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        London, England

      

      

      “This is going to be your season,” Olivia, the Duchess of Thorne, said as she slid one ivory stick from the spillikin pile on the table between them.

      Lady Catherine Breckenridge forced a weak smile in response. “Elizabeth is the diamond,” Catherine said, then averted her gaze to the ivory sticks.

      Catherine’s older sister Louisa had married last year. And though her younger sister Elizabeth was of an age, everyone’s focus turned to Catherine as the oldest unwed sister. A pity, as she did not wish to marry.

      “You shine just as bright.” Olivia turned to her husband, William Duke of Thorne who was Catherine’s guardian and brother. He was engaged in a card game with their brother Tristan at a nearby table. “Tell her it is true, William.”

      William turned his attention to Catherine as he tossed a card into the center of the table. “Indeed, and as you are nearing two and twenty, the time has come for you to choose a suitor.”

      “Though I am quite certain Elizabeth will marry this season, too,” Olivia said, then gave Elizabeth a smile. “She was a grand success last year.”

      “If you call rejecting five proposals a grand success,” Tristan said.

      “Drat!” Elizabeth exclaimed as the spillikin stick she was attempting to pull out disturbed those around it. She released the stick, then peered at Tristan. “They were ill suited, as you well know.”

      “The only thing I am aware of is that you, sister, are far too picky.”

      “Would you have me marry a lord whose interest lays as much in my dowery as my person? Or a scoundrel who will spend his nights at the gaming tables instead of by my side? Perhaps I should have accepted the widower with five children?”

      “There was nothing wrong with Lord Granthum.” Tristan tossed a card into the center of the table while Elizabeth tossed a spillikin stick at Tristan.

      Catherine watched her siblings bicker with each other, feeling a pang of envy for their carefree banter. As the middle daughter, she had always been the quiet one, content to let her sisters and brothers take the spotlight. But now, as the pressure to marry mounted, Catherine found herself more and more anxious. Perhaps the time had come for her to be more assertive?

      “I do not wish to marry,” she blurted out, surprising even herself. Silence filled the room as everyone turned to her.

      “What do you mean?” William asked, his brow furrowed. “You are the daughter of a duke and sister to myself, the current duke of Thorne. Of course you will marry.”

      Catherine shook her head. “I do not wish to marry,” she said, a strange sense of relief wrapping around her at having voiced her true thoughts. She averted her gaze to the window and focused on the tendrils of rain streaking down the glass. “I don’t want to be beholden to a man for the rest of my life simply because it is expected of me. I want to live on my own terms. Do the things that please me without needing permission. I wish to control my own life.”

      After a moment of shock, Olivia laughed out loud. “Catherine, you jest,” she said, shaking her head. “You must believe there is a gentleman out there for you. One that will sweep you off your feet and eradicate any reservations you have regarding marriage.”

      “I doubt that very much.” Catherine reached for another ivory stick, though her mind was no longer on the game.

      “I vow you will,” Olivia said, a smile in her tone as she turned her attention to William. “You have not fallen in love yet, but you will.”

      William grinned at his wife. “Save heart, sister, for Olivia is right.”

      Catherine sighed, not at all surprised by what William and Olivia were saying. They did not understand her plight. She had no wish to be a gentleman’s arm piece, and even less of a desire to be his breeding stock. Love was rare among their set, and even with love, men expected much of their wives, including obedience. A wife was a possession. The property of her husband.

      She had no wish to be dictated to. No wish to give up her pursuits at a man’s whim. What of her work at the orphanage? Or her educational pursuits? What gentleman would allow his wife to spend time with orphans? To teach them?

      “But what if I do not wish to fall in love?” Catherine said, her voice low. “What if I simply want to be by myself, without someone else always by my side?”

      Tristan snorted. “Then you are a fool, Catherine,” he said, shaking his head. “A woman without a husband is worth nothing among the peerage, and you know it as well as I do.”

      Catherine resisted the urge to argue with her brother. Doing so would not change his mind. Instead, she focused on the game of spillikins, trying to distract herself from the surrounding conversation.

      But no matter how many times she won or lost, there was no ignoring the sense of unease that had settled in the pit of her stomach. Olivia and William would not allow her to avoid the season, no matter how much she wished to.

      As if he had read her mind, William said, “Regardless, the first ball of the season is less than a fortnight away. You will attend with the rest of us.”

      “Very well,” Catherine conceded.

      As the current game came to a close, she stood, then excused herself, citing a headache. Ignoring Elizabeth’s worried glance, she hurried out of the room in search of the solace she would find in the quiet of her own chambers.

      Shadows danced across her floor as she paced around the room, trying to escape the weight of her circumstances. She couldn’t bear the thought of being forced to marry, to have to spend the rest of her days being subservient to a man. But that was what was expected of her. Could she truly avoid it?

      No.

      Maybe.

      Yes!

      She craved more and she would achieve it. There was nothing else for her. She had to maintain her independence. But how?

      She paused beside the window and looked out into the night sky, hoping for divine intervention to illuminate her path. A flash of lightening greeted her.

      A moment later, a loud knock sounded on the door. “May I come in?” Elizabeth asked softly as she peeked around the edge of the door.

      Catherine nodded, and Elizabeth stepped inside, closing the door behind her. They were as close as any sisters could be, but Catherine couldn’t help feeling a pang of jealousy for her sister’s contentment. Elizabeth was the sort of lady society valued, and would no doubt find the love she sought. More importantly, Elizabeth wished to marry. She wanted to be a wife and mistress of her own home. She desired children of her own and thrived in society’s spotlight. Indeed, Elizabeth would make the perfect society wife and enjoy every moment of her duties.

      Catherine wished she could be more like Elizabeth. Life would be less complicated if she accepted the role expected of her, but she could not. She was not like Elizabeth and there was no changing that.

      “You do not have a headache. Tell me what is really troubling you? Is it the coming season?” Elizabeth asked, concern etched into her features.

      Catherine sank onto the edge of her bed. “It is the pressure to marry. The fact I know Olivia and William will not stop encouraging me to find a husband and if I refuse, I will be disappointing them. They mean well, but I cannot do as they wish simply because they think it is best.”

      Elizabeth sat beside Catherine, taking her sister’s hand in hers. “I understand why you wish to remain unwed. Honestly, it would be easier if you felt differently. But I understand why you cannot let our family’s expectations dictate your life. You must do what is best for you, because you are the one who has to live with your choices.” She met Catherine’s gaze, then added. “Know that I support you in whatever you do.”

      Catherine nodded, grateful for her sister’s words of comfort. “I do not want to disappoint them. However, I cannot imagine spending my life under a man’s control... not even one I love. Or worse, being forced to bear children while ignoring all of those abandoned in orphanages. I could not live with myself.”

      “I understand, Catherine,” Elizabeth said, squeezing her hand. “Truly, I do."

      Elizabeth was the only one save for Catherine’s maid that knew of her work at the orphanage. Catherine had tried to speak to William once about the cause and about the children. As a result, he’d forbid her from going back to the orphanage. He had reminded her that lady’s help by donating items along with their husbands’ money, not by acting as servants and teachers. Then he had forced her to agree to stay away from the orphanage, but she’d continued her work in secret.

      Elizabeth squeezed her hand. “You must remember that love and marriage are not always mutually exclusive. A gentleman exists who would support your pursuits and allow you to live a life of your own choosing because he loves you and cannot imagine his life without you.”

      Catherine sighed, knowing her sister’s words held some truth. But finding a gentleman who would love her and support her endeavors had to be more difficult than finding a needle in a haystack.

      “Do you truly believe that?” she asked, a hint of desperation in her voice. “Is it possible for me to find a husband who will not restrain me when my wishes are so unconventional?”

      “I believe it is with my whole heart, Catherine. So enjoy the season. The worst thing that can happen is you remain unwed at season’s end, or fall madly in love with the perfect gentleman for you.” She smiled. “Either way, you win.”

      Catherine sighed, she couldn’t imagine a future where she could continue to follow her passions, as well as have a husband who supported her endeavors.

      As if sensing her doubts, Elizabeth squeezed her hand once more. “Do not worry, Catherine. You are a strong, intelligent woman. You will be alright no matter what path life carries you down.”

      Though her sister’s words were comforting, she still felt a sense of unease. She would have to navigate the social expectations of the ton with care. But she was determined to do so with her head held high and her independence intact.

      With a deep breath, Catherine rose from the bed and straightened her gown. “Thank you, Elizabeth. The hour grows late. Stop fretting over me and take yourself to bed.” She bumped her shoulder playfully against her sisters.

      Elizabeth smiled as she stood up. “Indeed. But please remember, I am always here for you. No matter what.” She gave Catherine a hug before leaving the room.

      Catherine watched as her sister left, gratitude for the love and support of her sister improving her mood. She would have to face the season head on, but she also knew she had the strength and determination to do so.

      With a sense of purpose, Catherine walked over to her writing desk and penned a letter to the orphanage. She would not let the pressures of society keep her from helping those in need.

      As she wrote, the sound of the quill scratching against the paper was the only noise in the room. But in Catherine’s mind, she could hear her own voice, strong and unwavering, as she vowed to keep her independence, no matter where it may lead her.
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      Charles De Vere, Duke of Bedford, dreaded the coming season. He enjoyed women and drink as well as the next man, but abhorred innocent misses—and worse—their mamas. One would think his reputation would be enough to keep them at bay. Unfortunately, they were all too happy to look past his debauchery in order to capture his fortune and title.

      As he looked out over the rolling hills of his estate, he knew he needed to appear at the season’s events. His station demanded as much. Besides, it would give him an opportunity to escape the monotony of his daily routine.

      He dropped into an armchair near the hearth, a glass of brandy in one hand and an invitation to the first ball of the season in his other. Resigned to his fate, he read the scrolled handwriting, then took a deep drink of brandy, relishing the way it warmed his throat. As there would be no escaping the season, he might as well start with this ball.

      But then, he did not have to accept every invitation that came his way.

      Charles tapped the crystal glass with his index finger. The sound echoed through the study as he contemplated his predicament. Attending the ball would not be such a distasteful idea if it did not come with the attentions of husband hunting mamas and their title grabbing daughters. It was the marriage mart business that made the entire ordeal unbearable.

      He took a drink, tilted his head back, and swirled the amber liquid around in his mouth before swallowing. Bloody hell. He was tired of being chased like a wild stallion. He would not allow the tons unwed daughters and their title hunting mamas to ruin his good time.

      This season, he would avoid their pursuits.

      He held the invitation out toward a footman and said, “Send my acceptance.”

      “At once, Your Grace.” The footman took the parchment before offering a bow.

      As the footman left the room, Charles leaned back in his chair with a sigh. Avoiding the debutantes and their mothers would not be an easy feat, but he was determined to do so. He had come much too close to being caught in the traps of title-grabbing debutantes the previous season. Avoiding the marriage trap had become exhausting, and as the season wore on the marriage minded misses and their mama’s only grew more creative. He needed a protection of sorts, a shield against their machinations if he were to enjoy this season.

      He took another sip of his brandy, relishing the way it burned down his throat. He would need to come up with a plan, something foolproof that would allow him to enjoy the season with no unwanted entanglements.

      Charles sat there, lost in thought, until the sound of horse’s hooves on the cobblestone drive brought him back to reality. He stood up from his chair, setting his tumbler on the table beside it, and walked to the window to
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