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            Author’s Note

         

         Illegitimacy in Victorian England was a great stigma for both mother and child. An illegitimate child would have no claim
            on its father, and the Bastardy Clause of the 1834 Poor Law set law that said children would be the sole responsibility of
            the mother.
         

         
         Of course, there are examples where a father would take care of his children; perhaps the most famous example just prior to
            this era is the Duke of Clarence, whose mistress, the actress Dorothea Jordan, bore at least ten of his children. The duke
            ensured his illegitimate children did well in the world, either through marriage for the daughters or occupations for the
            sons.
         

         
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            It is not proper for a young lady to propose to a gentleman. Unless, of course, the gentleman has a deep and abiding (and
               silent) love for the lady, and he is not aware she reciprocates.
            

            Lady Olivia’s Particular Guide to Decorum

         

         
            1847, London

            A Polite Drawing Room Currently Being Used for Sewing of a Dubious Quality

         

         “Olivia!” The duchess’s call could probably be heard from two floors away. And Olivia was seated in the same room, in full
            view of her mother.
         

         
         “Yes, Mother?” she replied in an aggrieved tone. She had promised to deliver no fewer than ten shifts within a month’s time
            to the Society for Poor and Orphaned Children, and she was only on the second one, since her needle skills were not as good
            as her skills in promising things she might not be able to deliver, apparently.
         

         
         Not for the first time, she wished that things were as she wanted them to be, so she wouldn’t have to constantly be trying
            to improve things. Her needle-pricked fingers would no doubt wish that also.
         

         
         “I cannot deal with Cook today. You will have to,” her mother announced, not paying attention to what Olivia was already occupied
            with. As was usual.
         

         
         Olivia merely nodded. Her mother had often said the same thing, or a variation thereof, in the year or so since Olivia’s eldest
            sister, Eleanor, had married Lord Alexander Raybourn. The Duchess of Marymount hadn’t always been so helpless; but once Olivia’s
            sister Della had run off with the dancing master and Eleanor had refused to marry the gentleman their parents had chosen for
            her, the duchess seemed to have given up all the duties she’d previously handled, leaving her remaining three daughters to
            handle everything. And since Olivia’s twin, Pearl, was shy and preferred to be outdoors, and their sister Ida was too busy
            reading and looking down her nose at everyone else, it was all left up to Olivia.
         

         
         Olivia did not flinch from doing what was necessary to make things right. Hence the shift making.

         
         “Olivia, are you listening to me?”

         
         “Of course I am,” Olivia replied, frowning at the knot in her sewing. She had to admit to being a terrible seamstress. “You
            want me to speak with Cook, and you probably also want me to review the guest list for next week’s dinner party to be certain
            all the invitations went out properly. And to remind Cook that the Marquis of Wheatley does not like green beans.”
         

         
         “Hmph. Well, yes,” her mother replied in a grudging tone.
         

         
         The guest list for the dinner party included Lord Carson, who was the marquis’s son and the gentleman Eleanor had refused
            to marry.
         

         
         Leaving him free to marry Olivia, something she had wanted since the first moment she saw him. Her parents had wanted the
            same thing since Eleanor had married the man she’d fallen in love with instead of Lord Carson.
         

         
         Lord Carson. She sighed as she thought about him. He was handsome and kind and very, very busy. Olivia wanted to help him, and she could
            tell, from how he spoke to her, that he wanted her to help him also. It would be a perfect match. Even though her parents
            thought the same thing, and she seldom agreed with the elder Howletts.
         

         
         Not to mention it would mean she would be able to run more things as she wished to. Including Lord Carson.

         
         But it wouldn’t be a match at all if the dinner party wasn’t absolutely perfect, which meant she should go straightaway and
            speak to Cook.
         

         
         Olivia dropped the fabric and thread onto the table beside her as she prepared to take care of things. Again.

         
         The door to the sitting room was flung open and her twin, Pearl, launched herself inside, her eyes wide. “Olivia, you have
            to come quickly!” Pearl said in an urgent tone.
         

         
         “What is it?” she asked as she rose to her feet.

         
         “The gardener next door, he’s—” And then Pearl stopped, shaking her head.

         
         Olivia marched out of the sitting room, Cook and sewing forgotten, shoulders squared, as she went to right whatever was wrong
            that was making her twin so upset.
         

         
         “He found some kittens in the shed and now he says he’s going to—oh, Livy, you have to save them!” Pearl said, her voice wavering
            with emotion.
         

         
         “Indeed I will,” Olivia declared, brushing past a few startled servants to the back of the house.

         
         She felt herself start to burn with the righteous fury that had become her constant companion over the past few years, since
            she’d realized that the world was not entirely just and that there were, indeed, terrible people who existed in it.
         

         
         She hadn’t been able to eradicate all the terrible people in the world, but she could acknowledge to herself—privately, not
            wishing to draw attention to her deeds—that she had made the world a slightly better place in the time since she’d come to
            her senses.
         

         
         Only a few years ago she’d been equally consumed with parties and balls and pretty dresses. And Bennett, Lord Carson, whom
            she had to admit to still being consumed with.
         

         
         She continued to enjoy those things, of course, but they couldn’t derail her from her purpose in life—to help people.

         
         And, apparently, kittens.

         
         It had happened gradually, making it feel as though she had awoken from a long, slow sleep. She’d started noticing things,
            things that were not immediately in her world, and she’d started questioning.
         

         
         Why were people so cruel? And what could she do to help?

         
         It was that urge that drove her more than anything now.

         
         “Sir!” she said as she stepped outside into the garden. She glanced around, Pearl on her heels, until she spotted the man
            in the Robinsons’ garden, who was holding a small, wriggling thing in his hand.
         

         
         “Sir!” she said again, louder, so that he turned and looked at her across the fence that separated their properties.

         
         The two families had been neighbors for as long as Olivia could remember; the children had grown up together, but now the
            only Robinson left in the house was Lady Robinson, the matriarch of the family, a terrifyingly proper woman who always looked
            at Olivia as though she knew she was thinking of parties and balls and dresses when she should be thinking of better things.
         

         
         I’m thinking of better things now, Olivia thought as she stomped toward the fence, swinging her arms furiously. Namely saving small, helpless animals from your ogre gardener. “What are you doing?” she asked. Then she shook her head as she planted her fists on her hips. “Never mind, I know what you
            are doing. Although I can’t fathom why you would want to harm such precious little creatures,” she continued, her voice softening
            as she saw the tumble of kittens at the man’s feet.
         

         
         There were three more down on the ground, all looking small enough to fit in her hand, all bumbling in and around each other
            in an adorably confused way. Their mother was nowhere in sight, which likely meant these kittens would be dead if they weren’t
            taken care of soon.
         

         
         That furious anger heated.

         
         “These precious creatures are living in the shed, making a mess everywhere,” the man said, shaking the kitten in his hand
            for emphasis.
         

         
         The kitten in question was a grey tabby with, it seemed, one bent ear and whiskers that were nearly as long as the kitten
            itself was wide.
         

         
         Olivia unlatched the gate separating the properties and launched herself through until she was able to remove the kitten from
            his hand.
         

         
         The kitten promptly clawed her, but it was all part of the ongoing battle. Every war had its wounds, she’d told Pearl often enough. Usually when Pearl was complaining of a hand cramp after Olivia had wrangled her into helping
            with her latest charity project. Pearl was a much better seamstress than Olivia, after all. Something Pearl pointed out more
            often than Olivia liked, though Olivia might have mentioned a few times that she was taller than her twin. Most people assumed
            Olivia was the older sister, since the two of them were not identical.
         

         
         “I will inform Lady Robinson of your behavior today, and I will be removing these animals myself,” she declared, holding the
            struggling kitten up to her chest.
         

         
         The man shrugged. “The lady don’t care. And as long as they aren’t living in my shed, I don’t care either.”

         
         Olivia opened her mouth to tell him just what she thought of his behavior, but decided it wasn’t worth it to waste her breath.
            Not when she could be speaking out about injustice or helping poor families find a better way in the world or sharing her
            most fervent desire with Lord Carson. Bennett.
         

         
         She would act instead. Solving the immediate problem was more important than stating her opinion, correct though it was.

         
         “Pearl,” she said instead, turning her head back to address her twin. Pearl had already anticipated what she was going to
            say and had retrieved a basket their own gardener used for roses, its handle slung over her arm.
         

         
         “Good, take this one,” Olivia said, putting the kitten into the basket and then bending down to gather up the remainder in
            her arms. They were so tiny they all fit, their tiny claws shredding the fabric of her gown, not strong enough to draw blood,
            but stinging. The three looked similar enough to the first one to be siblings, and Olivia felt a swell in her heart as she
            thought about what would happen if she and her sisters were just as lost as these little mites, one of whom had just begun
            to bite her wrist.
         

         
         “If you find any other helpless creatures,” she said as she marched back over to their property, four kittens mewing in the
            basket, “please send word so I can rescue them from your evil clutches.”
         

         
         The hero in The Notorious Noose, the latest penny dreadful she and Pearl had read, had used those same words. Olivia found it useful—not to mention entertaining—to
            read those books for language she could borrow to make her points. She had found people responded better to hyperbole than
            plain facts.
         

         
         Besides which, wrongs were always righted, and then were suitably punished, which left her with a satisfied feeling after
            reading them. Not like in real life, where rights were often left unright, and people kept suffering.
         

         
         But at least, she thought as she glanced into the basket, these four kittens wouldn’t suffer any longer. Not if she had anything
            to say about it.
         

         
         Which she did. And she always would. It was what drove her now, even more than wanting to find her own happiness. She needed
            everyone to have happiness.
         

         
          

         “Did you pay no attention at all?” Bennett asked as he glared at Edward. They stood in the enormous ballroom of the house
            Edward’s father had rented in London, a soft rain falling outside, the inside silent save for Bennett’s practically vibrating
            outrage.
         

         
         Edward couldn’t help but smirk at his friend. Bennett was as vehement about this as he was on the Parliamentary floor, and
            this was about—
         

         
         “You’re asking if I paid attention during dancing lessons,” Edward said, emphasizing the last two words to show his disdain.
         

         
         Bennett flung his hands up, hands that had been trying to put Edward into the correct position for the waltz just a few moments
            ago.
         

         
         “Yes. You do know that polite society deems it important to dance, don’t you?”

         
         “Ah, and that’s the problem.” Edward bent into a deep bow, spreading his arms wide. “Have you been introduced to Mr. Edward
            Wolcott, the most notable bastard of your acquaintance?”
         

         
         Bennett rolled his eyes. “You don’t have to constantly be rubbing the fact into everyone’s faces all the time, you know.”

         
         Oh, but I do, Edward thought. Because if I don’t make reference to it, remove the sting of its mention from anyone who might say something, they will think
               they’ve hurt me when they mention my dubious parentage. Most people assumed being illegitimate indicated a lack of character, as though being born on the wrong side of the blanket
            made someone simply wrong.

         
         But he didn’t tell his friend any of that. Bennett knew precisely why Edward did what he did, he just didn’t understand how
            much it did hurt. The sidelong glances that had supplanted the outright fights his schoolmates had baited him into. Fights
            that Edward took pride in winning, even though winning meant he was called to the headmaster’s office after each fracas. Mr. Wolcott, the headmaster would say pointedly. Making it clear he knew just why Edward didn’t share his father’s last name.
         

         
         School was where he had met Bennett, and Bennett had stuck with Edward ever since, no matter how many times Edward pointed
            out that the son of a marquis should not be friends with the bastard son of a financier. Even though—remarkably—the financier
            had claimed his son, something very few gentlemen did. Most natural-born children were never acknowledged by their fathers,
            for fear of ruining their reputations.
         

         
         But Edward’s father had done what few men would, and now Edward could ruin his own reputation when he appeared on the dance
            floor.
         

         
         “Why can’t I just speak with people about horses and hunting and the things I actually like to do, rather than dance or make
            irritatingly banal conversation?”
         

         
         Bennett did not deign to reply, instead holding his arms out. “Let’s try this again. I cannot believe that someone so athletic
            can be so terrible a dancer.”
         

         
         “It’s not the same thing,” Edward grumbled. Mostly because he’d concentrated on athletics as a way to circumvent the cruel
            talk; he figured if he was stronger than any of his potential tormentors, he could keep their comments at bay with the very
            real possibility of physical violence. And his strategy had worked; very few men dared to mention anything now, not after
            appraising Edward’s physique.
         

         
         “I do know,” Bennett said as he adjusted Edward’s hands, nudging his feet into the right place and heaving several exasperated
            sighs, “that you loathe dancing. I am well aware, nearly as much as you, of how much you hate all this rigmarole. But I also
            know you have to do it. You told me what your father said.”
         

         
         Edward felt his chest tighten at the mention of his father. Mr. Beechcroft. The man who, inexplicably, had loved and raised him as well as if he had been legitimately born. The man who wanted nothing
            more than to see his son take a position in Society, a position that he himself could never take, thanks to his merchant upbringing.
            Edward wished it were enough that he had learned the business and enjoyed doing it. But his father wanted more.
         

         
         “Fine,” he replied in a grouchy tone.

         
         “And if you cannot bear it for another moment, there is usually an unused library or another type of room you can go to escape
            for a bit.”
         

         
         Edward made a harrumphing noise, indicating his thoughts on that idea.

         
         Running away from a problem was not his way; he usually did the opposite, running headlong toward it without considering the
            consequences.
         

         
         Bennett, who was accustomed to Edward’s grumpiness, ignored his friend, instead instructing him on how to count out the rhythm
            of the waltz.
         

         
         If only Bennett could teach him how not to see mockery in everyone’s faces when he attended his first Society function, introduced
            with his mother’s name though everyone knew who his father was.
         

         
         But that would be even more difficult than his mastering the waltz. And he was currently smashing all ten of Bennett’s toes.

         
          

         “Stop!”

         
         Edward paused as he heard the woman’s voice, even though she wasn’t speaking to him.

         
         He had left the town house about half an hour after Bennett, knowing he just had to walk somewhere, anywhere, that wasn’t
            inside.
         

         
         It had started to drizzle, and people were scurrying about, most dressed moderately well. He’d wandered toward his father’s
            London office, which was situated just a few streets over from where London’s most fashionable people shopped and mingled.
         

         
         The woman who’d spoken was clearly one of those most fashionable people—dressed in a long coat that appeared to be as warm
            as it was exquisitely detailed.
         

         
         A maid stood nearby holding an umbrella over her mistress’s head, but the lady herself paid no heed to the rain, stepping
            out from the cover to stretch her hand forward to a merchant who had hold of a small, struggling child.
         

         
         The child looked to be about ten, perhaps older, since he or she was rail thin.

         
         He stepped forward to intervene, but by now the lady had extricated the child from the merchant’s hold and was holding her
            hand out to her maid, who was dropping a few coins into the lady’s gloved palm.
         

         
         “Here,” she said in an imperious voice to the merchant, “this should pay you sufficiently for what you think you’ve suffered.”
            She allowed the coins to slip from her hand into the merchant’s raised hand, punctuating her words with a dismissive sniff.
         

         
         The merchant glowered but took the money and stepped back inside his shop, while the lady knelt down in front of the child.

         
         Edward couldn’t hear what she said now—she was speaking too quietly—but he saw the child’s face break into a smile and saw
            her tuck a few more coins into the child’s pocket, then frown and unwrap her scarf from her neck, placing it around the child’s
            instead.
         

         
         He had never seen an aristocrat do something so directly to help—yes, many of the people with whom his father did business
            gave money to various causes, making certain to mention it in polite company—but he hadn’t seen anyone do something so small,
            and yet so important, as this. It made him more hopeful about the Society event that evening. Perhaps, if there were people
            like her in attendance, he wouldn’t be made to feel out of place.
         

         
         The child ran off, a grin on his face, and the lady rose, looking weary for a moment before straightening her shoulders and
            raising her chin, returning to looking every inch a proud, uncaring lady.
         

         
         She glanced over in his direction, a cool, haughty expression on her face, and he felt himself start to smile. He knew her
            secret—she wasn’t what she appeared to be; she was someone who cared, and cared deeply.
         

         
         She was young, he could see, and quite lovely, at least as far as he could tell from across the street.

         
         He felt an urge to meet her, to discover what it was that made her different from others of her kind, but before he could,
            she’d swept off, her maid trailing behind, valiantly trying to shield her mistress from the rain.
         

         
         Edward shrugged, knowing it was likely just as well he couldn’t meet her. What if she wasn’t truly as good as she appeared
            to be from this one instance?
         

         
         But still. It made him wonder who she was, and why she was so caring.

         
         Perhaps he would meet her, and then if he were lucky, he would ask her to dance. And then he would step on her feet, and she
            would discover who he was, and his warm feeling toward her would be gone.
         

         
         But for now it was enough to feel the warmth surrounding his heart.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            If you have to choose between being polite and doing good, always choose the latter.

            Lady Olivia’s Particular Guide to Decorum

         

         “Oh, how delightful!”

         
         Olivia spoke to herself since Pearl had disappeared in search of some refreshment, as usual, leaving Olivia to the side of
            the ballroom.
         

         
         Their mother was fanning herself in the chaperones’ corner, talking non-stop as was her habit. Olivia and her sisters had
            gotten to the point where they were able to communicate with one another through hand gestures so they knew what topic their
            mother was discussing without having to listen.
         

         
         Olivia’s dance partner, a slight gentleman who had stepped on her feet at least six times, had made his bows and departed
            as soon as the music had stopped.
         

         
         Was it, she wondered, because she had taken the opportunity to remind Lord Frederick of the essential steps of the dance they
            were engaged in? But surely he would welcome a gentle reminder of how he was supposed to move?
         

         
         That settled, she glanced around the room, her gaze searching for Bennett.

         
         The party was at the Estabrooks’ house, and she knew—because of course she followed his career avidly—that Bennett was hoping
            that Lord Estabrook would lend his support to one of Bennett’s ongoing projects. She’d heard that Queen Victoria had deigned
            to read one of his papers, which boded well for its success.
         

         
         She hadn’t followed closely enough to know just what he was hoping to accomplish, never mind what the queen actually thought
            of what he’d written. When she was his wife, she would of course be conversant with the issues that occupied his time. But
            until then, she had to admit that reading all the arguments for and against a concern made her eyes wander.
         

         
         Besides which, she always knew that it was better to be doing than to be reading. It was something she would point out to him, when she was properly ensconced as his wife. Her sister
            Ida had not received Olivia’s guidance well, but her true love would agree.
         

         
         She wrinkled her nose as she spotted Bennett at the edge of the dance floor speaking with Lady Cecilia, another debutante
            having her first Season this year.
         

         
         Bennett looked bored, although her conscience forced her to acknowledge that it was difficult to see his expression from this
            far away. But he had to be bored speaking with Lady Cecilia—Lady Cecilia was fresh from the schoolroom, and Bennett was a
            man, accustomed to matters of great importance, not where a gown was coming from or how many invitations one had received.
         

         
         That type of flighty girl had been Olivia not so long ago, even though it felt like a lifetime ago. It had taken a starving
            child begging outside her father’s house to finally make her realize that not everyone was like her. Very few people were,
            actually. And not in character, but in opportunities.
         

         
         That anger had started to burn inside until she was forced to do things about it, but few people in her world knew of her
            works.
         

         
         It was no wonder Bennett had always regarded her as though he were mildly amused by her. It was time for him to see her as
            she truly was.
         

         
         Tonight.

         
         Thus decided, she began the slow walk to where Bennett stood, skirting the edge of the room and smiling politely at the guests
            who nodded at her.
         

         
         It wasn’t entirely proper for her to approach him, but she knew that once he heard what she had to say, he would forgive her.
            More than that, he would agree to what she asked him, and neither one of them would have to spend any more conversation with
            people who bored them. Who didn’t share the same passionate interests in justice and change and righting wrongs that they
            did.
         

         
         “Lord Carson?” she said as she joined Bennett and Lady Cecilia, the latter of whom raised her tiny, perfect nose at Olivia’s
            intrusion. “Might I beg a private word with you?”
         

         
         Bennett glanced from one lady to the other, his brow furrowed, but after a moment he nodded. “Of course, my lady,” he said.
            He bowed to Lady Cecilia. “You’ll forgive me? Lady Olivia is my sister-in-law’s younger sister—nearly family.”
         

         
         Lady Cecilia shot a glare at Olivia, but her mouth curved into a sweet smile as she looked at Bennett. “Of course, my lord.”
            A pause, then Lady Cecilia spoke again. “When you are finished with familial concerns, I would like to ask your opinion on
            a few things.”
         

         
         Olivia nearly emitted a noise that would have indicated what she thought, but that wouldn’t be fitting for the adult young
            lady she was now.
         

         
         So she just returned Lady Cecilia’s smile and took Bennett’s arm, allowing him to lead her into one of the rooms adjacent
            to the ballroom.
         

         
          

         “Mr . . . Wolcott?” the older lady said, her pause between the Mr. and the Wolcott an indication she knew precisely who he was. Especially since one of Bennett’s friends, a Lord Something-or-Other, had just
            introduced them.
         

         
         He seldom bothered to remember people’s names, since he usually only met them once, since after they discovered who he was—or
            more precisely, what he was—they took pains to never encounter him again.
         

         
         Bennett had left unexpectedly, pulled away by one of the fluttering debutantes in attendance. It wouldn’t normally matter
            to Edward, but Bennett was the only one who could ensure Edward wasn’t treated as rudely as he might otherwise be. The most
            recent example being the lady’s pause between words.
         

         
         Bennett’s friend glanced from Edward to the Pausing Lady, his look one of confusion. Edward appreciated that Bennett didn’t
            gossip about him, but giving this friend of his some word about why not everyone would want to meet Edward would not go amiss.
         

         
         But that was Bennett. Seeing the good in everybody, and not recognizing that some people reveled in ignorance. Only one of
            the reasons Edward was grateful he was the one born a bastard, and not Eternally Optimistic Bennett.
         

         
         “Yes.” Edward accompanied his reply with a bow. “I have just arrived in London, and my friend Lord Carson invited me to this
            function.” He might as well get the explanation over with, given that she was likely about to question him about just how
            he happened to be here with the likes of her.
         

         
         “Ah,” she replied, visibly softening. Bennett had that effect on people.

         
         Edward did not.

         
         “And how do you happen to be here?” Edward asked, making Bennett’s friend’s face turn white and the lady gasp in outrage.
         

         
         Damn. And he’d been doing so well. For at least fifteen seconds or so.

         
         “If you’ll excuse me,” he continued without waiting for her to speak, bowing again and turning on his heel in search of one
            of those vaunted private rooms Bennett had promised. Anything but being open and exposed out here, like a frightened fox being
            stampeded by vicious dogs.
         

         
         He had to admit to having far more sympathy for the animals he hunted right now. And also understood why they turned around
            and snarled rather than succumbing to the attack.
         

         
         But he couldn’t snarl. He had to escape.

         
         He walked quickly to a door at one corner of the room, slipping inside without having to make eye contact with anyone.

         
         The room was empty, thank goodness, and he took a deep breath—his first of the evening—glancing around at what seemed to be
            a small visiting room.
         

         
         A few chairs were scattered about, as were a few tables, their tops cluttered with the type of bric-a-brac that seemed to
            accompany these people’s homes.
         

         
         He exhaled, stepping forward to the sofa that sat directly in front of a still-burning fire.

         
         Leaping over the back, he plopped down on the soft cushions, twisting his long body so he was lying down staring into the
            fire. The flames were mesmerizing, and he let his mind drift.
         

         
         Away from the party outside, the people who despised him, the constant bitter tang of his birth fell away.

         
          

         “Is Lady Eleanor all right? I know that Alexander was worried she was doing so much, what with the—” And then Bennett hesitated.

         
         “Baby coming?” Olivia allowed herself the luxury of rolling her eyes at him. “Honestly, it is not as though we all don’t know
            what is happening.”
         

         
         Bennett uttered a sort of strangled noise in his throat, and then took a deep breath. “Yes, the baby.”

         
         “Everything is fine.” She swept ahead of him and pushed a door open, one that was in one of the far corners of the ballroom.
            She glanced back to see that Lady Cecilia had already found some other gentleman to converse with. So much for perseverance, she thought, wanting to toss her head in triumph, then she gestured for him to precede her. “Go in, I want to speak to you.”
         

         
         Now that it was the moment she’d been dreaming about for so long, she had to admit to feeling nervous. Not that he wouldn’t
            agree, because of course he would, it was the right thing to do, plus she knew how he felt about her, even if he didn’t. Hadn’t
            he paid particular attention to her during her come-out? He’d danced with her twice—twice!—at a party the prior year, and
            she’d caught him looking at her when he didn’t know that she was looking.
         

         
         But she was always looking.

         
         The nervousness was merely because her whole life was about to change; she would be Lady Carson, she would finally be able
            to do all the things she wanted, no needed, to do.
         

         
         And she would spend the rest of her life with him.

         
         Just thinking about it made her calmer.

         
         She closed the door behind them, leaning against it with her arms behind her back.

         
         He raised an eyebrow at her action, but didn’t say anything. Wise man. Already knowing she had all the answers.

         
         “What is it, Olivia?” he spoke brusquely. “It is not proper for us to be privately together, even if we are considered family.”
            Perhaps he was so swept away with his feelings, feelings he hadn’t acknowledged before, that he couldn’t speak properly?
         

         
         She didn’t reply at first, just walked toward him and put her finger to his lips. “Shh,” she said, when he appeared to be
            about to open his mouth. “The thing is, I have something to say, and I want to say it without interruption.”
         

         
         He looked as though he wanted to argue, but instead he gave a brief nod. She withdrew her finger from his mouth and took a
            deep breath.
         

         
         “You and I met when I was just—what?—fifteen years old?” She walked past him and put her hand on the back of one of the chairs
            in the room. She took a moment to look around at where they were—some sort of sitting room, it appeared, since there were
            small tables and chairs scattered about, with one sofa facing a fireplace, though the fire had died down. A good thing, since
            she already felt quite warm. Likely due to Bennett’s presence and what was about to happen.
         

         
         “And I know at the time you saw me as someone still in the schoolroom,” she continued, continuing to pace around the room,
            forcing herself not to look at him because she was concerned she would forget everything she wanted to say because of all
            the love she had oozing through every pore. Which sounded far messier than she wanted.
         

         
         “But I am, if you have not noticed, a woman now.” And she returned to stand in front of him, forcing herself to breathe naturally,
            looking him in the eyes.
         

         
         His gaze appeared startled, and she wanted to reassure him that it would all be fine, they would sort things out, and they
            could have their respective futures settled. Together.
         

         
         But first she had to tell him how she felt. So he would be able to admit how he felt.

         
         “When I was younger, I said and did many things I am embarrassed about now,” she began. “I didn’t realize there was more to
            life than wondering what party you’d be able to attend next. When I first met you, I couldn’t even attend any parties because
            Eleanor wasn’t married yet.” She cringed to recall how selfish she had been. But she wouldn’t say all that to him—she wanted
            him to maintain his good opinion of her, after all. “And now that I have had the opportunity to be out in the world, I know
            that there are things I wish to change.”
         

         
         And not just things like allowing ladies to waltz all the time, if they wanted to, although that would be lovely. She meant
            things like making sure all people had enough to eat and that children be given an education and that there should never be
            the possibility of an animal suffering because of human neglect or irresponsibility or particularly willful action.
         

         
         “Those are excellent sentiments,” Bennett said.

         
         She beamed at him, glad they were in accord. “I know you feel the same way I do—I have followed your efforts in Parliament.”
            Albeit not that closely, and then she paused, taking a deep breath before adding, “. . . Bennett.”
         

         
         His eyes widened at her use of his first name, and he blinked a few times. Overcome by his emotions, perhaps? She smiled reassuringly.
            “We feel the same way about so many things.” She put her hand on his sleeve. His gaze went to where her hand lay, and she
            wished she was daring enough to run the fingers of her other hand through his hair. She wasn’t, not yet. Perhaps later, after
            everything was settled.
         

         
         “And since we are of much the same mind, I know that it only makes sense for us to get married. So we can finally be together.”
            She exhaled. “There. I’ve finally said it.” And she tilted her face up so he could kiss her.
         

         
         And edged forward, since it seemed that he wasn’t going to. Perhaps he was unsure if a kiss would be welcome? She should let
            him know it would be perfectly welcome.
         

         
         “You may kiss me, if you like. Since we are now betrothed.”

         
         He still did not kiss her, and she felt a pang of regret. Instead, he closed his eyes and leaned his head back so that even
            if she wished to initiate a kiss, she couldn’t. He was too tall, and now his mouth was too far away from hers.
         

         
         A slow, uncomfortable feeling began to unravel inside her, and she felt her breath hitch.

         
         “I am aware of the great honor you do me, Lady Olivia,” he said, his eyes still closed. Then he opened them, and she wanted
            to leap back at what she saw in his gaze. Was it possible he did not love her? “But I do not regard you in that way, and I
            think it best if we forget this conversation ever happened.”
         

         
         Olivia froze for a moment as she absorbed the words. And then felt her face blaze as fiercely as any fire she’d ever encountered.
            “You do not regard me in that way?” she repeated, hearing the words fall out of her mouth even though she didn’t think she
            could speak. “You’re saying you are not in love with me?”
         

         
         She snatched her hand off his sleeve and dropped it behind her back, her fingers wiggling in the air as though trying to find
            purchase. Because it felt as though she were falling off a very high cliff. “Not in love with me?” she said again, wishing
            he would step forward and take her in his arms and say it was all a mistake, he was testing her, but knowing he wouldn’t.
         

         
         “Oh,” she said in a soft voice, looking anywhere but at him. “I’ve just thrown myself at you, and now it seems you don’t feel
            the same way.” Something caught her eye and she walked forward, past him, to snatch it up from the small table. It was a dome
            encasing a small yellow flower, one of those ornamental things everybody had as part of their everyday clutter.
         

         
         This isn’t you, a voice said in her head. This isn’t who you are, or who you want to be.

         
         But she couldn’t keep herself from curling her fingers around it, feeling the cool glass on her palm. Knowing she could throw
            it if she wanted to. Which she very much did. This, at least, she could do. She could control her actions now, even if she couldn’t control his. She’d just thrown herself at
            him? She could throw other things too.
         

         
         She raised the dome over her head, all of her pent-up emotion channeling itself through her upraised arm, flinging it toward
            the opposite wall, not close enough to possibly hit him, but startling nonetheless.
         

         
         The object shattered into pieces, the noise of the impact the only sound in the room. It wasn’t loud enough to cause anyone
            to notice, not with the band continuing to play in the ballroom as though hearts weren’t currently being broken.
         

         
         “Olivia, you should consider,” he began, but she shook her head before he could get more words out.

         
         “Get out.” She spoke in a low tone, because if she raised her voice she would scream, and she couldn’t cause that kind of
            scene, not as one of the duke’s daughters, who already had a penchant for causing trouble. Not to mention it would be horribly
            embarrassing. Yes, Lady Olivia was proposing to me, and I was rejecting her, and then she threw a decorative object at my head. If he said anything about it at all, which she knew as a gentleman he would not.
         

         
         “Get out,” she repeated in a stronger voice this time.

         
         Something in her expression must have told him not to press the issue, because he shook his head and walked past her and back
            out into the ballroom, closing the door behind him.
         

         
         Leaving her alone with her thoughts and her humiliation.

         
         She took a deep breath and withdrew her handkerchief from her pocket, preparing herself for an epic cry.

         
         “Pardon me,” a deep voice said from the depths of the sofa opposite, “but I think it is probably best that I make my departure
            as well.”
         

         
         Olivia’s mouth opened in shock as a man—a tall, perfectly dressed, and remarkably handsome man—emerged from behind the sofa,
            his hair disheveled. He offered her a sly grin and she felt all of her ire direct itself onto this stranger who’d had the
            effrontery to listen to her make a fool of herself.
         

         
         “And who are you?” she replied haughtily, taking refuge in her bred-to-the-bone aristocratic manner.

         
         He spread his arms and made a low bow. “I am Mr. Edward Wolcott, at your service,” he replied in an amused tone.

         
         “Oh!” she said in recognition. “The bast—” she began, then put her hand to her open mouth.

         
         His smile halted and the look in his eyes got fierce. “Yes, my lady. The bastard.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Whatever anyone says, do not lose control.

            Lady Olivia’s Particular Guide to Decorum

         

         Edward’s feelings of Poor Bennett were quickly supplanted by Idiotic Bennett when he finally saw the lady who’d thrown herself at his friend.
         

         
         And a piece of bric-a-brac at the wall.

         
         But given how she’d just exposed herself, he couldn’t necessarily blame her, although he was wary, of course.

         
         It was she. The lady he’d seen on the street just a day prior. His first impression had been correct; she was lovely.

         
         Blonde with hazel eyes that sparkled as brightly as the diamonds in her ears. Her mouth, currently set in a sharp line, was
            lush, her lips a kissable rose color.
         

         
         Although she was of average height, her whole presence seemed outsized, like a fierce flame contained within the usual package
            of Debutante Dressed in Silk. It was as if her body couldn’t contain her personality, as though the edges of her real self
            were outlined with passion and wit—and anger. He wanted to touch her, to see if that spark was as warm and exuberant as it
            appeared.
         

         
         “What were you thinking by not announcing your presence, sir?” she said, her voice crackling with that very same anger. So
            definitely forget about touching her. Not that he was thinking of that in the first place.
         

         
         Edward raised his brow. “At what point should I have announced myself? When you told Lord Carson how you knew he was in love
            with you?” He stepped forward, drawn by the light of her, even though he suspected she might very well slap him if he drew
            close enough. “Or when you plotted out the course of your lives together, with you being his wife for his just causes?” Yes,
            he knew he was being out of line, but damn it, so was she. “Or perhaps when you threw whatever it was you threw at Bennett.
            I guess it is a good thing you don’t have accurate aim.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t aiming for him!” she replied, the color along her cheekbones a deep red to match her passion.

         
         “Ah, good to know,” Edward replied, shrugging. “The thing is, Lady Olivia”—because he knew who she was, not just because Bennett
            had addressed her by name, but also because word of the Duke’s Daughters had reached even him—“that there would have been
            no convenient time to disclose my presence. Until it sounded as though you were about to cry.” It was dangerous, of course,
            to be speaking so bluntly to someone like her—a duke’s daughter, one of the highest members of the Society that didn’t want
            him to join—but he couldn’t stay silent, not with her having done what she just did. Not with him being friends with Bennett.
         

         
         He owed it to both of them, even though he’d just met her.

         
         He shook his head slowly. “I don’t think it’s right to be privy to anyone else’s sadness, not if the person doesn’t agree
            to it.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew his handkerchief. “You might need this in addition to yours.” She took it,
            her face now drained of color, perhaps as the impact of what had just happened seeped into her being. “Do just one thing,
            Lady Olivia,” he said, drawing closer to her, so close he could see how she was blinking more rapidly, perhaps to stem the
            coming storm. “Never let anyone see your pain,” he continued in a low voice. “Keep it to yourself, because if they see it,
            they will attack you.”
         

         
         And then he walked out of the room, closing the door firmly behind him, but not before hearing a smothered sob.

         
          

         “Edward!”

         
         Edward turned as a visibly strained Bennett walked toward him, a wineglass in each hand. He must have left the room after
            Lady Olivia’s outburst and headed straight for where he could find wine.
         

         
         “Here, I thought you might need this,” Bennett said, handing him the glass. “Given how unpleasant you find all of this.” He
            drained his own glass in one swift gulp, depositing it on a passing footman’s tray, all before Edward could even take a sip.
         

         
         “I think you might need it more,” Edward said, returning the glass to Bennett’s hand.

         
         Bennett stared at it as though not aware of what he was doing, then shook his head. “Maybe I do
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