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Prologue 

London, Spring 1809 

ilhelmina Ashbrook leaned her head against the al-
cove wall, stared out the window, and wished she 
weren’t so wicked. Not that happiness itself was in-

herently evil, but finding any modicum of joy in the death of 
her beloved papa certainly earned her the title of wicked. 

Her breath fogged the glass. Through the haze, Mina 
watched the horses trot past the townhouse. The clopping of 
their hooves and the clatter of carriages rang through the air. 
London had its enticements; Mina loved the many musicales, 
theatres, and other diverse entertainments, but the hustle and 
bustle of the city stifled her soul. She longed for a breath of 
clean air, a horseback ride across fields, and a chance to avoid 
the unpleasantness that came with London society. The coun-
try called out to her, begging Mina to escape the noisy confines 
of Town. Her papa had never understood that sentiment, 
though she had tried to explain it to him on various occasions.  

Now he was gone, and it was difficult not to hope that her 
longstanding wish would finally come to fruition. Mina would 
give anything to have her dear papa alive and healthy, but she 
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was unable to change the past nor stop the desire in her heart 
that saw the possibility of something good coming from this 
bleak affair. Mina glanced at her drawings lying on her lap, de-
tailing all the improvements she could soon afford for Rose-
wood Cottage. 

No matter that her family thought cottage ‘cramped’ and 
‘pokey’. To Mina, it was a haven. With blooming honeysuckle 
climbing the grey stone walls and shutters painted the perfect 
green to accent their foliage, Rosewood Cottage was the picture 
of picturesque. Having been her grandmother's favorite re-
treat, she had willed it to the one person in the family who 
loved it with equal fervor, and Mina dreamt of living there. 

If only her grandmother had willed her the funds to main-
tain the property. Or if only her father had been willing to give 
his daughter a modest increase in her pin money. However, 
between the Ashbrook’s immaculate London townhouse and 
vast estate in Lincolnshire, her father saw no need for his 
daughter to abandon civilization to reside alone in the wilds of 
Herefordshire. Now, his refusal to give Mina the necessary fi-
nancial freedom was a moot point. 

Mina truly was a wicked, wicked woman. For even though 
the majority of her heart and soul mourned the loss of her be-
loved papa, lingering in the quiet recesses was the realization 
that with the reading of her father’s will, she would finally have 
the funds to fulfill her dream. Rosewood Cottage. Sadness still 
clung to her, but the thrill of that possibility chased away some 
of the melancholy, giving her a light among the dark despair. 

Finally, Mina would be able to quit her father’s home and 
set up one of her own. No loving husband and sweet children 
would fill it, but it would be a home nonetheless. One that she 
would be free to do with as she pleased. One that allowed her 
to escape the madness of society when she wished. One that 
she could decorate and arrange to her delight. Not a borrowed 
thing she occupied in the interim between childhood and mar-
riage. It would be utterly and completely hers. 
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The library door opened, and Mina’s brother entered. He 
was more than capable of stepping into their father’s shoes, but 
Mina sensed the responsibility hung heavy on him. 

“Hello, Nicholas,” she greeted, pushing the sketches aside, 
uncurling her legs, and brushing off her black skirts as she 
stood. “You just missed tea. I can have Cook prepare a tray if 
you wish.” She went to call a footman, but Nicholas stopped 
her. 

“I’m fine, Mina. Truly.” 
She studied his face and knew his words were untrue but 

sensed it was best to move on. 
“And you, Mina? How are you?” asked Nicholas, scrutiniz-

ing her with an intensity she found unnerving on her younger 
brother’s face. 

Mina blushed, and a sick feeling filled her stomach. It 
wouldn’t do to admit aloud the thoughts in her head. At least, 
not in its entirety. 

“I was thinking of Father, but that is nothing new,” she 
said. 

Nicholas nodded, ushering her to the sofa before sitting 
beside her. 

“I take comfort in knowing he is with Mother now,” he 
said. “I believe it is something he has wanted for a long time.” 

Mina could only nod. As the oldest child and daughter, she 
had tried to step into her mother’s shoes, but she was no 
proper substitute. Especially for their father. 

“But there is something I need to speak to you about,” 
Nicholas said, sitting even taller. It was a relatively new habit 
of his, squaring his shoulders and straightening his spine. In 
some ways it was funny to see him playing the part of ‘lord of 
the manor’ but heartwarming at the same time. He was no wet 
behind the ears lad and had been without purpose for far too 
long. Having the weight of their father’s role on his shoulders 
would do Nicholas good. 

“I’ve come from the solicitor,” he said. His rigidity faded a 
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moment as he flexed his fingers. Mina didn’t know what to ex-
pect, but Nicholas fidgeting was never a good sign. “I have 
some rather difficult news about Father’s will.” 

“The finances?” Mina paled. As far as she was aware, they 
were robust. She’s managed the household accounts since her 
mother’s passing fifteen years ago, but her father had seldom 
discussed the details of the estate finances with Mina. Graham 
would be fine. His naval career would sustain him. But Nicho-
las and Ambrose would be left to flounder. Mina would have a 
home with Aunt Matilda, though the thought of it soured her 
stomach. Mina had barely survived the woman when she’d 
served as chaperone during Mina’s many unsuccessful Sea-
sons. The thought of spending the rest of her life with that hor-
rid woman was enough to make Mina contemplate going into 
service. 

“Calm yourself, Mina,” said Nicholas. “All the family hold-
ings are flourishing.” 

“So, you, Graham, and Ambrose…” 
“Will be fine, I assure you.” 
Mina sighed and touched a hand to her temple. “Perhaps 

you should have begun with that. For a hard moment, I feared 
the worse for you boys.” 

Nicholas grinned. “Always the mother hen, Mina?” 
She returned his smile. “Some habits are hard to break. 

But please, get to the point,” she said as he looked no more 
ready to broach the topic than he had been moments before. 

“It isn’t our inheritance that is of concern. It is yours,” he 
said. “Father has provided handsomely for all of us boys, as he 
assured me he would, and he left strict instructions about how 
you are to be cared for.” 

“Cared for?” The words made Mina sound like Cousin Be-
atrice’s pampered terrier. 

“Not that I would ever shirk my duty on that account,” 
Nicholas insisted, seeming a touch angry at the thought. “You 
are my sister, and I will always provide for you. No matter 


