips.

He led her onto the floor, and the room seemed to tilt. The whispers started immediately—a low, buzzing sound like a disturbed hive of bees. The “Ice Marquess” and the “Westcott Mouse.” It was the most improbable pairing in the history of Almack’s.

As the music began, Benedict pulled her into the frame of the waltz. It was too close. According to the strict rules of the lady patronesses, there should be enough space between them for a small child to pass through. Benedict, however, seemed to have forgotten his own reputation for rigidity. He held her firmly, his hand at her waist pressing right against the hidden pamphlet.

Honoria stiffened. “You’re holding me quite tightly, Lord Vane. Is this an arrest or a dance?”

“In my experience, the two are often indistinguishable,” he replied, moving her across the floor with a grace that shouldn’t belong to a man of his size. He was a powerful dancer, leading her through the turns with an effortless strength that made her feel dangerously small. “Tell me, Honoria, what does a girl like you think about when she’s being ignored?”

“I think about dinner, mostly,” she lied, her face inches from his. “And whether my shoes are going to pinch before the carriage arrives.”

“Liar,” he whispered. The word was a caress and a threat. “You think about the injustice of the corn laws. You think about the hypocrisy of the Prince Regent. You think about how easy it would be to bring this whole gilded cage crashing down with a few well-placed words.”

Honoria’s heart skipped a beat. She missed a step, her slipper catching on the hem of her gown. Benedict caught her, his arm tightening around her waist to steady her. The paper in her corset crinkled—a sound that, to her ears, was as loud as a gunshot.

“Careful,” he murmured, his breath warm against her temple. “You wouldn’t want to fall. Not when everyone is watching.”

“I’m fine,” she snapped, her “mouse” persona fraying at the edges. “And your imagination is quite vivid, my lord. Perhaps you should be the one writing novels. You seem to have a talent for inventing drama where none exists.”

“Is that what I’m doing? Inventing?” He spun her in a quick, dizzying circle. “Then explain to me why your father is currently sweating through his waistcoat while looking at the Earl of Radley. And explain why you look like you’re waiting for a death sentence.”

“My father is a gambler, Lord Vane. Sweating is his natural state. And I always look like this. It’s my face. I’m sorry if it’s not to your aesthetic standards.”

“Your face is fascinating,” he said, his gaze dropping to her mouth before snapping back to her eyes. “It’s a mask. A very good one. But masks have a tendency to slip when things get... heated.”

The music swelled, the violins reaching a crescendo. Honoria felt a bead of sweat track down her spine. The heat in the room was stifling, and the man holding her was a furnace. She needed to get away. She needed to deliver the pamphlet and disappear back into the safety of her drab life.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked, her voice trembling with genuine frustration. “Why pick on me? There are a hundred beautiful, interesting women in this room who would give their eye teeth for a dance with the Great Marquess of Vane. Go bother one of them.”

“Because they are boring,” Benedict said simply. “They all say the same things, wear the same smiles, and have the same ambitions. But you... you are a puzzle, Honoria. And I’ve always had a weakness for puzzles.”

The dance ended with a final, dramatic flourish of the bows. Benedict didn’t let go of her immediately. He stood there, in the middle of the floor, his hand still anchored to her waist. The silence in the room was absolute now. Even the patronesses had stopped their whispering.

“Thank you for the dance, Lady Honoria,” Benedict said, his voice projecting just enough to be heard by the nearest onlookers. “It was... illuminating.”

He took her hand, as if to lead her back to her father, but as he lifted it to his lips for a formal bow, he paused.

Honoria tried to pull her hand back, but his grip was iron.

He turned her hand over, exposing her palm.

There, across the pale skin of her thumb and the base of her index finger, was a faint, unmistakable smudge of charcoal-black.

Printer’s ink.

The kind that didn’t wash off easily. The kind that came from handling freshly printed broadsheets in a hurry.

Honoria felt the blood drain from her face. She had been so careful. She had used gloves at the printer’s, but one of them had torn, and she’d been in such a rush to get to Almack’s on time...

Benedict stared at the smudge for a long, agonizing second. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t call for the guards. He simply looked at it, then up at her.

His eyes weren’t cold anymore. They were alight with a dark, predatory triumph.

He leaned in, his lips brushing the shell of her ear as he lowered her hand. “A lady shouldn’t have such dirty hands, Lady Honoria,” he whispered, his voice vibrating through her entire body. “I look forward to our next dance. I suspect the stakes will be much higher.”

He released her, executed a perfect, insulting bow, and turned on his heel. He walked out of the ballroom without looking back, leaving Honoria standing alone in the center of the floor, the weight of the treasonous paper against her ribs suddenly feeling like a millstone.

She looked down at her hand, the black smudge a brand of guilt.

The hunt had begun. And the Ice Marquess had just found his scent.

Honoria didn’t wait for her father. She didn’t wait for Radley. She turned and fled toward the cloakroom, her heart echoing a single, terrifying thought:

He knows. He knows. He knows.

Outside, the London fog was rolling in, thick and gray, swallowing the carriages and the gaslights. Honoria climbed into the Westcott hackney, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She looked at her ink-stained palm and realized, with a jolt of pure, adrenaline-fueled terror, that the “Mouse of Mayfair” was dead.

The Midnight Ledger had a new headline for tomorrow, though she wouldn’t be the one to write it.

The Marquess and the Mouse: A Game of Shadows.

And she had the sinking feeling that, in Benedict Crane’s world, the mouse never, ever won.

But as the carriage jerked forward, Honoria felt something else stir beneath the fear. A spark of defiance. He wanted a puzzle? She would give him a labyrinth. He wanted a hunt? She would lead him through every gutter and alley of London until he didn’t know his own name.

She reached into her bodice, pulled out the crumpled pamphlet, and smoothed it against her knee.

“Checkmate, my lord,” she whispered to the empty carriage. “The game isn’t over until the ink dries.”

The following morning, the sun struggled to pierce the London gloom, casting a sickly yellow light over the rooftops of Mayfair. Inside Vane House, the atmosphere was no brighter.

Benedict Crane sat at his desk, a single sheet of paper laid out before him. It wasn’t a pamphlet. It was a report from his investigators, detailing the movements of the Westcott family over the last six months.

“Debt,” Benedict muttered, his fingers tracing the figures. “Gambling. Loss of property. And a daughter who is never seen and never heard.”

He looked at his own hand, remembering the way Honoria’s skin had felt beneath his. Soft. Warm. And marked with the soot of rebellion.

He had expected a man. A grizzled veteran of the Napoleonic wars, perhaps, or a disgruntled academic with a grudge against the crown. He had not expected a girl with spectacles and a sharp tongue who smelled like lavender and treason.

A knock sounded at the door. His secretary, Mr. Pringle, entered, looking nervous.

“My lord? The morning editions have arrived.”

Benedict didn’t look up. “And?”

“The Midnight Ledger is out, sir. It’s... well, it’s particularly pointed this morning.”

Pringle placed the broadsheet on the desk. Benedict scanned the lines, his jaw tightening as he read the lead article. It was an exquisitely written piece about the “Arrogance of the Investigator,” a man who “hunts for shadows while the sun burns his own house down.”

It was a direct hit. A personal jab that only someone who had stood inches away from him could have delivered with such surgical precision.

“She’s bold,” Benedict whispered, a grim smile touching his lips.

“Sir?”

“Nothing, Pringle. Leave me.”

When the door closed, Benedict leaned back in his chair, the “Ice Marquess” mask momentarily discarded. He felt a strange, jarring sensation in his chest—a vibration of excitement he hadn’t felt in years.

He was going to ruin her. He had to. His family’s name, his career, his very sense of order demanded it. He would unmask her, strip her of her secrets, and hand her over to the authorities.

But as he looked at the smudge of ink on the newspaper, he found himself wondering what she would look like if she weren’t trying to hide. If she were wearing silk instead of muslin, and if that fire in her eyes were directed at something other than the downfall of the government.

He picked up a pen and began to write. Not a report, but a list.

1. Secure the Westcott debts. 2. Isolate the target. 3. Force a confession.

He paused at the third point. A confession.

He didn’t just want her to admit she was the Scribe. He wanted to hear her voice say his name without the shield of etiquette. He wanted to see the Mouse of Mayfair turn into the lioness she clearly was.

“You’ve made a mistake, Honoria,” he said to the empty room. “You should have stayed in the shadows.”

He stood up, crossing to the window to watch the throngs of people moving through the street below. Somewhere out there, she was waiting. Thinking she had won this round.

He tapped his fingers against the glass.

“Let the dance begin.”

Back at Westcott House, Honoria was anything but triumphant. She was currently scrubbed her hands with a pumice stone until they were raw and red. The ink was gone, but the memory of Benedict’s touch remained, like a burn that refused to heal.

“Nora! Radley is here!” her father bellowed from the hallway.

Honoria closed her eyes, a wave of nausea rolling over her. Radley. The man who owned her father’s soul and wanted her body as interest.

She looked at her reflection in the spotted mirror. Her eyes were wide, her hair a mess, and her spectacles were crooked. She looked exactly like the girl no one noticed.

“Coming, Papa,” she called out, her voice steady.

She adjusted her bodice, feeling the empty space where the pamphlet had been. She had managed to pass it to another contact in the hallway of Almack’s before she fled, but the victory felt hollow.

She walked out of her room, her spine straight, her mask firmly back in place.

As she descended the stairs, she saw the Earl of Radley standing in the foyer, his face twisted into a smirk that made her skin crawl. He looked like a man who had already won.

“Ah, Lady Honoria,” Radley said, stepping forward to take her hand. “You look... functional this morning.”

“And you look as though you’ve spent the night in a gutter, Lord Radley. Is that a new fashion? The ‘Unwashed Earl’?”

Radley’s smirk faltered. “Your wit will be the first thing I break once we’re married, my dear. Your father and I have just been discussing the date.”

“The only date I am interested in is the one where your carriage falls off a cliff,” Honoria replied, pulling her hand away.

“Enough!” Westcott snapped. “Radley has been very generous. He’s willing to overlook your... lack of charm... in exchange for a swift wedding.”

Honoria looked from her father to the Earl. She was trapped. The Scribe was powerful, but Honoria Westcott was a commodity. If she didn’t find a way out, she’d be married to a monster within the month.

And then she thought of Benedict Crane. The Ice Marquess. The hunter.

He wanted a puzzle? He wanted to hunt her?

Fine. She would give him exactly what he wanted.

If she were engaged to a Marquess—even a fake engagement—Radley couldn’t touch her. Her father’s debts would be protected by Vane’s sheer social weight. And it would put her in the heart of the enemy’s camp, where she could find the evidence she needed to destroy Radley once and for all.

It was a suicidal plan. It was madness. It was the only way.

“I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding, Lord Radley,” Honoria said, her voice ringing out in the small foyer.

Both men turned to look at her.

“A misunderstanding?” Radley sneered. “What are you talking about?”

“I cannot marry you,” Honoria said, a slow, dangerous smile spreading across her face. “Because I am already spoken for.”

Her father gasped. “What? By whom?”

Honoria took a breath, the image of Benedict’s icy blue eyes flashing in her mind.

“The Marquess of Vane,” she said. “We... reached an understanding at Almack’s last night. He is coming this afternoon to speak with you, Papa.”

The silence that followed was the most beautiful thing Honoria had ever heard.

She had just declared war on the most dangerous man in England. And for the first time in her life, she didn’t feel like a mouse at all.

She felt like a storm.
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Chapter 2: The Auction Block
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The morning sun in Mayfair had a nasty habit of being entirely too cheerful for a woman who had just lied to a Marquess, an Earl, and her father within the span of twelve hours.

Honoria sat in the breakfast room of Westcott House, staring into the depths of a cup of lukewarm tea. The silver was tarnished, the toast was cold, and the atmosphere was thick enough to choke a dray horse. Across from her, Lord Westcott was nursing a headache that likely had its origins in a bottle of cheap port and ended in the vicinity of his empty pockets.

“Vane,” her father muttered for the tenth time, rubbing his temples. “The Marquess of Vane. You’re telling me that the man who hasn’t looked at a woman with anything other than polite contempt for three years spent the entire waltz whispering sweet nothings into your spectacles?”

“I wouldn’t call them sweet nothings, Papa,” Honoria said, her voice admirably steady. “Lord Vane is a man of precision. His nothings are very specific. And I don’t wear the spectacles when I’m dancing. They tend to fly off during the turns, and I’d hate to blind a Duke.”

In truth, her heart was doing a frantic jig against her ribs. The lie felt like a fragile glass sculpture perched on a vibrating shelf. She had used Benedict’s name because it was the only one in London heavy enough to crush the Earl of Radley’s ambitions. Now, she just had to survive the collision.

“I don’t believe it,” a new voice drawled from the doorway.

Honoria didn’t need to look up to recognize the oily tone of the Earl of Radley. He entered the room with the arrogance of a man who already owned the floorboards he walked on. He ignored the etiquette of waiting for a greeting and slumped into a chair at the head of the table—a seat that technically belonged to her father.

“Radley,” Lord Westcott said, straightening up with a pathetic sort of eagerness. “You’re early.”

“I find that the early bird catches the mouse,” Radley said, his small, dark eyes fixing on Honoria. “Though this morning, the mouse seems to be spinning tall tales. Vane? Really, Lady Honoria? You expect us to believe that the Ice Marquess has melted for a girl who usually spends her balls hiding behind the potted palms?”

“Perhaps he has a fondness for foliage,” Honoria replied, setting her teacup down with a delicate clink. “Or perhaps he simply recognizes that a woman who doesn’t spend her time preening for the mirror has more time to develop a mind. A novel concept for you, I’m sure, Lord Radley.”

Radley’s face flushed a dull, angry red. “Vane and I are old friends. We moved in the same circles at Oxford. I know the man. He doesn’t marry for ‘mind.’ He marries for lineage and order. And your family, Westcott, is currently as orderly as a tavern brawl.”

Honoria’s stomach did a slow, painful roll. Old friends. If Radley and Benedict were close, her lie wouldn’t just be exposed; it would be dissected and served for lunch.

“If you are such close friends,” Honoria said, leaning forward with a bravado she didn’t feel, “then you will surely be the first to congratulate him when he arrives this afternoon to formalize the arrangement. Unless, of course, you’re suggesting that a Marquess of the Realm is a liar?”

“I’m suggesting you are,” Radley hissed. He turned to her father. “Westcott, the debt stands. Either she marries me by the end of the month, or I call in the notes. Your house, your horses, and your daughter’s reputation—all gone. Unless Vane walks through that door and puts a ring on her finger, consider yourself liquidated.”

He stood up, his chair screeching against the floorboards. “I’ll be back at four. With a special license or a bailiff. You choose.”

Radley stormed out, leaving a trail of expensive cologne and cheap threats.

“Nora,” her father whispered, his face pale. “Tell me the truth. Did he really ask? Did Vane truly say those things?”

Honoria looked at her father. She saw the desperation, the weakness, and the ghost of the man who used to read her poetry before her mother died. She couldn’t tell him the truth. Not yet.

“He said enough, Papa,” she lied, her chest aching. “Go to your club. Let me handle Lord Vane.”

“Handle him?” Westcott laughed, a jagged, hysterical sound. “He’s an investigator for the Crown, Nora. He handles people. If you’re playing a game, he’ll see through it in ten seconds.”

“Then I shall have to be very convincing for nine,” she muttered as her father scurried away, likely to find solace in a bottle.

Honoria stood and went to the window. The street below was busy with the morning traffic of Mayfair. If Benedict was Radley’s friend, he was likely already on his way here—not to propose, but to interrogate her about the ink on her hand. He was the hunter, and she had just tied herself to a stake in his backyard.

She needed a plan. She couldn’t hide anymore. If she were to survive the afternoon, the Mouse of Mayfair had to become a Marchioness—at least in spirit.

She went to her room and began to tear through her wardrobe. Everything was gray, brown, or a particularly depressing shade of lavender. It was the wardrobe of a ghost.

“Not today,” she whispered.

She found a gown of deep, midnight blue—a silk she had bought with the first proceeds from The Midnight Ledger and hidden in the back of her closet. It was too bold for a wallflower, too elegant for a Westcott, and perfect for a woman about to commit social treason.

She dressed with shaking hands, forgoing her spectacles and pinning her hair up in a style that was almost daring. She looked in the mirror and didn’t recognize herself. The blue of the silk made her skin look like porcelain and her eyes—usually hidden behind glass—seemed sharp and bright.

She looked like a woman with a secret.

“Because I am,” she told her reflection.

A sudden, sharp rapping at the front door echoed through the house. Her heart leaped into her throat. It was too early for Radley. It was too early for her father to return.

It was him.

Honoria descended the stairs with a deliberateness that felt like walking toward a guillotine. She reached the foyer just as their elderly butler, Higgins, was opening the door.

Benedict Crane, Marquess of Vane, stepped over the threshold.

He was even more imposing in the daylight. The sun caught the glint of his dark hair and the terrifyingly sharp crease of his trousers. He carried a silver-topped cane like a weapon and a pair of leather gloves that he slapped rhythmically against his thigh.

“Lord Vane,” Higgins stammered, nearly dropping his tray. “We... we weren’t expecting—”

“I am aware,” Benedict said, his voice a cool, commanding baritone. “I am here to see Lady Honoria. Privately.”

His gaze moved past the butler and locked onto Honoria. He paused, his eyes traveling from the tips of her silk slippers to the daring sweep of her hair. For a fraction of a second, his composure faltered. The
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