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        Yorkshire England, 1810

      

      

      Lady Olivia Montague strolled across the parlor, her slippers threatening to wear through the carpet from her constant pacing. She could scarcely believe what was happening. Why now? Why after all this time? For Heaven’s sake, it had been more than fifteen years since they’d last heard from the duke.

      What the devil changed his mind? She turned her attention toward her friends, Lady Emma, and Lady Juliet. “I have to find a way out of this farce, and you ladies are going to help me.”

      “I fail to see what the problem is,” Emma said from where she sat near the hearth, her violet eyes cool and calm.

      Juliet sprang to her feet, pale blond curls bouncing with the movement. “I understand perfectly, but perhaps if you tried to see the situation in a more positive light.”

      Olivia turned to peer at her well-meaning friends. Lady Emma Finch and Lady Juliet Gale were both the daughters of Earls and longtime family friends. The three of them had been nearly inseparable throughout the years. Honestly, they were more like sisters than friends. And while Olivia knew the pair meant well, she could not help being cross with them at the moment.

      She narrowed her eyes as she replied, “You do not need to understand, and there is nothing positive about this…this…atrocity.”

      “Now that is a fine way to describe your pending marriage.” Emma shook her head, her lips pressed tightly together.

      Juliet sighed, her shoulder’s rounding a fraction before she perked back up. “What if you were to fall in love with him? That would be a positive outcome.”

      Olivia dismissed Juliet’s words even as she spoke them. “I’m not going to fall in love with anyone, least of all him.” Exasperated, she released a breath, then returned to pacing. “I’m not going to marry him.”

      The thud of Emma’s fan against the arm of the gold brocade wing chair she sat in drew Olivia’s attention back to her. “You cannot be serious. There’s a betrothal agreement. You’re legally bound. You’d face ruination if you refused.”

      “And besides, he’s a duke.” Juliet smiled, her blue eyes twinkling. “Every woman dreams of being a duchess.”

      Olivia could not deny the merits of her friends arguments, but neither did she believe they applied to her. She tossed her head as she turned back to them. “I don’t give a fig what he is, and I don’t want to be a duchess.”

      More than a little frustrated, she dropped onto a nearby settee. “All I want is a way out of this. Hells teeth, I don’t know the first thing about the man. I don’t even know what he looks like, and I’m expected to marry him.”

      Olivia brought her hand to her forehead and began massaging her temples with her thumb and middle finger. Her head pounded, but she did not have time to rest or drink tonics. She had to utilize every moment to find a way to get out of her impending marriage.

      Juliet leaned forward, a scowl etching lines around her mouth. “Now you are being unfair. He’s not a complete stranger. You have met him before. You told us as much.”

      Olivia dropped her hand to her lap and peered at Juliet. “As I recall, I told you how much I detested him. He was rude, obnoxious, messy, entitled—”

      “He was young, a child just like yourself,” Emma interrupted, one side of her lips tilting up in the semblance of a smirk. “Truly, Olivia, you should at least give him a chance.”

      Juliet’s expression took on a dreamy quality, all serenity, and joy as she looked at Olivia. “What if he’s grown into a handsome man with exemplary behavior?” She clasped her hands together with barely contained excitement. “What if he arrives and sweeps you right off your feet?”

      Olivia shook her head and squeezed her eyes together. “I assure you, that is not going to happen.”

      Emma tipped her head up toward the ceiling, almost as though she were praying, then said, “But it could. If only you’d give him a chance.”

      Olivia would wager her friend had indeed been lifting a prayer. After all, Emma had always been the most level headed among them. If her parents asked her to wed a gentleman of their choosing, she’d do so without complaint.

      Juliet smiled at Emma before returning her attention to Olivia. “She is right, and you know it. A lot can change with the passage of years. How long has it been? Ten, Twelve years?”

      “Fifteen,” Olivia forced the word through clenched teeth. Fifteen long years with nary a word from the man. Fifteen years of Olivia believing she’d been forgotten. How the devil did anyone expect her to forget that?

      Emma pushed a stray lock of raven-colored hair from her cheek. “The boy you remember has long since grown into a man. I’d wager he has changed a great deal.”

      “None of this matters. It’s all beside the point.” Olivia waved her hand in dismissal. “Even if he were handsome and well-mannered it would not negate the fact that he spent the last fifteen years ignoring our betrothal. Neither my family nor myself received any communication from him or his. I’d come to believe myself free.”

      “Perhaps he had a good reason?” Juliet said, optimism flashing in her blue gaze.

      “You both know that I do not wish to marry anyone…ever. And now,” Olivia released a deep sigh, “now I am enslaved once more. I cannot bear it. I will not. You have to help me.”

      Emma clasped Olivia’s hands in hers and offered a reassuring smile. “Then we shall, at least as much as we are able.”

      “Oh, I know. Let’s go to the fair.” Juliet turned an excited grin on them, fairly bouncing in her seat. “I’m told there’s a fortune teller there. You can see her, and maybe she’ll tell you what you’re supposed to do.”

      Olivia perked up at the idea and smiled aye her friend. “At the very least she can give me some guidance.”

      Juliet had always believed in such things while Emma called them pure nonsense. Olivia did not hold any firm opinions about the unknown, but she did believe that some people were blessed with unique intuitions and abilities.

      She believed it possible that the fortune teller could tell her something useful, leastwise, she was willing to reserve judgment until she’d seen the woman. What could it hurt?

      “Perhaps,” Emma released Olivia’s hand with a sigh, “though it’s far more likely she’ll provide nothing more than a moments entertainment.”

      Juliet glared at Emma for a heartbeat, then shook her head. “You needn’t always be so serious.”

      “You well know how I feel about such things. I simply do not want to get Olivia’s hopes up.” Emma stood. “Shall we be on our way, then?”

      Juliet stood then threaded her arm through Olivia’s and leaned closer. “Ignore her, there’s nothing wrong with hope.”

      Olivia gave a slight grin not wanting to dampen Juliet’s excitement, but she well knew that Emma’s warning had merit. She looped her arm through Emma’s and gave a slight squeeze. “Regardless of how this turns out, I thank you both.”

      As they made their way from the parlor, Olivia’s heart pounded, a mixture of foreboding and excitement turning her insides to knots. Even if the fortune teller had nothing good—nothing helpful to say—Olivia would escape the future being forced on her.

      She had to. She’d not settle for any other outcome.

      The fairgrounds were all a bustle with the local gentry and common born folks alike. Olivia’s heart fairly pounded free of her chest as she and her friends made their way through the crush in search of the fortuneteller’s wagon. They did not have far to go before they spotted it.

      Olivia experienced a moment of hesitation as she stood before the brightly colored wagon with her friends beside her. What if the fortuneteller had nothing good to say? Could Olivia discount her words and move on? Or would they ring through her mind despite her efforts? Perhaps not knowing would be best.

      A dark-haired woman with probing brown eyes appeared in the door. “Do not tarry, child,” she said as she stepped aside to allow them entrance.

      Juliet nudged Olivia, setting her in motion. She took a few tentative steps then mounted the stairs leading into the conveyance. Juliet and Emma followed close behind her.

      “Sit.” The fortuneteller indicated a bright velvet bench.

      Juliet gave Olivia an encouraging nod while Emma gave a slight grin.

      Olivia moved to the bench and lowered herself onto it. Emma and Juliet came to sit beside her, their hips pressed together so that they would all fit.

      The fortuneteller sat on a bench opposite them. A small table stood between them with a deck of cards sitting nearest the woman. “I am Madame Zeta, and you are?” She smiled, her freckled cheek’s rising with the movement.

      “Olivia.” She cleared her throat and said, “Lady Olivia Montague.” She glanced around the wagon at the brightly colored interior. It was unlike anything she’d seen before, though she found something about it inviting. The tension in her muscles waned as she returned her attention to Madame Zeta.

      “I assume you are here to have your fortune told?”

      Olivia hesitated for a heartbeat. She nodded, then reached into her reticule and produced three shillings. “Yes, please.”

      The honey-skinned lady reached across the space and Olivia dropped the coins into her palm.

      Madame Zeta tuned, dropping the shillings into a small box at her side. “Very good.” She reached out once more. “Give me your hand?”

      Though Olivia’s pulse quickened, she did not hesitate as she turned her hand over and placed it in Madame Zeta’s. Something about the woman put her at ease. Perhaps her warm gaze or the intelligence she saw within it? Maybe the fortuneteller’s gentle smiles?

      Made Zeta examined Olivia’s palm, then she trailed one dark finger across the lines of Olivia’s flesh. A warm tickle resulted, but Olivia held still and remained quiet.

      “Your path is well defined but not so much so that it cannot be altered.” Madame Zeta’s gaze remained on Olivia’s palm as she spoke. “We all have a path to travel. The path of life. It keeps us steady come what may.”

      Olivia nibbled on her lower lip as she waited for the woman to say more.

      “You are facing a crossroad.” Madame Zeta met Olivia’s gaze.

      Olivia swallowed past the dryness in her throat. “Yes.”

      “It is a matter of the heart,” Madame Zeta said, a knowing flicker in her gaze.

      Olivia could do no more than nod her head as she stared at the intriguing woman.

      Madame Zeta wrapped her fingers around Olivia’s hand and gave a gentle squeeze. “Love will come to you on the wings of folly. The choice you make will determine your fortune, child. Beware of hasty decisions.”

      Olivia stared back at her trying to decipher the meaning of Madame Zeta’s words, but they simply did not make sense to her. She released a pent-up breath and asked, “What does that mean? What am I to do?”

      Madame Zeta released her hand and Olivia felt a sudden rush of cold. “That is for you to determine.”

      “But—”

      Madame Zeta shook her head then stood. “No one else can walk your path, child.”

      Olivia stared at her with a thousand questions ringing through her mind. Surely there was something more the woman could tell her. Some sort of guidance she could give. “Please?” Olivia asked with more desperation than she’d intended.

      “I can foretell no more, child.”

      Emma stood and reached for Olivia’s arm, giving a slight tug. “Let us be on our way.”

      “Indeed.” Juliet sprang to her feet with a broad smile.

      Olivia rose to join them, then departed the wagon with a heavy heart. Madame Zeta’s words had been a riddle, and she didn’t know how she was to solve it, but somehow she must.
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      William Breckenridge, Duke of Thorne, lounged near a large floor to ceiling window in the Marquess of Pemberton’s library as he awaited an audience with the lord. With his gaze trained on the door, he straightened his cravat.

      What the devil was keeping the man? William had been shown to the library upon his arrival and was eager for an audience. More than twenty minutes had since past, and he detested waiting.

      William stood and turned to gaze out the window as he wondered how long Pemberton would keep him in suspense. He rubbed a hand over his jaw, contemplating.

      After Williams fifteen-year absence, he didn’t suppose he had any grounds for complaint regardless of how long it took the marquess to appear. Patience is a virtue, he reminded himself. Cliché, but also true.

      Releasing a breath, William turned his thoughts toward his purpose for being here. He could not help but marvel at the fact he’d finally come for his bride. Of course, he’d always known he’d marry. As a duke, it was his duty to do so. But he’d not been in any hurry to see it done. Rather he resented the fact that his life had been arranged.

      But now everything had changed. William needed to claim his wife with all due haste and could only hope Pemberton felt the same way. That the man would turn his daughter over, honor their agreement without issue. Could William blame him if he refused?

      And what of the lady?

      Surely Lady Olivia would pose no objection for what woman did not dream of her wedding day? She’d probably spent most of her life wishing he’d arrive and waiting to call herself duchess. After all, the two of them had been betrothed as children. Their lives all planned out and handed to them on silver platers.

      William had long detested the fact that when the time came, he would have to take the mousey chit to wife, and done all he could to resist and delay. How odd that he now found himself grateful for the arraignment.

      With his parents passed on and three sisters to care for, he desperately needed a woman’s guidance. Not for himself, but for his hellion sisters. Two of whom were of age to have their come outs. A neatly packaged wife would suit his needs. Save him from all that awaited.

      A shiver of repulsion went through him. He could not imagine having to escort his sisters around to countless balls, soirées, musicals, and such. He scarcely believed himself capable of guarding and guiding them.

      Hell would be far preferable.

      Though his worries did not begin and end with the social aspects of his sisters stepping into society. No, they were more profound than that. His sisters required a mother figure to guide them and see that they had the things young ladies needed. Someone to keep them on the right path. A lady they could look up to. One they could take their troubles too.

      A photograph of a young lady caught William’s attention, and he strolled across the library to gain a better vantage point. There on the wall in a large guided frame hung a portrait of Lady Olivia. She looked to be around ten years old and just as he remembered. Gangly, her hair in braids, and her body long and flat.

      He desperately hoped she’d grown some curves.

      Regardless, Lady Olivia would serve his purposes, as well as any lady could.

      More importantly, there was no need to waste time courting—he wasn’t required to woo her—this would be a quick and straightforward affair. He would do his duty, then take his wife home to see after his sisters and manage his house. In exchange, Lady Olivia would gain the title of duchess and a generous allowance, as well as the run of his estates. Once he secured his heir, she’d have all of the freedom he could afford her.

      “Your Grace.” Lord Pemberton entered the room and bowed.

      William returned the greeting encouraged by the good cheer reflected on Pemberton’s face. It seemed his soon to be father-in-law wasn’t holding a grudge.

      William grinned at the older man before saying, “I imagine you know why I have come?”

      “Indeed. Your letter arrived safely, and we are very much looking forward to the joining of our families.” Pemberton moved to his desk and nodded at a velvet chair across from it. “Please make yourself comfortable.”

      William took the seat then accepter a tumbler of brandy. “Will Lady Olivia be joining us?”

      “Ah, yes. My wife has gone to fetch her.” Pemberton shuffled some papers on his desk. “In the meantime did you wish to review the marriage contract?”

      “There’s no need.” William had read the blasted thing thousands of times since its creation. Before his parents’ deaths, they had often reminded him of his duty and hounded him to see to his marriage. A stab of regret pierced him. He should have honored their wishes while they still lived. He added, “I’m well aquatinted with its contents and see no reason to alter the terms.”

      “I have objections.” A feminine voice rang out from somewhere behind him, and William turned to see a dark haired beauty standing beside an older but equally attractive woman. He rose to greet them.

      “Olivia,” Pemberton warned as he came to his feet.

      William raised a hand to silence the man. “It’s quite all right.”

      “Nonsense.” Lady Pemberton strolled deeper into the library, coming to stand beside her husband. “Please excuse our daughter’s ill-manor. I assure you she has been raised to behave as a proper lady ought to, Your Grace.”

      “I’ve already forgiven the misstep.” William bowed to Lady Olivia. “My lady.”

      “Your Grace.” She peered back at him through fiery amber eyes before dipping a curtsey.

      William stared at her part amused and part vexed. What had happened to the wallflower he remembered? The awkward girl with arms and limbs too long for her thin frame?

      The woman peering at him scarcely resembled the girl he’d been promised. Her temper most certainly did not. He attempted to cajole her with a rakish grin, but she only scowled more fiercely. Her displeasure plain for all to witness.

      William took a step toward her. “Please voice your objection.”

      The Marchioness paled, her eyes rounding as she turned her head to stared at her daughter. “She has none.” Lady Pemberton wrapped her arm around Lady Olivia’s shoulder. “Isn’t that right?”

      Despite the question, William could tell by the way Lady Pemberton glared at Lady Olivia that it wasn’t really a question. To her credit, Lady Olivia met his gaze and said, “Actually, I do.”

      The Marchioness turned porcelain, not a stitch of color remaining in her face, but Lady Olivia paid her no mind as she continued laying voice to her objection. “I have no wish to marry a stranger.”

      Her father came around his desk, his cheeks flushed. “The duke is no stranger. You have been acquainted from childhood and betrothed just as long.”

      “I beg to differ. I’ve not received so much as a letter in the past fifteen years. I do not know the duke at all.” Lady Olivia pressed her lips together and glared at William. “And I have no wish to marry him.”

      William eased closer to Lady Olivia and said, “She’s right.”

      Lord and Lady Pemberton turned to him their mouths agape. Lord Pemberton recovered first. He placed a hand on his wife’s arm, but his gaze remained riveted on William as he said, “Surely you do not mean—”

      “And we shall have a lifetime to correct my oversight,” William added cutting the marquess off. He returned his attention to Lady Olivia, offering what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “I intend to honor my parent’s wishes. I’ve secured a special license so that we can marry with haste. Afterward, we can spend as much time as you please getting reacquainted.”

      Her eyes rounded the copper flecks darkening. “You wish to marry at once?”

      “Indeed,” William answered.

      Lady Olivia backstopped and turned panicked eyes on her father. “Surely waiting for the bans to be read is not asking too much.”

      “Dearest,” her father crossed over to her and took her hands. “You are betrothed and will ultimately be wed, what difference does it make if the ceremony takes place tonight or three weeks from now?”

      “It makes a world of difference.” She turned her beseeching gaze on William. “Please. Allow us to wait for the banns?”

      “If that is your wish, I shall honor it.”

      William surprised himself with the words more than anyone else. He could not say why he’d agreed, only that something in the way she pleaded tugged at his heart.

      He had no wish to make her unhappy, that had never been his goal. In fact, he hoped that in time they would develop a care for one another. Regardless, he intended to be a good husband. He may not have chosen her, but he’d not make her suffer because of it.

      If waiting for the banns to be read set her at ease, then that is what they would do. In the meantime, William would strive to win her over.
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      Olivia wanted to kick herself, or better yet, him. Had she truly begged? Her cheeks heated at the knowledge that she had indeed. But then she’d have done anything to forestall their marriage. At least now she would have three weeks to figure a way out of it.

      The Duke of Thorne stepped closer to her, his gaze locked on hers. “If we are to use the time gained from having the banns read to become better acquainted, I see no reason to delay the desired outcome. Do join me for a stroll through the garden?” His Grace proffered his arm.

      Olivia took a moment to inspect him. She had to admit that he’d changed a great deal since she’d last seen him. No longer did his face appear pudgy nor did his midsection bulge. He was a great deal taller as well, though that was to be expected. What truly took her by surprise was how handsome he’d become.

      Sandy-blond hair cut in the latest fashion framed his face, a wayward strand brushing against his temple drawing her attention to his eyes. He possessed bright blue eyes the color of a summer sky that captivated her as much as they sent alarm through her.

      For heaven’s sake, she wasn’t supposed to find him attractive.

      Begrudgingly, she wove her hand around his offered arm. Olivia found herself once more surprised by the mass of muscle she discovered in so doing. It seemed he had changed a great deal indeed. She’d be hard pressed to deny what a handsome man he’d grown into.

      Still, she did not wish to marry him.

      Would never want to become his wife.

      She met her mother’s gaze as the duke led her from the room. Surely Mother did not intend to let him sweep her away without the benefit of a chaperone, and yet… “Mother?”

      “Yes?”

      Olivia gave her a friendly smile. “Should we not have the benefit of a chaperone?”

      “You are to be married, darling. A chaperone isn’t needed in such situations.” Mother shook her head as though Olivia had said the most obtuse thing.

      Olivia released a breath of frustration as they crossed the threshold.

      The duke turned her down the hallway before leaning close, bringing his mouth close to her ear. “I promise not to ravish you…unless you want me to.”

      A pleasant shiver spread through her as the warmth of his breath fanned her ear. Ignoring the odd sensation, she kept her gate steady and her attention on the path before her. What the devil was wrong with her? She did not want to find anything about him pleasant. Not his warmth, nor his muscular body, certainly not his bawdy flirting, and most definitely not his sinful good looks.

      Perhaps one of her friends would take a fancy to him? Folly, the single word spun through her mind. Madame Zeta had said she’d find love on the wings of folly. Maybe if she attempted to match one of her friends with the duke, she could be rid of him.

      The idea held merit for Juliet had seemed rather taken with the notion of becoming a duchess. Furthermore, she was beautiful. Surely if given the opportunity to meet and a bit of encouragement the two would take a fancy to one another. Olivia decided at that moment to see it done.

      With an idea in hand, she felt far more relaxed as the duke led her into the garden. She didn’t yet have a plan, but that would come in due time. For now, she’d cling to the scheme and develop a way. If she gave it enough effort, she had no doubt it would work.

      She slanted her gaze to the duke as they strolled past a hedgerow, the sun shining brightly down on them. “Why now?” The question left her mouth before she had time to consider it. The moment the words escaped her, she desperately wished to take them back.

      What did she care why he’d come when all she wanted was to be rid of him?

      “I find myself in need of a wife,” he answered.

      His simple reply led to more questions forming in her mind, and she suddenly did wish for answers. She deserved them, after all, he had left her wanting for a considerable amount of time. Did she not have a right to know why? Of course, she did. Most other ladies would have broken the betrothal long ago. Yet she did not, and now she had a right to know what had kept him away.

      She stole a glance at him then wondered, why hadn’t she called off? She should have appealed to Father. Attempted to reason with him. Requested the right to find a husband of her choosing. Anything would have been better than quietly sitting on the shelf and waiting…hoping he’d not come.

      Nonsense, Olivia knew perfectly well why she hadn’t taken action. The Duke of Thorne had seemed safe considering that he completely ignored her. She’d had no cause to think he would honor the agreement and every reason to believe herself free. If she’d have broken the betrothal, Father would have expected her to find a husband, and that was the last thing Olivia wanted.

      But then it seemed to be the last thing the duke had wanted too. What changed his mind? She gave him a questioning glance and said, “But you did not need a wife before?”

      His eyebrows drew together as though she were testing his patience. “Before I didn’t have the responsibility of three young ladies to care for.”

      He cringed right before he spoke causing Olivia to avert her gaze. She turned her attention to the flowering bushes they were presently strolling past. Perhaps Olivia wasn’t the one testing him at all. She knew very little about his sisters—nary a thing truly—but could well imagine that he was far from his comfort zone now that he found himself as their guardian.

      “How old are they?” She met his gaze, a light breeze fanning her face.

      “Old enough to be bothersome.” He chuckled.

      Swatting at his arm with a playfulness that surprised her, she said, “Do be serious.”

      “It was well worth the jest to see you smile.” His blue gaze dazzled matching the wide grin he shot her way. “You’re rather stunning when you smile.”

      Olivia found in near impossible not to be charmed by his playfulness. All the same, she did want an answer. She notched her chin forcing what she hoped was a stern set to her jaw. “I desire an answer, Your Grace.”

      He turned them down another path, bordered with bluebells. “Very well. Elizabeth is the youngest at sixteen. Then there is Louisa who’s eighteen and Catherine who is nineteen. Both are of age for a season. All three require a lady’s guidance.”

      The blasted man wanted her for no other reason than to see after his sisters. The nerve of him! She could not fight the scowl that creased her face as she asked, “And you believe me capable of launching them on society?”

      He drew her to a stop and moved to face her. “I believe you capable of a great many things.” He smoothed the back of his hand over her cheek. “We have been betrothed from childhood. Both of us have always known the day would come for us to marry. I fail to see the problem.”

      She shivered at the cool tone of his voice. “I once believed that to be so, however, after I came of age and you still failed to so much as pen me a letter, I decided you were not interested in the arrangement. I believed myself free.”

      “And now?” He arched one blond eyebrow, speculation in his gaze.

      “And now I have no wish to wed.”

      “Then we are at a crossroad as I desire to marry you.”

      A small and long ago dream sparked to life. Could he genuinely wish for a lifetime with her? Did he want to have a family with her? To share his challenges and successes? Her pulse quickened as she pondered the possibilities.

      Sighing, she pushed any bit of hope she had back into the depths of her soul. If any of that were true, he’d not be in such a rush. For heaven’s sake, he didn’t even know her. Gentleman did not long to marry ladies they didn’t know. Did they?

      She met his gaze with the question lingering on her tongue. Did she even care if he were sincere? Her plans did not include marriage—not to him, not to anyone—so how could it matter?

      Still, she needed to know; why now? And more importantly, why her? She squared her shoulder’s and said, “Very well. Am I correct in saying that you choose now because you need a woman’s hand to help with your sisters?”

      All teasing feed from his gaze. “It hardly signifies, but yes.”

      Barley contained anger ignited deep within Olivia. Hardly signified her foot. It mattered a great deal to her. Though not so much as her other question.

      She drew in a slow breath, moved to trail her finger’s over a nearby blossom. Suppressing her anger and drawing on courage, she said, “You know nothing about me.”

      “I know all that I need too.” He came to stand beside her.

      She turned back to him, her heart pounding, and asked the one question that truly mattered, “Why me? And don’t you dare use the betrothal for an excuse.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched as though he were about to grin then thought better of it. “I have no wish to hunt for a wife, no time to court and woo a lady. You are convenient,” he said.

      “How lovely.” Olivia stiffened. “It’s a wonder I don’t swoon into your arms at such romantic sentiments.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

      The duke drew closer and placed his hands on her shoulders. “You stand to gain a great deal in the bargain. Not only will you become a duchess, but you will also enjoy a generous allowance in addition to your dowery. Furthermore, you will have all of the freedom permitted a wife.”

      Olivia could do nothing more than gape at him in horror. She saw no warmth in his gaze, heard no tenderness in his words. The duke did not love her. A fact she’d well understood from the moment his letter arrived—a fact she’d accepted years prior.

      His lack of care did not surprise her, but his coolness most certainly took her by surprise. He was a cold and calculating man, incapable of loving anyone. He viewed their impending marriage as nothing more than a business arrangement.

      Her stomach soured at the realization for it meant that she couldn’t match him with Juliet. Her friend desired love, dreamed about it and believed in it. The duke would crush her spirit and ruin her cheery disposition.

      Olivia could never allow for such a thing to happen. Not to herself and most certainly not to Juliet. She’d have to find another way to save herself from this dreadful arrangement.

      Folly… The word echoed through her mind. If she hoped to be rid of him, she’d have to do something drastic.

      But what?
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      Olivia sat in the garden, taking tea with Emma and Juliet. The day greeted them with warm sunshine and a gentle breeze carrying the scent of orchids and honeysuckle. How perfect it would be if only she didn’t have to concern herself with impending doom. She added a lump of sugar to her tea, then said, “I fear that the duke may well be the devil.”

      Juliet’s laughter tinkled through the air while Emma gave Olivia a stern look.

      “I tell you true,” Olivia said firmly, as she stirred her tea.

      Juliet’s laughter faded into a bright smile. “I’m sure he’s not.”

      “Of course, he isn’t,” Emma added, adjusting her bonnet to better shield her face from the sun.

      Olivia shook her head. “If you saw the way he behaves when we’re alone, you’d change your minds,” she said, then brought her teacup to her lips and took a slow sip of the hot brew.

      “Why? How does he behave?” Juliet leaned forward, her eyes dancing with mischief. “You must confide in us?”

      Olivia glanced at Emma, who simply sipped her tea as though she had no opinion or curiosity over the subject at all. Their eyes met, and Emma lowered her teacup. “Yes, do confide in us so I can set your mind at ease.”

      “Very well,” Olivia propped her elbows on the table. “To begin with, he says inappropriate things.”

      “Such as,” Juliet prompted.

      “He told me he would not ravish me unless I wished for it.” Her cheeks warmed as she repeated his words. Only a scoundrel would say such a thing. Had he expected her to swoon into his arms?

      Juliet gasped, her hand coming to her lips. “Did you blush then as you are now?”

      “Hush.” Olivia shook her head.

      Emma waved her hand, dismissively. “Perhaps his words were a bit inappropriate but hardly scandalous as he is to be your husband.”

      Olivia tapped her fingers against the side of her teacup. “He has a way of standing to close and touching me too freely. For example, he placed his hand on my shoulder without cause or invitation.”

      “Hardly untoward behavior,” Emma said, her gaze trained on Olivia.

      Juliet rolled her eyes. “I must agree with Emma. It seems you are reaching. Perhaps he is a bit of a rogue, but hardly the devil.”

      “You are both wrong,” Olivia said. “But regardless, there is more you must hear. He told me that he desires to marry now because his sisters need a mother figure. No other reason. I’m to be a caretaker, launch them on society and guide them as a mother would.”

      Juliet pressed her lips together, her brow furrowing. “That is not at all romantic.”

      “Absolutely not.” Emma shook her head. “However, it is most practical.”

      “I do not want practical.” Olivia sighed. “I have no wish to be treated as staff. No inclination to endure a marriage of convenience—worse, a marriage that offers nothing for me beyond lonely night’s and tedious days.”

      “Of course not, darling.” Juliet reached for Olivia’s hand and gave a comforting squeeze. “We shall help you.” She turned her gaze on Emma. “Shan’t we?”

      “Most certainly,” Emma agreed, her bright smile falling seamlessly back into place.

      Olivia sipped from her teacup, taking a moment to gather her wits. The fortuneteller’s words circled through her mind for the hundredth time, and she said, “Madame Zeta said folly would find me love. What do you suppose she meant?”

      Emma’s mouth twisted up in disapproval, and she shook her head. “It’s poppycock. Don’t base your decisions on veiled words from a fortuneteller.”

      “I disagree,” Juliet’s eyes sparkled as she sat her tea aside. “You must do something drastic to dissuade his grace. Make him see you as unfit for the role of mother.”

      Olivia sipped her tea. If the duke thought her to be a bad influence, he’d surely call off the engagement. Mother and Father would be furious with her, though all would be worth the consequences because, in the end, she would gain her freedom. But what could she do to make him see her as unfit? To make his stomach sour at the idea of her caring for his sisters?

      As though Juliet could read Olivia’s mind, she leaned forward and gave a mischievous smile. “You must act like a hoyden. Let him see you doing things a lady dare not do.”

      Emma paled, her lips pressing into a thin line.

      Olivia ignored Emma’s apparent distaste for the idea and turned her attention back to Juliet. “I could slouch in my chair when he’s around.”

      “That would be a start, but you have to think of things more drastic.” Juliet tapped her finger against her cheek. “I know. You can ride astride…in trousers. And toss out a cuss word here and there.”

      “She couldn’t!” Emma gasped, clearly appalled at the thought of such unladylike behavior.

      Olivia could not help but laugh at Emma’s quick reaction. “I can.” In fact, Olivia rather liked the idea. Furthermore, she would do anything to be rid of the duke—well, almost anything. She smiled, then directed her words in Emma’s direction. “And I will. I shall invite His Grace to go for a ride later today.”

      “Truly?” Emma’s gaze locked on Olivia.

      Olivia gave a firm nod. “Nothing is to be lost from trying to dissuade him.”

      “On the contrary. Nothing is to be gained. Your parents will be livid should you succeed, and you may well lose your reputation along the way,” Emma argued.

      “I have no need of a reputation when my heart’s desire is to remain unwed.” Olivia nibbled at her lip. “Oh, please do help me think of more unladylike behaviors I might employ? Won’t you, Emma?”

      Emma stared at Olivia for long heartbeats before at last, she sighed. “Oh, very well. I suppose you could hike up your skirts and run down the halls or kick off your slippers and dart across the lawn.”

      “Perfect!” Olivia clasped her hands together, excitement thrumming through her.

      Juliet gave a conspiratorial wink. “I’d wager he calls off before weeks end, and that your reputation doesn’t suffer in the least.”

      “I suppose if you save your antics for times when your parents are not watching, you may well get away with the scheme completely,” Emma added. “After all, everyone knows you’re a wallflower, and wallflower’s do not act in such ways.”

      “So true,” Juliet bobbed her head in agreement. “Most people pay us no mind, and those who do, believe us to be perfect ladies. Dull even. They’d never think you capable of blatantly breaking the rules.”

      Olivia could not argue with her friend’s points. She’d never purposely broken a societal rule in all of her three and twenty years. Though Olivia was most certainly capable of doing what she must to get what she wanted. She had to believe that.

      Olivia had never truly been shy or quiet. In fact, it was her outgoing nature that started her friendship with Juliet and Emma. She’d have to rely on that particular trait to pull this off. Nothing short of convincing the duke that she was a true hoyden would suffice.

      Yes, she could do this.

      Olivia grinned at her friends. “I am quite certain that I’m up to the task.” She poured herself another cup of tea and settled into her seat, looking forward to her next encounter with the duke.

      Three hours later, she entered the stable wearing a pair of borrowed trousers. With her heart thrumming, she mounted her horse. The duke would be joining her soon, and she desperately needed a bit of practice before he did.

      Olivia had sweet-talked the stable master into giving her a short lesson for she’d never rode astride. Pray the duke not notice here lack of skill.

      “Place your feet in the stirrups,” the stable master instructed.

      She did as told, deciding nearly straight away that she rather liked sitting astride. She had more balance, and there was less pressure on her hip. “Like this?” She asked.

      The kindly old man gave her a smile. “Yes, indeed. Now tap your heels against the horse.”

      She gave a gentle tap, then scrunched her brow together when the horse did nothing. Olivia tried again. This time with more force and the beast jolted forward. She gave a squeal of surprise as she tugged back on the reins.

      “Easy,” the stable master called out. “Use the reins as you always have and keep your weight centered in the saddle.”

      Olivia concentrated on doing just that, and before long, she was riding with more ease.

      “There you go. Now nudge the mount into a cantor.”

      She did as told and the horse picked up speed, causing her to wobble in the saddle. Startled she grabbed for the saddle horn.

      “Keep your hands on the reins,” the stable master hollered.

      Her heat pounded as she regained control of her mount. This simply would not do. The duke would instantly discover her subterfuge. As she was about to ask the stable master to ready her sidesaddle, the duke strolled into view. Olivia stiffened her posture as well as her resolve. It was too late to turn back now.
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      William could scarcely believe the sight that greeted him. Olivia clad in little more than tan trousers and a white shirt, sitting astride a grey mare. She shot him a sly grin then turned to say something to the stable-master. What the Duce was she up to?

      More importantly, why the devil did his body react so fiercely to the sight of her? His gaze trailed the length of her from her flowing hair to her boot-clad feet, then traveling back up to stop for another look at the place where her trousers hugged her hips and thighs.

      Bedding her would be his pleasure. Of that, he had no doubt.

      He tore his gaze from her sharply legs and strode into the stable where he mounted his own horse. The tightness in his own trousers making the task rather unpleasant. The wench was torturing him, but it would be short-lived torture to be sure.

      When he emerged from the stables, he brought his mount close to hers. In a low voice, he asked, “Where is your riding habit?”

      “I prefer trousers.” She gave a mischievous smile.

      He studied her for a moment. No doubt she was playing a game. Her posture did not appear confident, and he’d noticed a quick flash of unease in her amber eyes. He should call her out. Demand she changes into proper attire and has her saddle replaced.

      William narrowed his eyes, debating his next move. Perhaps it would be best to let her have her fun. He gave a wicked smile, then said, “Very well.”

      He relished the blush that crept over her cheeks as he unabashedly raked his gaze over her. The sight of her bottom in those tight fitting trousers and her bosom barely contained beneath the flimsy shirt would make his silence on the mater worth his while. Meeting her eyes, he asked, “Shall we?”

      “Indeed,” Olivia smiled, then nudged her horse.

      William lagged behind, taking a moment to enjoy the delectable display of her bottom bouncing in the saddle, then set his horse into motion. Before long, he rode beside her at a slow gate. When they reached the open field beyond the pasture, he turned to her. “Do you often ride astride?”

      Olivia hesitated for a moment then notched her chin up. “Every chance I get.”

      “Interesting as you do not appear confident in your saddle.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “It is only that you make me nervous, Your Grace.”

      He could almost hear the lie in her voice. Rather than take her to task for her deception, he’d have his own fun. “Then let us increase our pace,” he challenged.

      Kicking his stallion into a gallop, he glanced back at her. Did she have enough steel in her to accept his challenge? He’d wager that she did for she’d already proven herself brave if not foolish by dressing and riding as she was.

      Olivia nibbled at her lower lip as she readjusted her reins, and for a moment he thought she may disappoint him.

      But then, she was galloping beside him. Her chestnut hair waving in the wind, its coper highlights glistening in the sunlight. Her beauty struck him, but it was the deep look of concentration etched onto her face that truly captured his attention. She may be playacting, but she was determined to see it through. A quality he most certainly admired and hoped would carry over into their marriage.

      He should be appalled at her lack of feminine behavior, but William would wager she was acting out for his benefit. He knew her to be a wallflower, not a hoyden. Surely if she acted in such a way on a regular bases, word of her scandalous ways would have reached him.

      Lady Olivia had one aim in mind—to dissuade him. He’d bet his dukedom on that assumption—and he’d no doubt win. Unfortunately for his intended, he found her all the more interesting for her escapade. Her antics showed him that she was more than a shy bit of fluff, and now he wished to know her better.

      A pond came into view, and William slowed his pace until his mount was walking beside Olivia’s. Her chest rose and fell as she took in breaths, and her cheeks were rosy from the exertion of their ride. He wanted to reach out and brush the tendrils of coppery brown hair that had come loose and now framed her heart-shaped face.

      “That was exhilarating,” she grinned at him, her eyes sparkling.

      He patted his horse’s shoulder. “Do you not often gallop?”

      “I’m afraid not,” she said.

      A pity, he thought, for she looked lovely doing so. Wanton and wild, just as he imagined she’d look riding him. The thought took him by surprise as he’d had no notions that he’d find himself attracted to her. He certainly hadn’t been as a child. The prospect of their marriage became more pleasing by the minute.

      He nodded toward the pond they were approaching. “We should stop and allow the horses  to drink.”

      She pulled her lower lip into her mouth and glanced at the pond.

      He studied her wondering at her hesitation, then said, “Some cool water will benefit them after being ridden so hard.”

      Olivia turned back to him and gave a nod.

      William led them to the edge of the pond then dismounted and turned to her. “Allow me to help you down.”

      “My horse can drink without me dismounting.”

      So she was afraid to leave her saddle. He met her eyes, and the corner of his mouth tipped up. “True. However, I’d like to spend a bit of time here.” He strode closer and reached out his hand. “Allow me to help you down?”

      She jostled her reins between her hands. Glanced around the open space then returned her attention to him. “The afternoon grows late, Your Grace.”

      “You’re afraid,” he challenged.

      “Not in the least,” she said, her eyes narrowing.

      “Prove it.” He reached out and scooped her from her horse.

      Olivia squealed as he swung her through the air before placing her feet on the ground. She peered at him, her lips slightly puckered.

      Lord, she was beautiful even in her anger. He’d endeavor to cause her vexation more often if only to see that fire in her gaze.

      “You got too far,” she seethed.

      “My apologies.” He gave a slight bow.

      She took a step back, her amber eyes locked on his. “I’m not a simpering miss to be ordered around and handled at your will.”

      “Duly noted.” Perhaps, for now, he should endeavor to woo her. “I see that you have a strong, independent nature. How is it that you have become known as a wallflower when your actions are in direct opposition?”

      “I choose to be such.” She turned away from him and stroked her hand up and down the mare’s neck.

      “Why would you choose to stay apart from your peers?” He asked as he drew nearer to her.

      Olivia ignored his movement as she continued petting her horse. “I had no reason to engage them. I was already promised to you.”

      His gut clenched at the realization that he’d doomed her to years of loneliness and board by ignoring his responsibility to her. He placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “I’m truly sorry that I did not come for you sooner.”

      She shrugged his hand away. “Don’t be.”

      “Why shouldn’t I regret my actions?” He asked.

      Olivia spun around to face him. “I choose not to engage society. Even after I determined you were not going to step up, I choose to remain a wallflower. It is my wish.” Her gaze grew hard. “Marriage is not a desire of mine.”

      His jaw twitched and tightened at her proclamation—at the determination in her voice. “That is unfortunate because I am quite determined to do my duty.”

      “Unfortunate, indeed.” She released a sigh as she glanced out at the pond. “I would very much like to return to the house now.”

      “As you wish.” He returned to his mount and swung into the saddle before looking over at her.

      Olivia had one foot in the stirrup, her hand on the saddle. She pulled and jumped, but could not quite manage to mount. More evidence that she was merely pretending to know what she was about.

      William ignored the urge to tease or chastise and moved to help her. Without a word, he lifted her onto the saddle. Olivia simply notched her chin, took the reins, and nudged her horse.

      By the time he remounted, she was well on her way.

      He made no effort to catch her. Instead, he rode along a few furlongs behind. He had no wish to further upset her today. In fact, he now had the urge to make thing up to her. She could hardly be blamed for making other plans for her life when he’d neglected her so severely. A fact he could now kick himself for.

      He owed her a great debt. There was nothing for it. William would have to woo her—make her want him for a husband and a friend. Spark her desire and make up for the years of neglect he’d bestowed upon her.

      He fervently hoped she would come around before their wedding, but fully intended to marry her nonetheless. He had no choice in that regard. He would do all he could between now and then to win her.

      If he failed… No, that was not an option.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia removed her wrapper and turned to climb into bed. A small piece of parchment caught her eye, and she paused. She strolled across the bedchamber and scooped it up then turned it over in her hand. Someone must have slipped it under her door—and recently, for she was quite sure it hadn’t been there a moment before.

      Her fingers shook a little as she unfolded the note, then read its contents. One masculine scrolled line followed by an initial.

      Meet me in the library.

      ~W

      She folded the parchment, unfolded it, then reread the words. What the devil did the duke want? More importantly, should she go? No, it would not be proper. The two of them alone. Besides, she had already donned her night clothes.

      Olivia strolled to the fire and tossed the note into the low flame. As the parchment ignited, so to did her curiosity. She tossed open her amour and fished inside for a gown. Just this once, she told herself. Pulling out a plain pink frock, she turned to pull the call bell, then changed her mind.

      She aimed to appear unladylike. To convince the duke that she wasn’t a fit role model for his sisters. Perhaps going to him in her wrapper would sway his opinion of her merits as a mother figure and societal guide. Her cheeks warmed at the scandalous idea.

      Ignoring the rapid thumping of her heart, Olivia pulled on her wrapper and fastened it. She cracked her bedchamber door and peered into the hallway. All was quiet. No-one was about, and the passageway was dark save for a few flickering lamps.

      She pushed the door open fully then stepped from her room. Her pulse hammered as she made her way to the library. Twice she contemplated turning back but ultimately continued on her way. By the time she reached the library, her cheeks blazed, and her breaths came in quick succession.

      Olivia rested her hand on the library door as she willed her body to calm down. Perhaps she should return to her chamber? Surely whatever he wanted could wait for a more appropriate time. At the least, she should go change into proper attire.

      The door opened, causing her to jump and tug her hand back.

      William stood before her, a wide grin lighting his face. “Do come in.”

      The time to flee had passed. Olivia swallowed back her objections, squared her shoulders, and marched past him. There was nothing for it now. She would have to remain on her course.

      The door clicked shut behind her. Olivia pivoted to face the duke. “What is the meaning of this?”

      He strode over to her, then indicated two chairs across from the hearth. “Join me?”

      “I would rather not.”

      “Why?”

      Her eyes widened as she stared at him in shock. “It is quite late, Your Grace. Meeting in such a way is beyond the pale.”

      “Call me, William.”

      Olivia had no desire to address him in such an informal way, but more than that, she wanted to know what the purpose of this meeting was. To that end, she Gaven in. “Very well, William,” she ground out the final word. “Tell me why you have summoned me?”

      “Sit, and then I shall.” He lowered himself into one of the chairs then stretched his long legs out in front of him.

      Olivia could scarcely stop herself from studying the length of his muscular body. His breeches clung to his thighs and calves, revealing the corded muscle beneath. His waistcoat was unbuttoned, and cravat loosened, giving her a splendid view as well. Mercy, but he was an attractive man.

      He locked his fingers behind his head and leaned back in the chair.

      The dratted man clearly intended to wait until she did as he wished. Olivia released a breath and took the chair beside him. “You have my attention.”

      The duke sat up and turned his attention to her, though his form remained relaxed like that of a giant cat basking in the suns warmth. Olivia wished she shared a measure of his calmness for her heart was still beating a tattoo.

      He trailed his lazy gaze over her, then met her eyes. “I’m glad you came.”

      She’d expected to find horror, or at the very least, distaste in his gaze. Instead, she saw something else. Something pleasant. Perhaps admiration or appreciation? Did the scoundrel approve of her attire? She averted her gaze to the fire, her cheeks burning just as hot as the flames.

      The duke waited for a few heartbeats before he spoke again. Perhaps he’d been waiting for her to say something. Regardless, Olivia had no words. She hadn’t been the one to request this meeting. Didn’t even know why they were here. It was he who needed to do the talking.

      “I have done you a great wrong. Now I intend to make it up to you, Olivia.”

      She turned her attention back to him, hope blooming in her breast. “Then you plan to beg off?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I plan to woo you as I should have all those years ago.”

      Her optimism crumbled like ash in the hearth. The devil had no intention of setting her free.  Anger erased all of her prior unease, and she stiffened, her gaze boring into his. “All of the wooing in the world will not change my mind.”

      “You are angry, and you have every right to be, but we will be wed. Why not allow me the opportunity to win your heart?”

      Because I shall never have yours. The words drifted through Olivia’s mind but did not roll off her tongue. Instead, she said, “Because I have no wish to marry.”

      “If you are so confident in your conviction, then I see no harm in your allowing me the opportunity to change your mind.” He reached for her hand, wrapped his long fingers around her palm. “We are betrothed. Your parents expect us to spend time together. Let us not do so as enemies.”

      Olivia nibbled at her lower lip, turning his words over in her mind. Perhaps she could bargain with him? At the least, she could use their time to her advantage. Take every opportunity to change his stance. She swallowed, her eyes drifting closed for a moment before meeting his gaze again. “Friends then?”

      He smiled as he rubbed his fingers over her hand. “For the time being.”

      Olivia’s skin tingled and warmed beneath his. “And what if I still have no wish to marry when the day arrives?”

      “Let us face that challenge when and if it comes to pass.”

      She nearly groaned in frustration as she pulled her hand free of his. The man was impossible, and he seemed just as determined as her.

      A shiver of foreboding trickled through her as she realized that she was coming to enjoy his attention and determination. A small part of her was looking forward to being wooed by him. Enjoyed verbally sparring with him and longed for his attention.

      What the devil was wrong with her?

      She needed to return to her bedchamber. Had to clear her mind. “It’s rather late. I’ll bid you goodnight now.”

      He captured her hand, bent over it, and dropped a kiss to her bare knuckles. “Until tomorrow.”
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      Olivia folded her hands in her lap and turned to Juliet. “His Grace is determined to court me and putting on a rather good show of it.”

      “That is splendid news.” Juliet waved her fan. “Perhaps he has developed a tender for you?”

      Olivia shook her head. “It is nothing more than a way for him to assuage his guilt.”

      “How so?” Emma asked.

      Olivia turned her attention to the cream and pale yellow wallpaper, trailing her gaze along a sunny yellow swirl as she gathered her thoughts. “He told me that he owes me for all the years that he ignored our betrothal.”

      The corner of Emma’s mouth tilted upward. “That is fantastic. He’s taking responsibility and demonstrating the type of husband he intends to be.”

      Olivia arched a brow. “And what kind would that be? The type to stash his wife away on some distant estate and forget about her?”

      “Nonsense.” Emma swirled her wrist, her fingers waving in a dismissive arch. “He’d be the type to care about your feelings.”

      “How wonderful.” Juliet stopped fanning herself, a wide grin lighting her face. “Don’t you see what this means? He cares for you.”

      “He most certainly does not,” Olivia said.

      Juliet lowered her fan to her lap, her grin remaining firmly in place. “Tell us what he has been doing to woo you? Then we shall decide.”

      Olivia sighed, her shoulders slumping a fraction. As if her friends could determine the duke’s true nature. All the same, she would humor them. “Very well. He slips letters beneath my door. Invitations to join him for walks, picnics, and such. New letters appear beneath my door on a regular bases, sometimes twice in the same day, and each note contained one sentence followed by his initial. Sometimes he leaves a small trinket or flower in the hall just beyond my door.”

      “How romantic,” Juliet said, excitement in her voice.

      Olivia shook her head, a rogue curl tickled her cheek, and she pushed it back. “Not at all. I assure you that his actions are merely self-serving.” Her mind traveled back to the picnic they had shared two days prior and the words he’d spoken.

      The Duke and Olivia had been in the garden beneath a towering shade tree. They’d talked of their childhoods while enjoying sandwiches and fruit. Once they’d had their fill, he’d reclined on the blanket propping his head on one hand.

      Olivia had been searching her mind for something unladylike to do when all of a sudden bird droppings splatted on his trousers.

      His gaze went to the white and grey, slimy pile on his trousers then back to her. To the duke’s credit, he did not seem too upset by the event. His mouth quirked then he looked back to the pile of droppings. “It seems I have been assaulted.”

      Olivia burst into laughter at his reaction. Unable to contain herself, she continued laughing as she scrambled in the basket for a napkin. Her laughter was so jubilant that she could not cease long enough to speak. Instead, she held the cloth out to him while covering her open mouth with her other hand.

      The duke wiped the mess away before pinning her with his stern gaze. “Are you enjoying yourself?” He asked, the playfulness in his blue gaze giving him away.

      She only laughed harder.

      He gave her a wide grin, then shook his head.

      Olivia managed to find her voice long enough to reply. “Very much, indeed.”

      His smile gave way to a chuckle, and he said, “Had I known that something so trivial would bring you such joy I would have arranged for it sooner.”

      Olivia sobered. “You would willingly allow a bird to poop on you?”

      “If it brought a smile to your beautiful lips, I most certainly would.” His gaze moved to her mouth, his eyes darkening as he stared.

      Heat infused her, spreading from her cheeks to fan through the rest of her body as he stared at her. She darted her tongue out, wetting her suddenly dry lips. The things he said to her—the way he looked at her was most unsettling. Not because she didn’t like his attention, but because she was coming to cherish it.

      She sighed, all merriment leaving her as serious thoughts gathered in her mind. Dare she allow herself to hope for a future with him? Perhaps if there was a chance at happiness, she should at least entertain the notion. Olivia averted her gaze to a nearby shrub, then asked, “Have you ever loved?”

      “No. Love has never been an option for me,” all merriment was gone from his voice.

      She turned back to find his smile replaced by the firm set of his jaw and straight line of his lips. “Why not?”

      He rolled onto his back, placing his hands behind his head to stare up at the passing clouds. “Our marriage has been arranged since we were children. My path was chosen for me.”

      Her shoulder’s slumped, sadness creeping into her heart. Of course, Olivia had already known. The same was true for her, but she still believed in love. Experienced it even. Not the romantic kind, but love for her family and friends.

      That afternoon, Olivia returned to her bedchamber more determined than ever to avoid a lifetime as his duchess. She’d grown fond of their game, and the time they spent together was pleasant, but she’d not sentence herself to a lifetime with a man who could not love her.

      The memory and sorrow it brought weighed on her as she turned her attention back to Juliet. “He told me that he has never loved anyone.”

      Juliet screwed up her lips in distaste.

      Emma met Olivia’s eyes and gave a tender look. “How unfortunate. But it hardly signifies.”

      “How can you say that?” Juliet blurted, her eyes wide. “Love is everything.”

      Emma shook her head. “I simply mean that not having loved doesn’t mean that he can’t. It only means that he hasn’t.” She turned to Olivia. “Give him a chance. Perhaps he will love you.”

      “I dare say he won’t.” Olivia opened her fan and began waving it. “He resents me, you see.”

      “On what grounds?” Emma asked.

      Olivia swallowed past the lump forming in her throat. “He has never had the option to love because he has always been promised to me. He said so himself.”

      Juliet gasped. “How unfair. You did not make the arrangement. If anyone should be resented, it is your parents…yours and his.”

      “There you have it.” Emma pointed one finger toward Olivia. “He said that he has never had the option because he has always been promised to you.”

      Juliet coked her head to one side, he eyes narrowed in speculation. “What are you getting at, Emma?”

      Emma glanced between Juliet and Olivia before settling her gaze on Olivia. “Don’t you see, he was speaking of romantic love.”

      “I fear I don’t understand your point,” Olivia said.

      Emma gave a slow smile. “My point is that he does have a heart. If he did not, he wouldn’t care what you wanted, and he would not feel bad for neglecting you.”

      “Oh, no,” Olivia shook her head, “if he cared what I wanted, he would call off and take his leave.”

      Juliet folded her hands, a faraway look coming over her. “I think it is romantic that he insists on staying and fighting for you.”

      “Poppycock.” Olivia shook her head in frustration. “He is staying for his own purpose. It is as I told you before; he requires a mother figure for his sisters. I am convenient. There is nothing more to his motivations.”

      “But what if you are wrong?” Juliet asked.

      Olivia notched her chin up. “That is a chance I am willing to take.”

      “I do wish you would reconsider,” Emma frowned, “But as you are determined to continue with this…this folly, tell us what you have done so far to dissuade him?”

      Folly. Olivia drew her brow together as Madame Zeta’s fortune played through her memory. Surely she was following the correct course. Doing as she should according to her fortune. Yes, indeed she was, and she would remain steadfast. She smiled at her friends, feeling a new sense of relief at the realization.

      She relaxed back against the chair and laid her fan across her lap. “I have engaged in all sorts of folly.” Olivia paused to smile. “I have bared my ankles while running through a field. Danced in the rain, neglected to wear gloves, and spoke of learned things while expressing my opinions. I’ve ridden astride in breeches several times, and allowed my posture to sag and slouch on occasion. Honestly, I’m out of ideas.”

      Olivia massaged her temple. “I’m beginning to think that nothing I do will convince him to beg off.”

      “You must try foul language.” Juliet tapped a finger to her chin. “Oh, and maybe a bawdy joke.”

      “Please tell me that neither of you knows bawdy jokes?” Emma pressed her lips into a tight line as she studied Juliet and Olivia.

      “Of course not.” The pair said in unison.

      Juliet added, “Though I am sure we could learn one or two.”

      “Absolutely not.” Emma shook her head. “That is going too far. We don’t want Olivia to be branded a strumpet.”

      “Of course not.” Juliet shook her head.

      Olivia leaned forward. “You do realize that I am still in the room, right?” She arched one eyebrow.

      “Yes, of course.” Emma grinned.

      “By the by, nothing I’ve done has seemed to bother His Grace in the least. I do believe I will try cussing. Perhaps a bloody hell will get a rise from him.”

      “I dare say it should.” Emma gave a firm nod.

      Juliet placed one hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle.

      All Olivia could do was hope that Emma was right. More than a week had passed and true to his word, the duke was courting her. More than that, he was doing his best to woo her, and much to her dismay, he was making progress. Every time a letter or trinket arrived, her heart fluttered. Her excitement bloomed with anticipation, and when he said something scandalous or sweet, her knees weakened.

      She would be a fool to think herself safe from his charm, and she was no fool. Olivia had to get rid of the duke sooner rather than later.

      Today, she would embrace folly to the full extent.
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      William stood in the entry with his hands clasped behind his back as he waited for Olivia. He’d sent her a note this morning requesting that she join him for a carriage ride. Anticipation flowed through him as he wondered what she might do today. The woman had proved herself quite capable of mischief over the past couple of weeks, and he had to admit that he found her antics endearing. It was as though he had a secret version of her. An Olivia that was just for him.

      She crested the stairs clad in a blue velvet gown, and his breath caught at her beauty. The woman was stunning with her hair pulled back at the temples and flowing down her back. Her amber eyes sparkling as the copper fleck’s caught the light and reflected it back. Olivia had the regal look of a queen and the wanton appeal of a goddess. The combination was more than enough to drive any man mad.

      He could scarcely countenance that no other man had swept her out from under him, but he was eternally grateful for their oversight. Olivia was an original, a lady of her own mold, and he was damn lucky to have her. He strode closer to the staircase as she neared the bottom and proffered his arm.

      “Good afternoon, beauty.” He winked then raveled in her deep blush.

      She took his arm before meeting his gaze. “Indeed.”

      “Would you prefer to do something other than taking a ride in the curricle?” He asked as he led her across the porch. Brazenly taking a loose curl into his hand, he leaned close. “I fear the wind will ruin your appearance.” It had not escaped his notice that she did not wear a bonnet. Nor had he failed to notice the absence of a proper traveling dress. By days end, she would be speckled from the sun, and her coppery hair would be a mass of knots.

      Olivia smiled up at him, her cheeks flushed. “Nonsense.”

      “Very well,” he said as he handed her into the curricle. A Moment later, he climbed in beside her. He’d planned on driving them to the ocean with hopes that she would bare her ankles and dip her toes into the water. Perhaps he still should. However, he could not stomach the thought of allowing her discomfort even if it stemmed from her own desire to shock him.

      William took up the reins and set the carriage into motion. Due to her lack of proper attire, he couldn’t take her into town either. Had that been her plan? To ensure he took her nowhere? How would his little minx react if he did venture toward society? He gave her a wicked grin. “I thought we might enjoy a sweet at the local bakery.”

      “I cannot go in public as I am. Let us drive around the estate.”

      “You little hypocrite,” he teased. “You have no issue with impropriety so long as you are at home, but in public, you appear the perfect wallflower.” William stopped the curricle so he could fully turn his attention to her. “Do you wish to retrieve your bonnet?”

      Olivia peered at him, the copper fleck’s in her eyes sparkling. “Most certainly not.” She notched her chin in defiance. “I shall go as I am.”

      As if the devil had whispered in his ear, William turned the carriage toward the road. He should not instigate her as he was, but he could not help himself. He had to know how far she was willing to go. Would she risk her reputation, her parents scorn, all to be rid of him?

      He glanced at her as he turned onto the road. The minx sat beside him with a stubborn tilt to her chin. When their eyes met, she shot him a confident smile.

      “It’s a lovely day for a ride into town.” She wrapped her fingers around the mass of hair spilling over her shoulder and smoothed her hand down its length.

      His chest tightened with longing. How he wished it was his hand skimming the length of her soft coppery waves. William let out a slow breath as he turned his attention back to the road. She may seem relaxed and confident at present, but he’d wager that her tone would change the moment she was faced with any real danger of discovery.

      A wager he would soon loose for when they neared a bend in the road, they were greeted with the pounding of horse hooves and creaking of carriage wheels. He snuck a glance in her direction. She did not so much as flinch while his heart nearly pounded free of his chest. Her reputation would be ruined if anyone took notice of her in her current state.

      William leaned forward as he drove them around the bend, hoping to shield her as much as possible from prying eyes. Once the other carriage had passed, he drew them to a stop. He’d not allow the little fool to destroy herself. Assuming she hadn’t already.

      “What are you doing?” Olivia asked.

      He shot her a bewildered look. “I’m turning around.”

      “Why?” She angled her chin.

      “Because I no longer wish to go to town.” He set the curricle back in motion, turning the team back toward the estate. Perhaps he should not have tested her as he did. Now there was no way of knowing whether or not repercussions would follow. It depended on who occupied the passing carriage and whether or not they’d been paying attention to notice Olivia.

      She sat beside him, remaining silent as he drove them back to the house. A few times, he thought to say something to her, but in the end, held his tongue. When they arrived, he drove back to the stables rather than stopping in the drive. Doing so would allow him to walk back with her, allowing him a while longer in her company.

      William jumped down from the curricle, then went to her side and held up a hand. “Allow me.”

      Olivia smiled before placing her hand in his. “That was interesting.” She narrowed her eyes on him. “May I ask what changed your mind?”

      “I suspect you already know?” He looped her hand around his elbow, then started toward the house.

      A slight smirk pulled at the left corner of her lips. “On the contrary. I wouldn’t presume to know your mind.”

      “Wouldn’t you?” He drew them to a stop and pinned her with his stare.

      “Of course not.” Olivia smiled, sweetly. “But do tell me what caused our quick return.”

      He trailed his gaze over her then captured a silken strand of her hair in his hand as he leaned closer. “I feared for your reputation.”

      She stared at him all wide-eyed innocence, then her cheeks colored. “Bloody hell,” she narrowed her eyes on him as her cheeks flamed. “It is—”

      William brought his lips to hers, cutting off whatever she’d been trying to say. A gentle press of his lips against her plush mouth. When she did not pull away, he slanted his mouth over hers, taking more. He’d kiss her senseless if she allowed him too. Erase all ideas of unladylike behavior from her mind. Make her forget the game she played with him.

      Olivia weakened under his ministration. She leaned against him, wrapping her arms around his neck, meeting his kiss with her own fervor. Her fingers soon found the hair at the nape of his neck and tangled there as their lips moved together.

      He swept his tongue over the crease of her lips, and she opened for him, her tongue darting out to meet his. Passion engulfed William, heating his blood and coiling in his gut. He deepened the kiss taking all she offered.

      Olivia moaned against him, sending a shiver of raw need straight to his groin. For having such a tart mouth, she was proving quite sweet. Perhaps the most delectable woman he’d ever kissed. Another minute of this divine torture and he feared he’d lose control entirely. Not wanting to take his kiss too far, he pulled back.

      William stared down at her, breathless. The copper flecks of her amber eyes sparkled, and her lips were red and swollen. He brushed the hair back from her cheek as he studied her. Mine. The single word echoed through his mind.

      Somehow, someway, he would win her heart.
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      Olivia stared up at the duke, her pulse thrumming. She should not have allowed him to kiss her, but when their lips met, she found herself reluctant to pull away. She’d not meant to sway into him, to pull him close, to give so freely of herself. Good Heavens, she’d completely surrendered.

      More than anything, she’d not meant to enjoy the softness of his mouth against hers—not intended to crave more. What the devil was wrong with her? They could not continue on like this. She would soon find herself lost if they did.

      A gentle breeze stirred the hem of her skirt as she stared up at him, knowing she should say something, do something…but what? The intimacy they had shared could not be undone. The tingling of her lips could not be wished away, and she most certainly could not forget the way her body reacted to his touch. The memory would be forever scorched into her brain. Of that, she had no doubt.

      “I shall kiss you often once we’re married.” The duke smoothed one long finger down her cheek in a feather-light motion.

      “Like hell you will!” Olivia seethed, angrier at herself than him.

      Cursing came easy this time. So naturally that Olivia found herself shocked at the ease with which the words had rolled from her tongue. Likely because she was so shaken by the kiss they’d shared. Regardless, she could not allow him any more liberties.

      Olivia took a step back, peering at him as she did. “We are not going to be married.”

      “No.” He arched one eyebrow, the corner of his mouth tilting up. “The bans are all but read. Our ceremony has been scheduled, and your dress is ready. My aunt and siblings will be arriving soon. The papers have been signed.” He drew nearer. “Madam, I will be taking you to wife.”

      Her mouth opened then closed, she was unable to settle on what to say as her mind raced. The duke remained as determined as ever despite her shenanigans. “Surely you do not think me a proper guide for your sisters. Why not return to London and court a proper lady? The ton is full of eligible women who’d be more than happy to wed a duke.”

      “You are a proper lady.”

      “I ride astride, cuss, and show my ankles.” She stared at him in disbelief. “My behavior is anything but proper.”

      He reached for her hand, but she pulled it back. Returning his arm to his side, he said, “Do you think I haven’t noticed that your ill manors are reserved only for me?”

      Her eyes rounded as she studied him. The cad had her all figured out. What was she to do now? Argue? Prove him wrong and throw her reputation out the nearest window? Mother would have an episode, and Father would have Olivia’s hide. She simply could not disgrace her family or herself in such a way. Then what?

      “In truth, I rather enjoy your behavior. My own secret version of the wallflower.” He gave a rakish smile. “My sister could stand to learn a great deal from you. They would benefit from learning to control their own actions in such a way.”

      “You wish for them to be hoydens?” Olivia stared at him, her back stiff and chin notched defiantly.

      He laughed. “They already are. What I wish for, is them to learn how to hide that side of their nature,” he placed the back of his fingers beneath her chin and met her gaze, “You, my dear, are an expert. Perfectly suited to teaching them.”

      Olivia shook her head, desperation driving her while impending doom churned in her gut. “No, you’re wrong. You must call off. We cannot marry.”

      His blue eyes darkened as the look he gave her turned hard. The duke pressed his lips together, the muscle in his jaw ticking.

      A shiver of foreboding raced through Olivia. Even before he spoke, she knew he would not honor her request.

      The duke took her chin between his thumb and forefinger, then said in a confident tone, “You will marry me.”

      Olivia’s throat tightened, and she pulled free of his grasp as tears welled in her eyes. “Why?”

      “Because you have been promised to me.”

      She averted her gaze to a nearby bush and blinked back the tears. “What of love?” Her voice shook, but she had to ask.

      “Perhaps it will come in time.” He stepped up behind her but did not touch her. Only leaned close enough for his breath to fan her ear as he added, “We have passion.”

      Olivia pressed her eyes together and released a breath. What use was passion without love? What kind of life would she have with him? Would he come to her at night then ignore her by day?

      She could not go through with the wedding. Could not allow herself to be used and discarded.

      Mustering the last bits of her courage, she said, “I pray you reconsider.”

      “Your time would be better spent preparing for our marriage.”

      “Perhaps, but nonetheless,” she said before gathering her remaining dignity and strolling toward the house. There was nothing left for her to say, and she did not wish to make a cake of herself by crying in front of him.

      The first tears crested her eyes and rolled down her cheeks as she raced up the staircase toward her bedchamber. She was well and truly stuck unless she did something drastic. But what could she do? Mother and Father would never permit her to beg off, and the duke had been clear on his stance. The wedding would take place whether or not she wished for it.

      She sat on the edge of her bed and sobbed. Olivia could not say how much time had past before her tears ran dry, but eventually, they did. She dabbed at her cheeks and under her eyes with a handkerchief. Turning into a watering pot would only serve to make the situation worse. She had to pull herself together.

      Perhaps it was time for her to accept her fate. Maybe marriage to the duke would prove tolerable. She did enjoy his company and could not deny the passion between them. More than that, they had become friends of sorts.

      If only he loved her…

      She laid back on her bed and stared at the gilded ceiling. There had been a time in her life that she’d desperately wanted to marry and have her own family. Back then she’d had fanciful ideas of love. A handsome gentleman would sweep her away to Gretna Green and make her his. They would live happily ever after, and the duke would be a long-ago memory.

      Once that dream faded she became determined to live an independent life. Olivia would become a spinster, eventually gain access to her dowery, and live out her life on her own terms.

      Never had she imagined a life with him—not a happy one. It had long been her goal to escape the betrothal. What a cruel joke that she should find herself drawn to him now. More than that, she was in great danger of giving him her heart. If they married, she would no doubt give him everything--all of her--then suffer for it.

      She’d love him while he treated her as property—staff, a governess of sorts to his sisters. The very thought sent a pain through her heart. Perhaps she already loved him?

      Olivia rolled over and buried her face in the pillow.

      In love with a man who did not have the ability to return her feelings… What a fool she’d become. If the situation were not so dire, she’d laugh at herself for the mess she’d made of it.

      As it were… well, tomorrow would come whether or not she wished for it. She could only hope that a new day would bring clarity.

      Yes, she would figure something out tomorrow. Make a decision—either marry the duke and make the best of whatever future he offered, or find a way to end their betrothal.
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      For the next two days, Olivia awoke every bit as shaken by the kiss and determined to make a choice as she had been when she’d fled from the duke. This torture had to end, and it would do so today. Rather than joining her parents and the duke for the usual morning meal, she had a tray sent up to her room. She feigned a headache, opting to spend the day alone in her room. She had no wish to see the duke until she’d decided on her future.

      Of that, Olivia was sure. She would be the one to decide whether or not they married. She pushed eggs around on her china plate. The last thing she wanted was marriage without love. The thought kept circling her mind making it impossible to ignore.

      Equally impossible to ignore was the knowledge that if she gave the duke her body, there would be no taking back her heart. Nausea settled in, causing her belly to roll, and she pushed the china plate away.

      By early afternoon, Olivia feared she would go mad if she stayed locked in her room dwelling on the same thought. The time to act had come, and she was almost sure that becoming the duke’s wife would not be her course. Her parents remained an obstacle for they would likely disown her. There would be no chance of Father turning her dowry over, so she’d have to make a future for herself without finances.

      Olivia strolled across her room to the large floor to ceiling window. Pushing the frothy pink curtain aside, she leaned in and rested her forehead against the cold glass. When night fell, she would sneak away. Go to Juliet or Emma’s for the night, a few days, until she figured out where to settle and how to do so on her own.

      There was a bit of pin money in her chest. Olivia stepped back and let the curtain fall into place. Retrieving a valise, she sat it on her bed then went to collect her money. Olivia lifted a velvet pouch from the small oak chest on her bedside table. The coins jingled as she opened it to peer inside. Not a great deal of money, but surely enough to see her through for a month or so.

      Perhaps she could go to a small town on the other side of England and seek a position as a governess or companion. Assuming she found an honest employer, doing so would a lot her time to herself during which she could enjoy her own pursuits. Her spirits soared at the idea. Olivia could be quite happy living such a life.

      The velvet bag landed in her valise with a chime of clanking coins before she added a couple of gowns, some underthings, and a few hair ribbons. She would not require too many fancy things, but for good measure added a ball gown. As a final thought, she dumped her jewelry box into the valise. Should the time come that her coin ran dry, the jewelry could be sold to sustain her for a while.

      Satisfied, Olivia closed the valise then went to her desk and wrote two identical letters.

      

      My dearest friends,

      

      I am sending this exact note along to each of you as I have no time to spare. The duke refuses to call off the wedding, and I cannot go through with it. Emma, I know what you are thinking and believe me, I considered doing that very thing. In the end, I concluded that a marriage of convenience would do naught other than break my heart. I need to seek refuge with one of you until I can settle on a permanent destination. Your parents, siblings, staff cannot know of my presence for I have no wish to be caught.

      

      All of my gratitude and love,

      O

      

      Satisfied with what she’d written, she sealed the parchment, his her valise, and rang for a footman. She’d have one letter delivered to each of her friends and see which could accommodate her. Pray, let one of them be capable of the task.

      If neither of them was able to aid her, what would she do?

      Perhaps take a horse and ride for the next town? Maybe hide somewhere on her own estate until a safe escape plan came to mind? She could book passage on the mail coach that comes through town. Ideas popped in and out of her mind in rapid succession. With so many options, she would surely find her way to freedom.

      Olivia returned to her desk and placed a fresh piece of parchment on its surface. She may disagree with her ’parents’ stance, but she still loved them. There would be no way to avoid hurting them, but she could try to keep them from worrying overmuch. She dipped her quill into the inkwell and began…

      

      Father, Mother,

      

      Forgive me for what I have done, but I saw no other option. I could not sentence myself to a life without love. Could not abandon my own dreams and ambitions for a title. Do not worry over me, I assure you, I am perfectly well and safe.

      

      I hope that in time you will forgive me,

      Olivia

      

      She sighed, then pushed the chair back and stood. Her parents would be furious when they discovered her absence. Mother would be beside herself and Father… It pained Olivia to put them through the heartache and anger. For a heartbeat, she considered burning the letter and forgoing her plan, but the urge past as quickly as it had struck.

      A rapping sounded at her door, and she moved to stand in front of her desk. It would not do to have her note discovered before she was gone. “Come in.”

      A footman carrying a silver tray entered then bowed. Holding the tray out, he said, “My lady, you have a reply.”

      Olivia plucked the letter from its silver nest and grinned. “Very good. Should I receive another one, you know what to do.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Olivia gave a nod, and the footman backed from the room. Her pulse raced as she opened the letter and began to read.

      

      Dearest O,

      As it happens, J and I are together. If you can manage to be at the road near the edge of your estate after super, J can pick you up. She is joining us for the meal but will make an excuse to depart directly after. I have a place for you and J will show you where.

      

      I would be remiss if I did not ask you to reconsider. Once you leave, there may well be no chance of returning. Is that truly what you want? Please take the time to fully consider your actions before meeting J. Nothing will be harmed if you change your mind.

      

      All our love,

      E and J

      

      Olivia released a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. It was as though a tremendous weight had been lifted from her, and she instantly knew that all would be well. Emma may not agree with her actions, but in the end, Olivia would be glad for them.

      She’d be free to live as she pleased, to love if she wished, and to be herself.

      What more could a lady ask for?
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      Everything in William wanted to go to Olivia. It had been far too long since she’d left him by the stable. He could not help but worry about her and their future. His notes and invitations went ignored. A fact that not only hurt his pride, but also his heart. With great regret, William had decided to let her go.

      He swirled the whisky in his tumbler then looked across the large mahogany desk separating him from Pemberton. The man would not be happy with what he was about to say. William downed the liquor then cleared his throat. “I regret to say that I have not come with good news.”

      “I could tell as much when you entered and went directly to the decanter.” The older man took a drink from his tumbler, then set it aside and leaned in. “Why have you come?”

      William poured another splash of whisky before getting the mans gaze. “I will not be marring your daughter.” Before Pemberton could speak, William downed the contents of his tumbler.

      The marquess’s eyes widened, narrowed, and widened again. “There is a contract.”

      “And I am here to break it.” William ran his finger along the rim of his tumbler. “I will compensate accordingly.”

      Pembroke rubbed his jaw between his thumb and middle finger as he stared past William in speculation.

      A million things tumbled through Williams’ head, things he should say or do, but in the end, all he managed to accomplish was refilling his glass. His chest squeezed despite the liquid courage for the last thing he wanted was to walk away from Olivia.

      He’d come here intent on wedding her because doing so was convenient. Any lady with a good reputation and solid social standing would have suited him fine, but that was no longer the case. He’d developed real feelings for Olivia. He now wished to marry her because he could not imagine any other woman at his side.

      But his wishes did not matter in the fact e of her happiness. William had to set her free. A pity he did not realize how serious she was before. The blasted fool he was actually believed he could change her mind. Now here he sat with his siblings due to arrive at any moment and a wedding ceremony less than a day away.

      What a colossal mess he’d made by attempting to woo Olivia rather than respecting her wishes and leaving at once. Now he would depart with a broken heart and no wife to speak of.

      “What has changed your opinion of my daughter?” Pembroke reached for the decanter.

      William released a deep breath. He would conclude this meeting and return to London first thing tomorrow. He cleared his throat, meeting Pembroke’s gaze. “The fault is mine.”

      “Speak plainly, Your Grace.” Pembroke narrowed his eyes.

      William sat his tumbler down with a bit too much force causing the glass to clank against the desk. “I am speaking plainly. We do not suit, and it is no fault of hers.”

      Pembroke stood and went to the door. He pushed it open and bellowed. “Bring Lady Olivia at once.”

      William thought there must have been a servant nearby for the marquess quickly closed the door, then strolled back to his desk. With a satisfied smirk, he retook his chair. “Let us see if we can sort this out.”

      Williams’ stomach soured. The last thing he had intended to do was drag Olivia into this. He’d expected Pembroke to put up a bit of resistance, but never imagine he’d call his daughter into the meeting. Nonetheless, he knew that Olivia would be pleased with his decision.

      The minutes seemed to drag endlessly as William did his best to avoid the Marquesses gaze while awaiting Olivia’s entrance. He stared at the hearth, swirled the whisky remaining in his glass, brushed imaginary lint from his trousers—anything to avoid further conversation.

      At last, the door opened, and a footman stepped into the office.

      “Where is she?” Pemberton narrowed his gaze on the servant.

      “Nobody seems to know, sir.” The footman took several cautious steps, then extended his hand. A piece of parchment rested in his palm. “Her maid found this.”

      Lady Pemberton bustled into the office. “What is going on, Philip? I’m told Olivia is missing.” She raced to the marquess’s side.

      “I don’t yet know, but fear not, we shall get to the bottom of it.” Pemberton opened the letter. His face flamed anew as he read the note.

      “What does it say?” Lady Pemberton sidled closer to him, her gaze going to the parchment. “Dear God.” Her hand went to her mouth just before she collapsed.

      William jumped from his chair and rushed to her side, but he arrived too late. Pemberton already cradled his wife. Without looking at William, he said, “she’s fainted,” then carried her to a nearby sofa and laid her down. He looked back at the footman. “Smelling salts at once.”

      William moved closer to the sofa. “How can I help?”

      “I believe you have done quite enough.” Pemberton shoved the parchment at him.

      William read the scrolling handwriting, his mind seeing on one phrase, ‘could not sentence myself to a life without love.’ Anger and pain battled within him. She did not think he loved her, and he had waited far too long to act. Now she was heavens knew where and quite possibly in danger because of him. He reread her words before crumbling the note in his fist. If anything happened to her, it would be his fault. He’d bare the burden, and he’d never forgive himself.

      He dropped the letter as he turned for the door. With a quick glance back at Pemberton, he said, “I will find her.”

      ’  Williams’ heart raced as he made his way through the house traversing endless hallways and staircases that seemed to never end before, at last, reaching the entrance. He paused for a moment at the sight of his three sisters and two brothers bustling through the door. Bloody hell! Could nothing go his way?

      Elizabeth noticed him first, a bright smile lighting her angelic face. “William,” she cried as she ran to hug him. “How I’ve missed you, dear brother.”

      He returned her embrace then tucked her against his side as he turned to great his other siblings. “I had not expected you until supper.”

      “The roads were kind.” Triston clapped him on the shoulder. “When do we meet your bride to be?”

      “Do say it will be soon.” Louisa glanced around the entrance. “We are close to perishing from curiosity.”

      Aaron elbowed her playfully. “Slow down, Louisa. We don’t want to scare the lady.”

      “Indeed not,” Catherine said. She drew close and hugged William, the stepped back to study him. Awareness entered her sharp gaze, and she frowned. “What’s happened?”

      William adored each and every one of his siblings, but he detested Catherine’s ability to read him with no effort at all. He most especially despised it when he had no time to waste. He exhaled as he considered lying, but cast the idea aside. It would be a pointless endeavor for Cat would see right through him and press him further as a result.

      “Is there some way we can help?” Aaron asked.

      William shook his head. “I fear not.”

      “Well at least tell us what is amiss.” Louisa all but ordered.

      William released his hold on Elizabeth and turned to the butler. “Please have my horse saddled and brought rounds at once.”

      “Right away, Your Grace.” The butler bowed.

      William turned his attention back to his sisters and brothers. “Lady Olivia has gone missing.”

      Catherine gasped.

      “How terrible,” Louisa exclaimed.

      Elizabeth stared at him through wide-eyes. “You must find her.”

      “I intend to poppet.”

      “And we shall assist you,” Triston said as he glanced between Aaron and William.

      William forced a smile. “I appreciate your concern and willingness to help. However, you would be wasting your time.” His jaw ticked as he glanced at the door. Why was it taking so bloody long to have his horse brought round?

      “Surely not,” Aaron said, squaring his shoulders. “Just tell us where to start searching.”

      William rubbed a hand through his hair, pressing his eyes closed. “Therein lies the problem. I have no idea where to look. Where does one find somebody who does not wish to be found?” He opened his eyes and meet his sibling’s curious stares. “You see, she ran away.”

      Catherine came up beside him and rested her hand on his arm. “When did she go missing?”

      “I do not know for certain. She was here this morning, but when Pembroke sent for her a short time ago, she was gone.”

      Catherine’s blue eyes narrowed in thought. “What does Lady Olivia look like?”

      “How is that relevant?” William asked more than a little annoyed with Catherine’s interrogation.

      “I’m more interested in knowing why she ran away. Were you beastly to her?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Do hush.” Louisa swatted at Elizabeth.

      “Stop it this instant.” Catherine shot them a heated glance. Once her sisters stilled, she returned her attention to William. “I saw a lady climb into the Earl of Ashford’s carriage. I found it odd as the carriage collected her from the side of the road. Now tell me what your Lady Olivia looks like?”

      “There is no need for surely it was she. Lady Olivia is close to the earls’ daughter.” William bolted for the door, pausing only long enough to say, “Thank you,” before charging across the porch and down the steps.
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      William fought the urge to shake Lady Juliet while she stared at him with feigned innocence. He drew in a calming breath and asked again, “Where is Lady Olivia?”

      “I’ve already told you that I don’t know.” She looked to her father, pleading.

      The Earl of Ashford shot her a slight grin before turning his attention to William. “I believe we are done here, Your Grace.”

      “Not even close.” Dispensing with pleasantries, William glared at Lady Juliet. “My sister, Lady Catherine, saw Lady Olivia get into a carriage bearing the Ashford crest.”

      Lady Juliet’s eyes rounded.

      “She thought it odd that your family carriage picked the lady up from the side of the road rather than coming into the drive.” He pinned the earl beneath a hard stare. “I will depart when your daughter decides to tell the truth, and not a moment sooner.”

      The earls face flushed. He steepled his fingers and leaned his mouth against them as he studied his daughter for a long moment. Lady Juliet squirmed beneath his attention, but she did not speak.

      A clock on the mantle chimed the hour. Nine o’clock. Olivia had been missing for hours. For all William knew she did not have food or warmth or protection, and the stubborn chit across from him refused to help him find Olivia. What the hell was wrong with her? Did she not understand the repercussions for Olivia? Even if she was physically safe and cared for, her reputation was in grave danger.

      The earl came around his desk to lean against the front of it, directly across from Lady Juliet. “I believe His Grace’s sister did indeed witness such a scene.”

      Lady Juliet pressed her lips together.

      “You will explain yourself,” the earl commanded.

      “I cannot.” Lady Juliet sighed, then peered at William.

      The earl’s voice boomed, “You can, and you will.”

      “She doesn’t wish to be found. Least of all by him.” Juliet sprang from her chair and started toward the door.

      The earl reached her in three long strides. He took her by the elbow, then brought his face close to hers. “Do you value her wishes above your own?”

      “Yes. No.” Juliet shook her head vertically, then horizontally. “Olivia is my friend. I can’t betray her confidence.”

      William moved to stand in front of the library door. “Lady Juliet, I commend you for being a loyal friend.” He paused, waiting for her to react. When she turned her speculative gaze on him, he continued. “However, your loyalty in the instance is misplaced.”

      William stalked toward her. “You must tell me where to find Lady Olivia before something terrible happens.”

      Lady Juliet looked at her father. The earl gave a firm nod of his head. Juliet turned back to William, a combination of stubborn defiance and indecision, showing in her posture.

      “Lady Olivia’s parents are beside themselves. I too am worried about her. We all want to see her safe and happy.” William held her gaze, pleading. “Tell me where she is.”

      Lady Juliet searched his gaze. “Do you love her?” She asked.

      “So much that I have decided to free her from our contract, but I must see her home first.”

      Lady Juliet relaxed, her shoulder’s losing their rigidity, and a smile curving her lips. “Then I will oblige your request.”

      William blew out the breath he’d been holding. “You are making the right decision.”

      “I will know in time, and I pray that I am. All the same, I cannot keep Olivia’s secret now that I know love is involved.” Lady Juliet pulled her elbow free from her father’s grasp and strolled closer to William. She angled her head, studying him for long heartbeats. “You do love her.”

      “Very much,” William said. “Where is she?”

      Lady Juliet’s smile widened, her eyes taking on a dreamy haze. “You will find her at Lady Emma’s. I delivered her to the old gardener’s cottage. Enter the estate through the servant’s drive at the back. The cottage is the first building you will come across.”

      “Thank you.” William grasped Lady Juliet’s hand and gave a slight squeeze. “You’ve done the right thing.”

      “I hope so.” She angled her head toward the library door. “Now go.”

      William needed no further encouragement. He pivoted and marched from the room. His feet eating up the distance with long strides as his heart pounded. William reached the cottage without realizing what had happened in between. His only thoughts, his only care remained on Olivia.

      She dominated his mind as he jumped from his mount and raced to the door, then flung it open. Olivia stood near a tattered sofa, her back to him as he strode into the room. “Olivia. Thank God you are safe.”

      She spun around, her amber eyes finding his. Her gaze lit with anger as she glared at him, her hands on her hips. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came for you. To return you to the safety of your parents home.”

      “I did not ask to be rescued, and I have no wish to return home.” She stepped further away from him, coming to a stop when her back pressed to a wall. “Leave at once, and forget that you have seen me.”

      “I cannot.” He took a step, and she started shaking her head. He stilled but held her gaze. “Olivia, hear me out.”

      “There is nothing you can say. My mind is set. I am not marrying you, nor am I returning home.”

      “You do not have to marry me. I will do as you wish and cancel the contract, but first, you must hear me out.” William closed drew in a breath. “Your happiness is my main concern.”

      She stood tall, her shoulder’s squared and gaze burning into his. “Then you will leave at once.”

      “Not before you know that I love you.”

      Disbelief filled her gaze. “No,” she whispered, the word floating through the space between them.

      “Yes,” William said as he strolled toward her with slow, cautious steps. “I have loved you for some time now. I thought you knew. Believed I could win your heart as well. When I realized that all I was doing was making you miserable, I decided to set you free.”

      Her chin quivered as though she were fighting tears. “How am I to know if you are being truthful?”

      He closed the distance between them. His chest mere inches from hers. “Look at me, Olivia. I’m a mess. I have not been right since the kiss we shared. You are all I think about…all I want. I love you.”

      A tear broke free and rolled down her cheek.

      William took her hands in his and hoped that she could see the sincerity and love in his eyes as he stared deep into her gaze. “I want to marry you, Olivia. Not because my sister’s need a mother figure. Not because you are convenient. But because you are the keeper of my heart.” He brushed a tear from her rosy cheek. “Forget about the betrothal. Let us start anew…right here, right now.”

      Her eyes drifted closed, and his heart nearly seized to beat before she gave a small nod. Encouraged, he continued. “Lady Olivia Montague, I love you. Make me the luckiest man in the world by doing me the honor of becoming my wife.”

      “I…” her voice trailed off.

      William gave her hands an encouraging squeeze. “You don’t have to answer right now.” Crestfallen, he exhaled. “Let me take you home.”

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “If you decide not to marry me, I will honor your wish.” He started to let go of her hands, but she tightened her grip, holding him.

      “Say it again.” The gold flecks in her eyes sparkled.

      “Marry me, Olivia.”

      She smirked. “Not that. Say the other thing.”

      William rubbed his thumbs over her hands. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      The truth of her statement radiated from her and William’s heart soared. He pulled her into his arms, capturing her lips, pouring his soul into the kiss. Breathless, he pulled back enough to meet her eyes and asked, “Will you do me the honor of becoming my duchess?”

      Olivia beamed up at him, her lips pulled into a radiant smile. “Yes, my love.” She pulled his mouth back to hers for a soul-shattering kiss.

      It was as though she absorbed him as their tongues swirled together, and mouths slanted over one an others. William could no longer tell where he ended, and she began, nor did he care. All that mattered was Olivia. His love for her and her love for him. He prayed they would spend the rest of their lives as connected souls, deeply in love.

      He pushed the loose tendrils of her silken hair from her cheek as he gazed at her, half in awe and half in admiration. “You have made me the happiest man in all of Christendom.”

      “Not yet, I haven’t.” She gave a saucy grin. “Take me home before we miss our wedding.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He scooped her into his arms then laughed at the little squeal she emitted.

      “In that case,” she angled her chin, bringing her lips close to his. “I command you to kiss me.”

      William had never been so happy to obey.
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        Late May, 1818

        London, England

      

      

      

      Lady Isabella Fortescue was celebrating her twenty-eighth birthday and she wished to do so with something fun, perhaps even slightly scandalous, for what was the point of attaining such an advanced age if one couldn’t do something gossip-worthy?

      So, she and her two older sisters had taken themselves through London where they visited a fortune teller who was part of a gypsy camp operating in part of Hyde Park. It was the last day the caravan would linger there, for they were due to depart for the country, and since Isabella and her sisters would do the same soon, it was fortunate indeed that she caught them.

      Very much into herself, Isabella didn’t take stock of her surroundings, for all she wanted was her fortune read and for her life to finally begin. Being eight and twenty, still living with her parents and sisters, was rather a bore and quite stifling, when all she wanted to do was cause a splash that would, perhaps, catch the eye of a dashing gentleman who’d whisk her away to adventure and love.

      She stepped up to a gypsy’s colorful wagon and approached a woman clad in gay skirts. A bright orange scarf covered the woman’s dark hair. Golden spangles and sequins tossed back the brilliant early summer sun in tiny flashes. “Will you read my palm?”

      “Of course.” The woman smiled at her and pointed to an embroidered red cushion that perched on top of a tree stump. “Sit.”

      With a glance at her sisters, Isabella promptly sat and offered the requisite coins, which the gypsy then tucked away in a clever pocket sewn into her skirts. In short order, Madame Zeta took one of her hands and began tracing the lines of her palm. Seconds later, she uttered a short, generic fortune that had a frown pulling down the corners of Isabella’s mouth.

      “Are you having me on?” She snatched her hand away from the gypsy, feeling foolish. “Is this folderol after all? Is that the best you can do?”

      “What do you mean, child? You gave me two farthings and asked for a fortune. For the slight, that is what you get.” A faint smile curved the madam’s full, pretty lips.

      “Ah.” Isabella narrowed her eyes. Then she tempered her ire. Gypsies must make a living the same as anyone else. She fished about in her reticule and this time offered the woman two half crowns, which would severely make a dent into her pin money. “Better?”

      “Much.” The gypsy’s brown eyes flashed with amusement. “Give me your hand, miss.”

      Again, Isabella offered her hand, palm upturned, and this time when the woman took it in hers, warmth ebbed over her skin, but she held her breath in anticipation. “Well?”

      A sly look gathered over the fortune teller’s creamy mocha-hued face. “You are after love?”

      Heat sank into her cheeks. “Perhaps. Else I’ll be firmly on the shelf. Many think I already am; my sisters do, certainly.” As if not marrying by now was such a crime.

      “You have had chances with men?” The gypsy drew a forefinger along the lines of Isabella’s palm as she spoke.

      “A few, but—”

      “None of the men touched your heart, yes?” Her brown eyes sparkled.

      “Yes.” It was wonderful to have someone finally understand. She wanted love or nothing at all, and if the man was titled and wealthy, all the better, for it would make her father—an earl—proud.

      It was her parents’ fault, really. They were blissfully happy in their union, and were a good picture of what marriage—love—should be. Why shouldn’t she wish for that in her own life?

      “Ah.” The gypsy tightened her hold on Isabella’s hand. “I do see something in your future,” she finally said.

      “Oh?” She sat forward, breathless.

      Madame Zeta nodded. “I foresee much joy in your life. Much hope, but there are plenty of paths for you to trod in order to find true love.” The gypsy fingered a golden pendant that sat at her collarbones. “So many paths. Which is the right one?” she asked, almost to herself, her eyes seeing something far away.

      Isabella frowned. “How will I know which path is mine?”

      The fortune teller gave herself a little shake and her eyes were once more clear like a cup of black coffee. “You will know here.” Madame Zeta touched her forehead. “And here.” She touched her stomach. “And here.” She touched her heart. “If these do not align, it is not the right path and you must try again.”

      That sounded like an awful lot of work, but the fortune teller said no more. With a sigh, Isabella stood and thanked the gypsy. She left the caravan feeling… odd. Not quite hopeful yet not exactly worried.

      In fact, she rather doubted she’d gotten her money’s worth at all.

      Silly girl, you should know better than to glean romantic advice from a fortune teller. Life and love doesn’t work that way.

      With the self-admonition chasing through her mind, Isabella’s joined her sisters for a bit of birthday shopping in Mayfair. They planned to enjoy an ice at Gunter’s, and when they did, Isabella vowed to give all attractive, passing gentlemen greater scrutiny. For truly, love could bloom anywhere and it would behoove her not to miss it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Late May, 1818

        Buckinghamshire, England

      

      

      

      Another birthday rolled around, and once more, Lady Isabella Fortescue bickered with her sisters, for, like that time three years prior, she wanted to visit a gypsy caravan that had planted itself in Buckinghamshire for a couple of weeks.

      “Why, for the love of everything wonderful, do you wish to visit the fortune teller again?” her oldest sister, Louisa asked with her eyes lifted to the heavens.

      “I’m curious,” Isabella replied with a smile as they walked toward the gypsy fair that sprawled through a meadow beyond the village proper.

      “But it’s so pointless,” her other sister, Mariana, complained with a huff.

      All the Fortescue girls, as tradition dictated, had converged upon their father’s country estate to spend three months together in an effort to reconnect as a family. Ever since their mother had nearly died years before from a particularly nasty bout of pneumonia, they’d vowed to never take each other for granted. When their father was free of his duties in London, he would join them, as was also tradition. When Parliament and the Season reopened, they would all remove to their Mayfair townhouse once more, and in Louisa’s case, her own.

      “Of course you’d say that, since you’ve had no end of suitors filling Father’s parlor these past weeks, even as the Season concluded.”

      “As have you; the flowers given to you alone could fill a bower, but yet you insist on having your fortune read, as if there is some mysterious man still waiting undiscovered,” Louisa inserted. She fussed with a wrinkle on the bodice of her mint green frock and along the barely noticeable rounded bump of her belly. For in the past three years, perfect Louisa had married a viscount and was now enceinte with her first child.  “I simply don’t have the time to waste loitering at this fair; Donald will arrive soon from London. Parliament is in turmoil this year and he’ll only have a week with me before having to return to Town for an extended session. No doubt Father will need to do the same.” A wistful sigh followed the announcement.

      Isabella rolled her eyes and bit off the gagging sound she wished to make, for Louisa and her new husband were forever mooning about each other, holding hands and stealing kisses when they weren’t talking about plans for their nursery.

      Love was quite disgusting when it happened to a member of one’s family.

      So why am I so interested in it for myself?

      Perhaps that was the exact problem. She alternately wanted a relationship but she didn’t want love. The knowledge she’d gleaned these past three years had told her it was too much… work. And that made it annoying. Having young bucks filling one’s parlor, each bearing some sort of tribute to their feelings was more than a bit stressful and… disappointing.

      Why, though? Three years ago, she would have done anything for such attention. Now? Her dowry was large enough that any of those men would consider themselves set for life, but beyond that, none of them appealed.

      Knowing her sisters waited upon an answer, she sighed. “I merely wish to know if my fortune from three years ago has changed.” For though the multiple paths promised in that last fortune had proved to be true and she’d had many suitors, none of those men had struck her fancy or tugged at her heart, much to the dismay of her sisters and her parents.

      And, possibly more to the point, none of those men set her aflame or made her heart race with anticipation or mystery.

      There was something to be said for that. Marriage would be long indeed if there wasn’t attraction present.

      Mariana took up the threads of the conversation. “You won’t find a suitor at a country fair, Izzy. Or if you do, he won’t be a man of the ton.” She snorted as if such a thing were a tragedy. “Imagine, marrying a man who works for a living.” Her tone suggested it was not to be borne.

      “What difference does that make?” Three years had been a long time, and her personal tastes had changed. She no longer cared if a man possessed a fortune or held a position or title within the ton. Neither did she give a jot that she was an earl’s daughter and expected to marry well. None of that mattered. She wanted love, and it was nowhere to be found within the bevy of eager suitors that had come to call.

      “It makes a huge difference,” her middle sister asserted, her expression scandalized. “A man who works a trade is somewhat rather… less, don’t you think? He’ll never settle into domestic life and will forever be tempted.”

      Isabella pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. “Tempted by what? The amount of coin he could possibly make for himself? Tempted to not rely on old money or the traditions found within the ton?” She purposefully dropped her voice to what she hoped was a thrilling whisper. “Tempted by perfumed arms and come hither glances only found in the workaday world?” Then she emitted an unladylike snort. “In the event you hadn’t realized, sister dear, a man encounters those temptations all the time, no matter the circles he resides in, but if he is any man at all, he won’t indulge once his heart is engaged.”

      That was the trick, though. How to engage a man’s heart so that it stuck unerringly to hers? No, perhaps love wasn’t in her future at all, and if that were the case, she wanted scandal, something she could look back upon in her dotage and say with satisfaction that it was the most splendid folly, and that she was glad she’d done it.

      “Don’t be droll, Izzy,” Louisa said, but there was a decided smile upon her lips.

      “Fine.” Isabella shrugged. “Visiting the fortune teller is fun, and as it’s my birthday, it’s my prerogative. The two of you do not need to accompany me.” If love wasn’t part of her path, she was ready to embrace spinsterhood, for being firmly on the shelf kept unsavory men away. The eager young bucks would realize that soon enough as well.

      Mariana linked their arms. “Of course we’ll go with you. Then we’ll enjoy the rest of the fair.” She smiled. “That’s what sisters do. But the fair will run for ten days, at least, so if you don’t wish to go today…”

      “No, I do.” Isabella shot her a grateful glance. Then a sobering thought occurred. “No doubt you’ll be married soon, and then what with Louisa’s impending motherhood, our lives will shift and change. No longer will we have this time together, for other interests will pull you both away.” Would she still visit Buckinghamshire in the summer if she was alone?

      “No more maudlin thoughts,” Mariana declared and it was she who pulled Isabella along toward the brightly-colored wagons of the gypsies. “Marriage and children won’t break our bond.”

      As they drew nearer, sights and sounds and smells enveloped Isabella. The gypsy wagons were cozy, tiny houses on wheels. With round tops and a door at the end and painted in all manner of bright, happy colors, the wagons were arranged in half moon-shaped arcs. Each gypsy sat either on the steps that lowered from the back end of the wagon or on a chair in front of the vehicle. Small tables were draped with colorful scarves; some had crystal balls, others contained tarot cards, while still others were scattered with tea cups. It seemed each fortune teller had a different way of diving the future—for the right price.

      Isabella skimmed her gaze over the various vendors, and when her notice alighted on one in particular, her breath caught. “Can it be?” She broke away from her sisters. “It is!” The same gypsy she’d talked with three years ago sat at one end of the half-moon curve, her skirts just as bright and flowing as the last time, the scarf and spangles about her head as cheerful. “This one,” she urged and led the way toward Madame Zeta.

      When she stood in front of the woman with the beautiful creamy mocha skin and the soulful brown eyes, she smiled. Behind the seated woman, on a wooden placard affixed to the side of the wagon, a pretty hand-painted sign read: Fortunes by Madame Zeta. “I saw you three years ago in London. For my birthday,” she tacked on as if it mattered. “You read my palm.”

      “Ah.” Interest twinkled in the other woman’s eyes. “Did you find your true love?”

      “No.” Isabella chuckled. It was all so very amusing. “I found everything but—fortune hunters, men who are looking to gain a higher foothold in the ton, men who want a new mother for their brood, men who must marry for appearances, and even men who might be devoted husbands…”

      “But none who connect with your soul,” the fortune teller finished for her.

      “Indeed.” Isabella nodded with enthusiasm. She waved a hand and her violet reticule swung from her wrist. “However, my mindset has changed since I last saw you. I don’t believe love is in my future. And I… might wish for something else.”

      A mysterious grin tugged at the corners of Madame Zeta’s mouth. “You haven’t found your path.” She gestured to a matching chair. “Sit.”

      Isabella did so with a sigh while her sisters stood off to the side, a few paces away to give her privacy. She arranged the skirts of her jonquil dress about her legs. It was a pretty color and contrasted nicely with the violet spencer, reticule and dainty umbrella. “I fear my path is straight to spinsterhood.”

      Madame Zeta arched her eyebrows. “If that is where fate guides you.”

      “Don’t misunderstand. I am perfectly fine with things as they are.” Liar. But only she knew the truth.

      “Fate isn’t in agreement with that statement, miss,” the gypsy said in a soft, melodious voice. Slowly, she slid a small, shallow bowl of red-painted clay over the tabletop toward Isabella. “Offer what you believe a fortune is worth.”

      More mature than she’d been the last time she sat with the woman, Isabella promptly pulled a gold sovereign from the depths of her reticule. She dropped it into the bowl with a satisfied smile. “I saved my pin money for just this occasion.”

      “Very well.” Madame Zeta pulled the bowl back toward her side of the table. “Let’s move on to your fortune, miss.” She held out a hand, the long slender fingers calloused from years of work. “Your palm, please.”

      With a sense of anticipation, Isabella slipped her hand—palm upturned—into the other woman’s. “I hope it’s a good one.”

      Madame Zeta’s eyes took on a faraway look, as if she saw, not exactly into the future but someplace not quite in the present. “Many paths still stretch before you,” she said in a quiet, sing-song voice.

      In silence and with a rapidly-beating heart, Isabella waited, for there had to be more.

      Then the fortune teller spoke again. “A dark-haired man will not arrive by traditional means, and he will have a mark only you will recognize. Heed me, girl: he is dangerous. You must make a choice.”

      “A choice? What sort of choice? And how will he be dangerous?”

      “That is not for me to say, miss. Many paths are present for you.” Madame Zeta blinked. With a slight shake of her head, she returned her focus to Isabella’s face. “I trust this fortune is more to your liking than last time?”

      “No, actually.” Isabella took her hand back with a frown. “It tells me nothing, so is there some sort of insurance I could procure in the event my fortune falls flat or goes afoul?” After all, a gold sovereign should have bought a better, more insightful fortune.

      “Of course not. Life doesn’t work that way.” An enigmatic grin lingered on the gypsy’s lips.

      Isabella’s huff ruffled the baby fine curls on her forehead. “I want protection from disappointment and possible hurt.” And boredom. Definitely that.

      “Don’t we all, miss?” The madam shook her head. “Fate and fortune don’t work that way either. We must weather what we’ve been given and shine regardless.”

      The muscles of her stomach clenched. “Nothing you saw in my palm told of romance or even a grand passion?”

      For long moments, Madame Zeta held Isabella’s gaze. “What are you afraid of, miss?”

      “I am not afraid.”

      One finely arched eyebrow rose. “You can lie to me but not to yourself.”

      “Fine.” Isabella heaved another exasperated breath. “I’m afraid of settling, of consigning myself to a dull life, either married or not. I’m afraid of missing happiness because I cannot see it, or of making a wrong decision that takes me away from what I need the most.” A certain level of relief slid down her spine from the admission. Too long she’d carried it around with her.

      Madame Zeta nodded and the spangles over her forehead twinkled. “Happiness is a feeling that comes from within and being content with your place in the world. It is not something you plan for.”

      “How will I know whatever decision I make will lead to happiness?”

      “You will know in your heart.”

      She sighed. That told her nothing. “None of my suitors make me happy.”

      “Then they are not for you. Also, do not depend on a man to bring you happiness. Find it in yourself.”

      “Myself is boring.” Isabella stared at the fortune teller. “I long for adventure, for something delicious and scandalous before I become an old maid.”

      “Then go in search of it.” Madame Zeta shrugged. “Those things are always in the offing.”

      “Perhaps, but when spoken aloud, it sounds silly and impractical.” Perhaps I’m just the dullest of the Fortescue girls. Louisa had married and reformed a roguish viscount. Mariana was on the verge of bringing a duke’s son up to scratch. And she? Well, she had dismissed a whole parlor full of men because none of them made her heart flutter or seem like they fit in with a forever-type scenario.

      “Silly is good for the mind, child. Everything else, pain and heartache—even joy—builds character. They forge the soul into who we need it to be and equip it to survive the life we choose.”

      Back to a choice again. Isabella frowned. “I will still be myself regardless of what I do or where I go.”

      Madame Zeta nodded. “Perhaps, but each choice will make you grow into the person you will ultimately become.”

      “What if I’m happy with the person I am now?” Talking in riddles made no sense to her.

      “If you were happy with her, you wouldn’t have come to see me today.” Amusement sparkled in the gypsy’s eyes. “You are obstinate. That clutters your path.”

      A laugh escaped Isabella. “You have no idea.”

      “I think I might.” A wide grin curved the other woman’s lips, brightening her face. “Remember, miss, sometimes folly is a good thing; I highly encourage it. For folly can bring about exactly the path you might be missing.”

      “Yet you cannot tell me what that might be.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I cannot. You must discover it yourself.” Then the smile faded. “Might I ask you a question, miss?”

      “Of course.” Isabella leaned forward.

      “In your travels between London and here, have you seen a young lady with creamy skin, a mixed race woman? I have been searching for her and wish terribly to find her.” Wistfulness combined with grief in her brown eyes that spoke of a story.

      “I have not. Is she important?”

      “Invaluable.” Then the gypsy shook her head. “I will prevail. On one of the paths before me, I will meet her.”

      “How do you know?” Isabella almost envied the woman.

      “I have faith that everything will come about as it should.” Again, she lifted an eyebrow. “So should you.”

      “Best wishes,” Isabella murmured as she stood.

      “To you as well, miss.” Then the gypsy waved a hand toward the rear of her wagon. “Take a trinket as a memento of your time with me.”

      “Thank you.” As she sorted through jewelry and other baubles over two trays, another woman asked the gypsy to read her palm.

      Finally, Isabella selected a small gold pin that, at first glance, resembled the opened petals of a rose, but when she took a second glance, it looked like interwoven threads without a clear beginning or ending.

      Louisa scoffed from behind her. “I’m quite certain that isn’t real gold.”

      “It doesn’t need to be. I think it pretty.” She quickly pinned the brooch to her bodice beneath her spencer and grinned. “Now, let us go enjoy the remainder of the fair. I’m of a mind to eat something oh so bad for me and perhaps indulge in a lark that will make me laugh.”

      The fortune was a great joke, of course. No one could know another’s future, but it was interesting to contemplate. After today, she would retire from the Marriage Mart and make inroads into finding a scandal before spinsterhood overtook her.
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