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        Yorkshire England, 1811

      

      

      Lady Emma Finch added a lump of sugar to her tea. As she stirred, she listened to her dearest friends, Lady Juliet Gale and Her Grace Olivia Breckenridge, chatting about London’s latest on-dits.

      Olivia had married the Duke of Thorne last summer and, as a result, had been away from Yorkshire these past nine months. Olivia had also inherited the duke’s sisters as her wards when they’d married and brought them along so that her friends might become better acquainted with the girls.

      “It is good to have you back,” Emma said as she cast a glance at Olivia and smiled. It had been an exceedingly long nine months, and it gladdened her heart to have Olivia back. Even if it was only for a brief visit.

      Olivia met her gaze and said, “It is wonderful to be back.” She offered a smile before turning her attention back to Juliet, who had launched into a new tale.

      Emma and Juliet had missed Olivia so fiercely that the moment they received word of Olivia’s arrival, they’d had their carriages readied. In short order, the pair had arrived at Olivia’s family home, and Juliet was positively bubbling over with news. Emma would not fault her for it. She lifted her teacup and started back toward the group.

      Olivia, along with her husband and their three wards, was to stay at her parent’s for a fortnight. Not nearly long enough, but Emma intended to spend as much time as she could with her while she had the opportunity. Likewise, she was looking forward to becoming better acquainted with Olivia’s stepsisters.

      It hardly signified if Juliet chatted like a magpie the entire time. All that Emma cared about was the three of them being together again.

      She returned to her place on the settee beside Juliet. Then, sipping from her teacup, Emma slid her gaze toward Olivia’s wards. Lady Elizabeth, Lady Louisa, and Lady Catherine fit in well with Emma and her friends. They were a delightful trio and a welcome addition.

      Lady Elizabeth was the youngest at seventeen and was a kind and cheerful girl. At nineteen, Lady Louisa was the middle sister. According to Olivia, Lady Louisa was an opinionated hellion. However, she’d said it with glee and was obviously fond of the girl.

      The oldest of the sisters was Lady Catherine at twenty years of age. By all accounts, the lady was intelligent beyond her years with a gift for empathy and observation. Lady Catherine was most like herself, Emma thought.

      As if Lady Catherine could read her thoughts, the girl turned a smile on Emma. “It was kind of you and Lady Juliet to come calling so quickly,” Catherine said.

      “Think nothing of it,” Emma replied.

      Catherine turned her attention back to Juliet, who scarcely stopped talking long enough to take a breath. “My goodness, Olivia, you have missed so much. I haven’t even told you the half of it yet.” She reached out and patted Olivia’s hand, “But all of this talking has left me rather parched.”

      Olivia laughed, then said, “Go get yourself some more tea. There will be time enough later to tell me everything that’s happened in my absence.”

      Juliet stood and smoothed her skirts before moving to the tea tray.

      Emma took the opportunity for what it was and turned her attention to Olivia. “Mother informed me this morning that we will spend the season in London.”

      “How splendid,” Olivia said. She slid her gaze to her wards, then back to Emma. “We shall show you all the sights and keep company with you at the many, many parties you will attend.”

      Lady Elizabeth frowned. “That is,” she glanced at her sisters, then Olivia, “they will. I’m not old enough to come out yet,” the girls said, a frown pulling at her lips.

      “Don’t fret, darling.” Olivia reached out to pat the girl’s hand. “Your turn will come soon enough.”

      “Frankly, I don’t understand your hurry.” Lady Catherine lowered her teacup and pinned her sister beneath her gaze. “It’s a bunch of pompous people who think they are above everyone else, parading about like peacocks in their silks and jewels. I’d much prefer to stay home.”

      “Nonsense, Cat,” Lady Louisa shook her head, causing her sandy brown curls to sway about her face. “And how would you know, at any rate? You’ve not come out yet either.”

      “I have no need to. The monstrosity of my court gown tells me everything I need to know.” Lady Catherine waved a dismissive hand.

      Juliet smiled, the action reaching all the way to her blue eyes. “I suspect that you will change your mind. There is something very special about a girl’s introduction to society. I daresay you will enjoy yourself immensely.”

      “One can only hope, and I will do my best to reserve judgment until I have had the experience,” Lady Catherine said, though her blue gaze held no trace of sincerity.

      “Ha,” Lady Louisa exclaimed. “You only pretend not to care.”

      “Believe what you must,” Lady Catherine said as she peered at her younger sister.

      Louisa scowled as Olivia expertly changed the topic.

      “What shall we do today?” Olivia asked, setting her teacup aside.

      Juliet clapped her hands together, excitement radiating from her. “Let us go to the May-Day festival in the village.”

      “Oh, no.” Emma shook her head.

      Lady Louisa leaned forward, her expression full of intrigue. “I should love to go.”

      “Me too,” Lady Elizabeth smiled, her blue eyes full of excitement. “Surely I am not too young for a village festival.”

      “Not at all, Lizzy, but you are too high born,” Lady Catherine said, dashing her youngest siblings’ hopes.

      “Poppycock.” Juliet waved a dismissive hand, her smile broadening. “We can go if we choose to. High-born men do it all the time.”

      “Please, Olivia,” The ladies Elizabeth and Louisa turned pleading eyes on their guardian.

      Juliet slid closer to Olivia, her eye sparkling with mischief. “You know it sounds fun.”

      “It sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.” Catherine exhaled a long-suffering breath.

      Emma could scarcely disagree with Lady Catherine’s assessment. May Day was for the villagers. Farmers and milkmaids celebrated while townspeople overindulged in strong drink and made merry. Proper ladies most certainly did not attend.

      She sat her teacup on the mahogany table beside her with an audible thump and said, “We would stand out in the crowd. The village people would recognize us straight away and be none too happy that we’d come. Our reputations would be tarnished if not ruined.”

      Pulling in a breath, Emma met Lady Catherine’s intelligent blue gaze and smiled. “Lady Catherine is correct. It could only end in disaster.”

      Juliet chewed the inside of her cheek, her gaze turning speculative as Lady Louisa and Lady Elizabeth sank back against the settee they shared.

      Emma inhaled a calming breath, trying to dispel the sense of impending doom gripping her insides. If she knew her friend at all, Juliet was plotting. Such plotting scarcely ever ended well.

      Emma better come up with another idea before Juliet worked out her problem and drug them all into a harebrained scheme. She glanced out the window, then returned her attention to the group. “How about lawn bowls?” Emma asked.

      “It is a lovely day for a game.” Olivia strolled over to the window and peered out. “I can have the footman set it up at once.”

      “I’ve got it!” Juliet sprang to her feet, and Emma’s heart sank. “We can dress like the villagers. People see what they expect to see. If we dress as they do, we will blend right in,” Juliet said.

      “How perfect.” Lady Louisa clasped her hands as if she were in prayer and turned hopeful green eyes on Olivia. “Don’t you agree?” She asked.

      Olivia turned back to the group, her brow creased in thought. “The idea is not without merit.” She tapped her finger against her cheek. “It could work.”

      “Of course, it will work.” Juliet gave a triumphant smile. “And if we hur⁠—”

      “What will work?” A male voice sounded from the parlor door, drawing everyone’s attention.

      The ladies turned at once to find Olivia’s husband, William, the Duke of Thorne leaning against the wooden door frame, one sandy-blond eyebrow arched in question.

      Lady Louisa strolled over to her brother and hooked her arm through his. “We are going to the May-Day festival in the village.”

      “Are you now?” He asked, his brow rising further.

      Lady Louisa had the grace to blush as she turned her attention toward the other ladies. “Well, that is to say… We would like to attend.”

      Emma hid her grin behind her hand. She ought to be ashamed to find herself happy when her friend’s hopes were about to be dashed. All the same, she couldn’t muster any regret. They did not belong at the festival, and whether they were in disguise, hardly signified.

      Emma exchanged a knowing look with Lady Catherine. Surely the duke would put an end to the nonsense. Then they could forget all about the festival and find something more appropriate to do with their time.

      Preferably something that would keep them all out of trouble and preserve their reputations. As the duke spoke, Emma slid her attention back to Lady Catherine, who sat calmly hiding her own grin behind her teacup.

      It would seem the two of them had a great deal in common.

      “I am sure you would.” The duke patted Lady Louisa’s hand, then looked to Olivia. “What is your opinion on the matter, Duchess?”

      “I am still considering it.” Olivia took a moment to look at each lady before moving closer to her husband. “Lady Juliet had an idea, a rather good one, I think.”

      Emma blanched as Lady Catherine’s smile slipped away like ash on the wind. How could the duke entertain this nonsense for even a second? Emma turned her incredulous eyes on him.

      Juliet beamed as she stood. “I suggested we dress like the villagers to blend in.”

      “A good idea, indeed,” the duke said.

      Emma’s pulse speed. How could the man possibly agree with such a scheme? She could not allow for this. Emma cleared her throat, bringing their attention to her. “What if the villagers found us out?” She asked, hoping to be the voice of reason.

      “They won’t,” Lady Elizabeth said, as though they’d already determined to see the plan through.

      “You could be discovered,” Lady Catherine added.

      Lady Louisa put her hands on her hips and glared at her sister, “Nobody knows us here, Cat. You’re just trying to ruin everyone’s fun.”

      “There now, that’s enough,” the duke gently chastised Lady Louisa as he pulled her close. “There is no reason to be cross with Cat. She only has your best interest at heart.”

      Lady Louisa stared up at her brother and said, “But surely you can see she is misguided. No harm will come from us having a spot of fun.”

      “Of course not,” Juliet said, then twirled, sending her skirts out around her. “May Day is a time of celebration. No one will care to see through our disguises so long as we do nothing that forces them to.”

      “Lady Juliet is right, and so I will allow this under two conditions.” The duke said, staring first at Lady Louisa, then at the rest of them.

      “What is it?” Lady Louisa urged him to continue.

      The duke held up one finger. “First, I will accompany you.”

      “Yes, and.” Lady Louisa nodded her agreement, excitement radiating from her.

      “The suspense is killing me,” Lady Catherine drawled. “Please go on.”

      Lady Elizabeth poked her elbow into Lady Catherine’s side. “Do, hush.”

      His grace gave his sisters a stern glance. “Second,” he
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