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...

Raya's whole world comes crashing down when she visits a fortune teller who tells her that her engagement is going to fail. She finds her fiance in bed with another and what's worse is that he is utterly remorseless about it. In his mind, their difference in station means she must be understanding when it comes to certain indiscretions. After all, he is a marquis and she is a mere commoner.  he had no qualms spending her vast fortune in order to improve his station and increase his own wealth. 

Heartbroken but unwilling to give up on love, she finds the fortune teller again and was told that while her luck in wealth is boundless, it would not be the same for her when it came ro matters of the heart. 

The issue of Richard's infidelity ends up being much more of a nuisance than she originally thought, since his higher station meant she was supposed to turn a blind eye to it. She can't just break off her engagement with him. Instead, she comes up with a plan to make the dissolution of their engagement mutual. She finds someone who is trapped in a similar predicament and agrees to masquerade as each others lovers until their respective issues are solved. 

The Duke is a feared man who is rumored to be as blood thirsty as he is violent, but Raya sees a man who is starved for compassion and eager to please. It helps that they are so drawn to each other, their desires so aligned that it is more difficult to keep their hands from one another. 

The most difficult part of it all is to not fall in love. 

...

He leaned up to meet her this time, eyes already closed. She had a second to burn his image into her mind, the curve of lashes across his skin, movement of his throat as he swallowed and his seeking mouth. She bit gently at his lower lip and sucked, took his face in both hands and dipped her head slightly to kiss his cheek and feel the scrape of stubble across her lips. She wanted to ask how often he had to shave, though she should probably know his name prior to that.

Instead of asking either, she pressed her lips under his jaw and licked there and sucked until he grabbed the back of her dress. "My lady," he breathed.

"I won't leave a mark," she promised. She hadn't done this to anyone before. "I'll be gentle with you," she said.
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He leaned up to meet her this time, eyes already closed. She had a second to burn his image into her mind, the curve of lashes across his skin, movement of his throat as he swallowed and his seeking mouth. She bit gently at his lower lip and sucked, took his face in both hands and dipped her head slightly to kiss his cheek and feel the scrape of stubble across her lips. She wanted to ask how often he had to shave, though she should probably know his name prior to that. 

Instead of asking either, she pressed her lips under his jaw and licked there and sucked until he grabbed the back of her dress. "My lady," he breathed. 

"I won't leave a mark," she promised. She hadn't done this to anyone before. Richard was normally the one kissing and sucking at her neck and it was always on the brink of being painful. "I'll be gentle with you," she said what she wished Richard had said to her. 

He only clutched her tighter. She kissed back up to his mouth, to his lower lip, a little swollen now from all the attention she had given it. She scraped her teeth across it and one of his hands dropped to the base of her spine and then lower, just above the curve of her ass. She grinned. 

She tugged at his suit jacket. "You want to take this off?" 

"Only if you take yours off as well," he said. 

"It's only fair," she smiled at the stunned look on his face. He wasn't expecting her to agree so easily, but she was the one who had pulled him into the carriage and began this whole insanity. 

She took to take her dress off, the material coming off with just a few tugs of string, though she was wearing several layers beneath it. The bodice would require more help to take off and she wasn't going to strip completely naked in the carriage. She watched as his eyes followed the soft fall of her dress as she tilted her shoulders slightly, letting the soft material gather at her elbows. Taking off the outer layer of her dress merely revealed a little more of her shoulders and cleavage to him, but wasn't too much. She had a sudden flash of the woman in Richard's room, who was completely naked, but that thought was fleeting since it served no purpose to her right that moment. 

She left the stranger enough room to get out of his own clothes and liked the way his hands lingered at her waist until she stepped away. 

Seeing him in just his waistcoat made her recall seeing Richard in his, though the memory was fleeting as he and Richard was nothing alike. Richard was slightly pudgy from all the food that he hate and the lack of exercise and walking, while this stranger suffered no lack of physical activities. He was a feast to behold, so lovely with all of his rippling muscles and tanned skin that she was filled with an inexplicable urge to drag her nails all over his skin and see if she would be able to leave her marks on him. 

When she looked up at him, she saw that he was watching her like she might disappear if he blinked. 

She sat next to him this time, feeling a little self conscious for her nudity and let him reach for her before she did anything herself. Hands on her back and side, he pulled her in and licked over the hollow of her throat. She slid an arm around his back to keep them close while she pressed him down into the seat. 

"I've never done this before," wasn't at all what she expected him to say. 

"It's okay. I'll be gentle," she responded, the words coming out slowly as she tried to make sense of the words that had just left his mouth. Did he mean that he had never done something like this before in a carriage or that he hadn't done this before ever? 

Did it matter? 

​
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​​Someone should have warned Raya that her whole life was about to come crashing down just because she decided to give her fiance a surprise visit one morning. 

It was raining and she wasn't thinking when she diverted her carriage towards her fiance's residence instead of towards the dress shop that she was supposed to go visit. Business had been doing well there and she wanted to see what that particular shop was doing right in order to garner so much more business compared to the other boutiques that she owned, though she suspected some part of it had to do with location rather than different management styles. It was still worth a look and she decided it wasn't a priority, so she would go after she went to see her fiance. 

It was a peculiar impulse, really. It wasn't as if she had anything to say to him or had brought him a gift for him. There was no purpose to the visit and it wasn't even on the way to her destination. She was just suddenly filled with an inexplicable need to see him. 

"Are you certain, my lady?" Maudin asked. It was not like her to divert from her program and she had already done so once this morning when she wandered into an old tent that had been set in front of her jewelry boutique and had her fortune read instead of calling for the authorities to chase the peddler off her grounds. 

"I'm sure," she said and Maudin nodded. 

This morning's interaction was still fresh in her mind. 

To be fair, Raya did have the intention to drive away the fortune reader when she saw the tent earlier that day. It ruined the aesthetics of her high end jewelry boutique that specialized in bespoke gold and gemstone pieces for the upper class and royal families. When she walked into the store, however, she was stunned by the sight of the beautiful woman who was seated behind the crystal ball. 

"Would you like your fortune read?" she asked in the voice of someone who sounded much older, her voice slightly gravelly. The reason for it became clear when Raya inhaled and started coughing immediately. It would appear that the fortune teller was an avid cigar smoker, a rather expensive hobby for someone whose tent looked like a strong gust of wind would be enough to bring it flying. 

"I-" Raya started to say and then coughed again. Behind her, Hank and Heather opened the flap of the tent to let the crisp morning air in so she would be able to breathe. She never did have the best constitution. 

"Ah, my apologies," the woman said, putting the cigar on the tray by her side. 

"Aren't you going to put that out?" demanded Heather, who had only started working with her a few weeks ago, but was already rather protective of her. Heather graduated from the best personal security academy recently and her education was still fresh on her mind. She was still rather new when it came to some things, however. 

"It's best to let the cigar rest and extinguish on it's own," Raya explained before the fortune teller could say a word, though it didn't seem like she was about to offer an explanation regardless. "When she stops puffing air through it, it will eventually stop burning," she said. 

Heather flushed, embarrassed that she hadn't known that. It wasn't as though it was common knowledge anyways. 

Raya offered her bodyguard a smile and a light shrug. "It's fine. I can deal with the smell for a moment longer. Would you mind terribly if we leave the doors-" she paused and smiled weakly again, indicating the flaps of the tent, "If we left that open?" 

"You're the boss," the fortune teller responded with a little too much teeth for her liking. 

Raya wasn't one to be easily intimidated, but she had to admit that she was curious about the woman. "I would like my fortune read," she declared. It had been a while since she had allowed herself to be impulsive. It was important to keep up her image, since she was engaged to an important member of the royal family- a cousin of the prince who had enough pull and influence that she didn't want to risk making anything awkward for him should she overstep and get herself in the gossips column. 

"Sit," the fortune teller gestured to the small wooden chair. 

Both Heather and Hank moved as though they would like to check for the integrity of the chair first, but Raya sat down before either of them could do anything embarrassing. 

She cut the cards when instructed and then was asked whether she had a specific question in mind. 

"A general reading, if you don't mind," Raya said and then in a slightly hesitant tone, "... madam?" 

"Goodness, a polite one, aren't you? I'm just Beatrice," she introduced herself carelessly, though the bright smile on her face faded as she placed the card one by one on the table. "Impossible," she whispered. 

"What's impossible?" 

She seemed reluctant to answer, placing more cards carefully atop the table until the last one, where she finally let out a breath of relief. "That seems more like it." 

"What is it?" Heather demanded. 

Raya smiled a little at Heather's impatience and curiosity. She couldn't help but wonder if this was part of the fortune teller's act. 

"You have the best luck I have ever read," she explained. "The kind that has to do with fortune and power," she continued. 

Raya already knew that. "The two often go hand in hand," she said serenely. People gravitated towards those with money and her family had both old and new money, a cut in every piece of the pie. 

"Yes, but the sort of luck that I see with you is obscene," she said. "It is like it is rains money wherever you go," she continued, peering at the cards on the table as though she had never seen them before. "But the cloud that rains money only exists atop your head," she continued. 

"I already know about my luck in wealth," Raya said. She knew that she sounded rather arrogant, but it was true. She wondered if the woman was merely saying something that she wanted to hear so that she wouldn't get kicked out. It was an odd tactic, but people had tried all sorts of ways to part her and her family with money so she was used to all kinds of odd methods that people thought would be successful. 

The fortune teller looked at her with eyes that shone, like she just realized a goose that laid golden eggs had just walked into her shop and she was trying to figure out how to get it to leave a few eggs before the day's end. 

"What is the last card?" she asked. It was of a man with his hands on his chest a woman behind him dressed in white gown not unlike the wedding gown that she had picked out for herself. Then again, all wedding gowns tend to look rather similar to one another.

The woman looked torn, like she wanted to keep giving Raya good news to keep her in a good mood, but the card was grim enough that lying would be too obvious. In the end, it appeared that her integrity won. "Unfortunately, you do not have much luck when it comes to your love life," she said at last. 

It had been going so well too. Raya smiled, "It would appear that you're wrong. I'm engage to be married soon." 

"Not for long," she continued. 

Behind her, Heather and Hank looked like they wanted to say something in response to that, but Raya lifted a hand that sufficiently silenced them. "What do you mean?" she asked. 

"It is as the cards say," she said. "Your love is not meant to be and you will bury him with your own hands." 

Raya felt her heart pounding hard at the warning, but bit her tongue and stopped herself from reacting instinctively. That kind of reaction wasn't good for business transactions. "We shall see about that," she said. "This is your payment," she reached into her bag and gave the woman a single gold coin. It was extravagant, but she felt admired a salesperson who didn't try to lie to their clients even if it would have been in her best interest to do so. Her mood was soured, but that was no fault of the fortune tellers, who only read what the cards had showed her. "If your reading is accurate, I have a business proposition for you," she said. Fortune telling was very much like gambling and she had an entire business division dedicated to that. "If not, I expect you gone by the end of the week, Madam Beatrice." 

The fortune teller grinned with teeth that were nicotine-stained yellow. It very much ruined the beauty that she exuded. A pity, but Raya wasn't here to judge her life choices. "I have every faith in my cards," she said in response, so filled with confidence that it only added to Raya's dread. 

"You shouldn't let the fortune teller get to you, my lady," Heather said when she settled back into the carriage as they made their way to her fiance's residence. 

Raya wanted to pretend that this impromptu visit was not the result of the fortune teller's words, but she had been out of sorts all morning and she felt that seeing Richard in person would relieve her anxiety. 

It had been a while since she had seen him, so it should be fine to just give him a visit. 

The carriage made it's way to the Marquis quickly. Upon arrival, they found themselves parked behind another carriage. It had an unfamiliar crest on it. 

She walked to the front door, Hank pushing it open ahead of her. 

The housekeeper hurried over to greet her. "My lady, I'm terribly sorry. We weren't informed that you would be visiting today." 

For the residence of a Marquis, the house was in a terrible state of disarray. The curtains were all pulled shut, making it seem as though there was nobody living in here when viewed from the outside. It was something that Raya knew she had to work with once she married Richard, but she had always enjoyed taking on projects. She was certain that she would make the Tessai residence a beauty to behold once she was done with renovations and house designs. 

"It appears that Richard is attending to another guest," she commented, dread heavy on her tongue. "I wasn't aware that Richard was taking guests here," she continued. It was true. His house had been in a terrible state ever since the passing of his parents and without a woman tending to the house, he had allowed it to fall from it's once glorious state. Instead of meeting with his guests here, he preferred booking one of her many tea houses in the city, especially The Heart of The Nation, where every delicacy in the city was available upon demand. She had bakers from all walks of life employed there and even though the costs of keeping them employed was high, it was worth it as it attracted customers from all over, some even making the trip to the city specifically for a chance to dine there. 

"That's um..." the head butler trailed off, averting his gaze as though embarrassed. 

Raya was already moving towards the meeting room, but she knew that she was headed towards the wrong place because the housekeeper was making no moves to stop her. 

The rooms were kept so empty and dark that it was easy to find out which room Richard had placed him and his guest in by the light emitting from underneath the gap in the door. As she got closer, it was easy to tell from the sounds that were coming from within. 

She walked towards it and the housekeeper called out to her loudly, obviously trying to warn his master that there was someone coming towards them. 

"Miss Blood! Why don't we wait in the library, Miss Blood?" He called out her name like a broken record and it was beginning to get on Raya's nerves. She was glad for her two bodyguards, who were quick about stopping the housekeeper from getting in her way. 

She slammed the door open and caught her fiance in the middle of tugging on his pants, hissing when the hem caught on his half-hard cock that she had only seen a handful of times. 

On the bed was a naked woman with a blanket pulled over her chest. 

It would seem that she owed the fortune teller her own store. 
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Raya wished that she had carried herself with dignity, but that clearly wasn't the case because while she couldn't recall what she said to Richard after finding her in bed with another woman, she remembered clearly crying the whole carriage ride home. 

She cried herself to sleep and woke with swollen eyes that couldn't be hidden under the thickest makeup. Her maids gave her pitying looks behind her back but dared not say anything to her face. 

For days, she wandered about her mansion like a woman without her soul, eating food that tasted like ash in her mouth and going about her duties without significant thought put into it. She was aware that her parents and brother had come to speak to her at several points, but couldn't recall how she responded to their queries. Perhaps she had done enough to reassure them that she was fine, but that was the end of it. 

When she came to her senses, she called Cash, who was responsible for setting up new businesses for her and her family. 

"I need you to do something for me," she said apropos of nothing. 

Cash sighed, likely thinking that she was going to open another business in her fiance's name, something which she had been doing for the past several months under Richard's behest. 

This particular request took him by surprise, though he still did it without question, coming over to her house and handing over the keys and all the documents required. The contract inside did not have Richard's name on it and that seemed to please Cash a good deal. 

"Bring me to the fortune teller," she said to Maudin, who looked like he would much rather not, but was not being paid to go against her orders. 

Perhaps it was because she was already dead inside, but the thick smell of cigar smoke didn't bother her this time when she entered the tent. Heather and Hank continued to hold up the flap of the door, letting fresh air in. 

"Would you like-" Madam Beatrice started her usual spiel and stopped when she looked up and saw Raya. Her expression was ecstatic at first, and then she saw Raya's face and sighed. "I'm sorry," she said. "Is he dead?" was what she asked next, which gave Raya an idea that she promptly squashed. They were not in the business of killing people, though therein was a lucrative business opportunity in itself. 

"Unfortunately not," she said. She sat down and placed a folder and a set of keys on the table beside the round crystal ball that looked like it was more for show than anything else. 

"What's this?" Madam Beatrice asked, looking at the key and the file like it was some sort of weapon. 

"The keys to your new shop in Queen of Hearts," she said. "You will find the contract very generous. I've waived rental for the first five years of operation in exchange for a fifty-fifty cut of your profits." 

"The Heart of wha- I- What?" she gaped. 

"And this," she said, lifting a bag of gold coins and upending it over the table, "is payment." 

"For what?" she asked. 

"Look into my love life again," Raya demanded. 

The woman opened and closed her mouth a few times, too dumbstruck to answer. Raya had this effect on people who she threw money at in order to make something happen. It never stopped being satisfying. "I don't think your cards would change so quickly," she said and then immediately looked like she hated herself for speaking. 

Raya, who had not smiled since she walked into her fiance cheating on her, cracked a small smile. "I really do like your work ethics," she said. "Read my cards again anyways," she pressed. 

"A different set of cards," Madam Beatrice announced, turning around and digging into what looked like a black old handbag that was on it's last legs, the leather flaking off when she dug deep into it. When she found what she wanted, she pulled it out and dusted it off. "These have been with me since I was a young girl," she said. "It's never let me down before." 

The cards themselves were interesting. It looked hand-drawn, the illustrations a little juvenile, but not without it's own charms. The back of the cards were painted black with a single rune drawn on it. "Is that the rune for love?" she asked. She had a rudimentary understanding of runes, not enough to recognize them all, but the one for love was easy enough to read since it resembled the letter 'p'. 

She nodded. "There are many different kinds of love, but I always like Wunjo. It is the rune of love and social communities, signifying togetherness and celebration. Sometimes, to find beauty and joy in your life, you need to look at things from a different angle. Perhaps I can help you shift your thought patterns and find the love that you seek in a different manner," she said. 

She was being a lot more cryptic than the first time. Raya nodded, "This would be good for when you start your own shop." 

Madam Beatrice spluttered again, the reminder of what Raya had done evidently taking a little while to settle in. "I'll look into your love luck right now," she said, carefully setting aside the folder with the keys perched on top of it and the gold coins that would allow her to run off and start life elsewhere if she so wished. Raya didn't really care one way or the other what she did with the money and the shop, but she hoped that Madam Beatrice would be a good addition to Queen of Hearts. The establishment was near and dear to her heart because it earned her a significant amount of money every year without fail. 

Dozens of cards spread out like a fan in front of her and she was asked to select six. 

Madam Beatrice flipped the cards one by one, her expression stunned. "You are just full of surprises," she said, but she was smiling in relief. It was not more bad news that she needed to prepare herself for, then. 

Inara allowed herself to relax. "Good news, I hope?" 

Madam Beatrice said, "It depends." 

"On what?" 

"You've met the man you are fated to be before," she said. "But there are forces that pulled you away. Interior and exterior," she continued, moving onto the third card. "While the love you share is deep, it also requires a good deal of work." 

Raya was used to working for love. After all, Richard required a lot of work from her, mostly when it came to the business that he wanted her involvement in. 
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Raya had stepped into the glass shop with high hopes and now felt like she had wasted an afternoon. Her mood had fairly decent after the visit to the fortune teller too, so for her frame of mind to be so depleted after only a short interaction with the salesperson was a feat.

She was on her way out when a large man entered the store. He wore all black ensemble with an equally dark expression to match. She had never seen a man so tall and so brooding before, his hood pulled up over his head. The only thing that brought color to his entire being was the hair atop his head, which was the brightest, most vibrant shade of red she had ever seen.

Raya found herself glued to the spot, curious about what a man dressed in funeral attire was looking for at a glass shop. everything here was so delicate that it felt like a firm grip of his hand was going to shatter the ornaments and glassware. 

He moved towards the showcases until he reached the display directly beside the countertop, where all the most intricate and expensive items were. Now her curiosity was really piqued. At first glance, he didn't seem like he would have the money for that kind of gift. His outfits, while well-tailored, were obviously rather old. The sleeves were slightly gray- discolored from use and the material around his elbows was slightly frayed. The seams of his shirt appeared to be having difficulty keeping all of his muscles contained, as though he had bulked up from the last time he had his measurements taken. All the clothes that he wore, while fashionable, was also a few years outdated, though she accepted that men's wear tended to be somewhat similar in terms of designs from year to year. 

Was it a special gift that he was giving a paramour? What kind of gift would she like? 

The man was frightening-looking enough that the salesperson who had been trying to recommend all kinds of goods to her didn't even attempt to approach him. Instead, the young man looked like he was going to approach Raya again, which was frustrating because she had dismissed him several times beforehand, having told him that she was merely here to admire the goods. 

"Perhaps I can interest you in the musical boxes?" he asked, showing her one that looked like a carousel, the horses so beautiful and intricately made. The middle rod was made of metal that was attached to the music box, which allowed the horses to rotate and come alive. The hand-carved details and ornate gemstones that allowed gradient lights to shine on it made it exude luxury and charm. Honestly, she would be tempted to own such a thing if she hadn't purchased one already. It was even worse when she saw that the asking price was fifteen gold coins, which was an incredibly insensible. The carousel music box that she owned was created by the same artisan and she had purchased it for five gold coins. The shop was asking for so much.

She could see that the man was interested in it, though. "You should recommend it to that gentleman over there," she suggested. 

Raya knew that it was impolite to stay and watch their interaction, but she was invested now. Was the man so foolish with his money (or so in love) that he wouldn't mind overpaying for the trinket? 

The salesperson began his sales pitch with the biggest lie of all, claiming that it was a bespoke piece that couldn't be found anywhere else. Just because the shop only had one in stock, didn't meant that it wasn't available anywhere else. Surely the man wasn't going to fall for a lite as obvious as that? 

Raya headed towards the exit, certain that a man who dressed so angrily with an expression to match wouldn't fall for it. She paused when she heard the price. 

"Twenty gold coins." 

Wasn't it fifteen when he introduced the very same item to her earlier? Was there some sort of price inflation that she wasn't aware of? 

The salesperson was probably thinking of pocketing the extra coins for himself. Now she was sure that the man wasn't going to buy into this scam. Not unless he was a complete and utter fool. 

"Wrap it up." 

She almost tripped over her own foot. 

Raya, of all people, should have known not to judge a book by it's cover. The man had seemed like such a solid, respectable, severe man. Who would have known that he was such pushover? 

The salesperson, who had been cowering in fear just moments earlier, was emboldened by the man's easy decision to buy something so overpriced. "Would you like to look at this as well? It's half price because you purchased the carousel. It arrived just yesterday and would make a great gift. Anyone who receives it will love it," he said, pushing towards the man what looked like a colorful glass bear toy that was missing one of it's paws. 

The man's gaze darted at the missing limb and she thought that for sure he was going to put his foot down and call the salesperson out for the obvious deceit. 

He opened his mouth and before he could say a word, the salesperson continued, "This is the last piece. You're lucky you were in here early before anyone else saw it." 

He closed his mouth and the salesperson put the items into the bag. 

She stood by and watched with her mouth agape as the salesperson continued to peddle more overpriced items to the man, who seemed to have a serious problem with rejection. 

Was he just having a bad day? Was he waiting for the salesperson to finish digging his own grave so he can push him in and start shoveling dirt over the despicable man? Surely no one was such a pushover? The total amount was
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