
  
    [image: Forbidden Marquis]
  


  
    
      Forbidden Marquis

      Princes of Avce

    

    
      
        Victoria Pinder

      

    

  


  
    
      Forbidden Monsieur

      Copyright©2018

      

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemble to actual events, business establishments, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.

      Your support of author’s rights is appreciated.

      Published in the United States of America.

      Copyright © 2018 Victoria Pinder Love in a Book

      All rights reserved.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to both the Heart of Denver Romance Writers and Colorado Romance Writers who are two great groups that have made me feel welcome in moving. Both groups have been great as a way of meeting romance writers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Please check out the entire Princes of Avce Series and get caught up.

      
        
        Princes of Avce

        Forbidden Crown

        Forbidden Prince

        Forbidden Royal

        Forbidden Duke

        Forbidden Earl

        Forbidden Monsieur

        Forbidden Marquis

        Forbidden Count

        Forbidden Noble

        Princes of Avce 1-3

        Princes of Avce 4-6

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join Victoria Pinder

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Victoria Pinder wants to hear from you! If you’re on social media, please friend her.

        Join Victoria’s Bold and Foxy Street Team

        You can also find her and get the latest updates including release dates if you

        Sign up for her newsletter and get a FREE novella.

        Follow on Facebook

        Follow on Twitter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Rossie Diaz stepped away from the wedding photographer and headed toward the bridal suite of her church, waving off her bridesmaids and her mother.

      She needed to be alone.

      Inside the bridal suite, she motioned for her coworkers and her morning work crew of hair and makeup to leave because she needed a minute. They'd already created a magical setting and made her look like a princess, so why was she having a hard time? Everyone left without comment.

      Rossie sniffed the fragrant bouquet of pink roses, and then held it like she would when she walked down the aisle. She focused on Alberto Navarro, but her hands clenched, strangling the flowers. In middle school, he’d pointed and laughed at her when she walked out of class like she was beneath him and his friends.

      The memory came from nowhere and she shook it off.

      She put the bouquet back in its holder and glided toward the mirror.

      The white gown floated all around her, fashioned after the future queen of England’s dress but with the short sleeves of the cartoon version of Cinderella when she went to the ball.

      The dress showed off her curves exceptionally well and the lace overlay seamlessly ended at her waist that flared out just as a princess’ dress might.

      She leaned closer into the mirror and fixed her eyebrow so both were perfectly aligned as she’d done for countless brides before being one herself.

      So why couldn’t she breathe when she thought about Alberto?

      A knock sounded at the door and her body grew more alert. Rossie walked across the room and opened the door to her best friend, and maid of honor, Clara. The teal tea-length bridesmaid dress fit like a dream and her mousy brown hair was styled to perfection today. However, her face was white and her lips thinned despite how makeup had spent hours working on her. She pointed with her fingers to come inside and Rossie let her in as Clara said, “Rossie, you look so beautiful.”

      Rossie closed the door and engaged the lock. Clara held up her older model cell phone that Rossie had given her. “Clara, what’s wrong? What do you have?”

      Clara clutched the phone but her hand trembled as she held it higher as if to give it to her. “Rossie, we’re best friends, which is why I thought you should know before…”

      Without another word, Rossie took the phone and flipped through the pictures. There was Alberto, naked, clutching and kissing her bridesmaid that he’d claimed was his cousin. Her cheeks felt hot as she handed the phone back to Clara. “He cheated on me with Abigail?”

      Clara cringed and her face went from pale to red. She took the phone back. “Abigail told me last night that she wasn’t his cousin, but I thought she was being stupid and drunk, until she sent me these just now, and I saw this, I didn’t think…”

      “Why didn’t you tell me last night?” Rossie pressed down on her chest to stop her heart from beating so fast. Her actions didn’t work and her temper blazed with fury.

      She glared at her best friend, but then she blinked. This wasn’t Clara’s fault. Rossie un-fisted her hands at her side as Clara said, “I didn’t believe her. But then she texted these.”

      Getting a grip would be good. Red hot anger fueled her body. Rossie took a backward step, letting the adrenaline rush through her as she imagined herself knocking Alberto out with a one-two punch.

      The image made her laugh. She’d never hit anyone before. Clara widened her eyes, stared at her and asked, “What are you going to do?”

      A fight wouldn’t help, not even to make herself feel better. Rossie continued to laugh like a crazy person until she said, “Cancel the wedding.”

      Clara stepped forward and clasped her hand. Rossie focused on her best friend. Her touch was steady and calm. “Wait. I don’t want bad blood between us.”

      Rossie would have done the exact same thing if she’d been in Clara’s shoes. She hugged her tight and her mind cleared of her foolishness. “Clara, you told me the truth.” She let her go. “I need my mother and to get out of this church.”

      Clara nodded like she’d been given an order as a private in the army. She lifted her palm. “Wait here with the door closed. I’ll bring them in.”

      Wait? Before Rossie could say a word her friend took off.

      If she stayed here for long, she’d break down and cry. This was too much. She returned to the mirror and took out the pins that held her tiara and veil in place.

      The wedding was off. Rossie didn’t need fabric falling into her face. She freed the last bobby pin and put it gently on the table like she was helping one of her hair designers, always careful not to ruin the makeup on one of her high-end customers, but then she tossed the veil on the floor.

      Gentleness was for other brides--and it wasn’t for today.

      The door handle rattled and she stood taller, feeling every vertebrae tighten as she turned toward the door. Her mother walked in with that proud streak of gray in her dark hair and instantly she pouted as she said, “Rossie, why did you take your veil off? You worked so hard this morning-”

      “Mama, I’m not getting married.” Rossie realized she sounded calmer and more collected than she felt. She walked over to her mother, looked at her without blinking once and took her hands. “Alberto is exactly what you said all along.”

      Her mother’s eyes had a brightness of knowledge that Rossie hadn’t seen in a while. Mom pointed her toward the door and said, “Change at home.”

      And that was how Rossie was strong. Her mother and father had raised her with the belief that weakness was the most unattractive thing about anyone and Rossie Diaz needed to be strong and sure of herself.

      Now she needed to prove to her mother she wasn’t crazy or needy. She’d shed no tears or dishonor her, not now, but she shook her head and said, “No, Mama.”

      Her mother crossed her arms. “Wait, what?”

      Rossie pointed to Clara and her wheeled luggage in the corner. “I’ll change at the airport. Can you get the bag in your car, Clara?”

      Clara nodded and left with the wheeled suitcase that mostly had Rossie’s makeup. She’d never leave her business supplies behind. Once Clara closed the door, she said to her mother, “I need to tell him that it is over, but will you make sure Alberto doesn’t head to Paris? I’m taking Clara instead.”

      Her mother made a pfft sound like she was ready for anything thrown at her. “With pleasure.”

      “Okay, call him in.” Rossie unbuttoned one of her delicate white fabric buttons that cut into her shoulders.

      Her mother opened the door to leave. Rossie knocked the rose bouquet off the stand and into the empty waste bucket beside it, which was where everything Alberto had ever said belonged.

      Her mother’s left eyebrow rose. “Why?”

      Rossie’s lips pressed together to hold in the fire that burned in her gut until she was sure she could speak. “Because I need to tell him to his face we’re done.”

      Her mother stood just outside of the suite. “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.” Rossie took off the princess cut diamond ring in white gold.

      The door closed and she folded her fingers around the band.

      Alberto had said he’d picked it out, but now she imagined him shopping with Abigail, the perfect blonde, blue-eyed girl from the suburbs. Judging. Laughing at Rossie.

      Rossie blinked and the image of Abigail dissipated like bad lighting in a night club.

      She sat on the stool and took off her high heels, searching for her flats she’d worn for most of the morning, when the door opened. She stood fast and tensed as she met the brown-eyed gaze of her lanky groom who never gained a pound. He stepped inside and asked, “Rossie, isn’t it bad luck to call me in here?”

      Seriously? He closed the door and acted like he had any right to speak? She stampeded toward him and then took his hand, palm up and dropped the ring in it as she said, “It might be if we were getting married.”

      His fingers closed around the ring and he ran his other hand through his slicked hair. “All our guests have arrived.”

      No. He’d not victimize himself. Her gaze would be laser beams that blew him out of the water if she was a superhero and not your regular person. She could feel the heat steaming from her skin and her fists curled as she lifted her chin. “How is Abigail?”

      His eyes widened as he asked, “What?”

      Ugh. She wanted to throw something at him, but instead she ran her hand through her updo like she was checking for an extra pin as she glared at him. “I know she’s not your cousin.”

      Alberto took a step forward and offered both of his open palms, showing her that horrible ring. “She means nothing to me.”

      Her skin ticked like she was surrounded by a snake. She stepped back, but held her head high as she asked, “Did you tell her that when she was in your bed?”

      He pocketed his hands and her dress swished as she passed him to walk out the door. He said sharply, “She wasn’t in my bed. I was in hers.”

      Rossie turned around but held the knob as her mother had done a moment ago. “I don’t even want to know. I just want to forget you.”

      She opened the door to storm out as he said, “Rossie, I love you.”

      From the open doorway, she heard a crack of wood as people turned in their chairs. She wouldn’t let him make her feel guilty when this was his fault. She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Then you wouldn’t have cheated on me.” Rossie made it to the hall.

      Alberto followed her and raised his voice. “Rossie, you’re so perfect all the time. Not all of us can be like you.”

      The older couple in the back row of the church turned and stared at her. Butterflies grew in her tummy and she waved like she was still hosting the wedding but then turned back to Alberto. “I’m not looking for perfect, but I deserve love and loyalty.”

      “You’re being childish, leaving me now,” he said so everyone in the church heard.

      The entire congregation stood and stared at her.

      Her cousins in the backseat of the other row took out their cell phones to record her. Her mother stood at the door ensuring no one dared join her right now. Rossie shrugged and stepped backwards as she made a peace sign for her cousin’s video feed and then told Alberto, “I don’t need to answer that. Goodbye.”

      As she closed the church doors behind her, she knew she only had seconds before people crowded her as her mother would stop Alberto from leaving.

      Luckily Clara had pulled her 1990s rusty green sedan that needed to be junk-piled to the front of the church, with her behind the wheel. Without a word, Rossie hopped into the front seat and pointed toward the road as guests called her name behind her. “Clara, let’s go.”

      Thankfully Clara didn’t ask many questions as they weaved out of the palm tree-lined side streets and headed toward Collins and the beach. Once they were far away from anyone they knew, Clara asked, “Where are we going?”

      Right. Rossie went to lean back on the head rest, but Clara didn’t have them. She held her head higher and stared at her friend’s mousy brown hair and big glasses. Clara worked too hard and had so little, but she had the biggest heart in the world. Rossie sucked in her breath and said, “I have two first class tickets to Paris. And you have a passport with no stamps.”

      Clara shook her head and her face went white. “I can’t afford-”

      The honeymoon in Paris had been Rossie’s idea. She’d planned it in more detail than her own aborted wedding. “Everything is paid for. And I need company.”

      Clara bit her lip. Rossie didn’t say anything as the emotions Clara had clearly went to war. Clara was the worst poker player in the world, but she turned her beat-up old car inland on Oakland. “Okay. We’ll have to stop at my place. I’ll need one minute.”

      “Not a problem.” Rossie closed her eyes. Her heart still beat too fast. Clearly she was pumped on energy, but soon she’d have to figure out how to handle whatever she did next.

      Once the anger left, she’d run out of fuel. Clara would at least keep her grounded while she figured out what to do.

      As her friend parked her car near a chain of restaurants and her brakes rolled a little, Rossie felt slightly guilty. If Clara had skill, she’d have hired her to work with her. Working weddings paid well enough to buy a car, but Clara wasn’t interested in weddings or makeup or hair.

      Clara held out a hand and raced between the restaurants to the small stairway that led to her studio apartment.

      Rossie didn’t bother following. Her body itched in the gown, but as she looked in the backseat she didn’t see her suitcase. It must be in the trunk.

      Clara returned before Rossie could even figure out how to open the passenger door from the inside. Clara showed her the passport. “I’m so excited to see Paris.”

      From her phone, Rossie went online and canceled Alberto’s ticket and had her travel agent rebook under Clara Fortuna. Once Clara was behind the wheel, Rossie said, “Thank you for saving me back there. This trip is seriously the least I can do.”

      Clara’s smile grew brighter than Rossie had ever seen as she headed back toward Miami and the traffic of the highway. She tapped the steering wheel as she said, “In a few hours, we’ll be at the Eiffel Tower.”

      At least the air conditioner still cranked cold air in Clara's bucket-of-bolts car. Rossie took a deep breath and tried to focus on anything but what had just happened. Goodness, she should have changed as the dress now dug into her skin. “Is that what you want to see first?”

      Clara dodged incoming traffic like the Miami driver pro she clearly was. “Yes, but it’s your hon-” Both of them froze, but then Clara quickly said, “vacation. You get to pick.”

      She’d hoped that kissing Alberto under the moonlight while in Paris would give their relationship a much needed shot of desire. Now she let out a snort and said to her friend, “We can and should see the Eiffel Tower. It sounds like the perfect place to relaunch myself.”

      Clara took the exit and passed homeless people on the street as she headed toward the airport and avoided the tolls. “Relaunch?”

      Clara drove fast and efficiently. Rossie was hyper-aware of people on the street pushing shopping carts and she wanted to escape and get out of her conspicuous dress and expensive jewels. “I’m clearly an idiot when it comes to love. I don’t want to ever date another Alberto again.”

      Clara started to go into economy parking, but Rossie shook her head and said, “Valet and I’ll pay.”

      Her best friend recoiled as if she’d been slapped, but she didn’t say a word. Clara drove her old sedan to the front door and jumped out of her seat.

      Rossie studied the passenger door, unsure how to open it until Clara opened it from the outside. Rossie handed the valet her credit card, who then brought her bag from the trunk.

      She couldn’t wait to change and no longer look like a runaway bride. She took the handle and her card back after the valet ran it through his scanner.

      Clara handed him the keys and followed her inside, carrying a small handbag as she said, “You said Alberto fit your lifestyle when he proposed on his friend’s yacht.”

      Money wasn’t an issue. Rossie's business paid well though Alberto’s business was failing, not that she let that be known. Now he didn’t matter at all. Once they were home again, Rossie would help Clara with her resume.

      Clara needed a better job but for now they would enjoy Paris. Rossie led the way into the nearest women’s bathroom. Without asking, Clara helped her unzip the wedding dress and pushed her bag into the stall as Rossie said, “But I don’t want to marry a man just because he has money.”

      Clara said through the stall door and clearly spoke so that Rossie heard above the water running in the sink, “You said you shouldn’t discriminate and say no just because he could afford more than you ever could.”

      “I was an idiot.” Rossie finished tugging up her simple cotton white dress she’d bought to change into at the end of the wedding. She looked at the expensive dress one more time and then carried it out, leaving it on the child’s changing station next to the trash.

      Clara checked that her dress was zipped and buttoned at the top in the back. Rossie let her and Clara said over her shoulder, “No. You’re the sweetest person I know.” Now, that wasn’t true. If she was sweeter she’d have helped Clara more lately, but Clara continued, “It’s why I’m here now, because you know I can’t afford even an economy ticket.”

      Now that she looked almost normal, Rossie looped arms with Clara and patted hers as she said, “You’re here so I don’t turn around and do something stupid to prove myself.”

      Rossie walked her friend to the kiosk and swiped her credit card which showed two first class tickets. She then scanned her driver’s license and had Clara do the same as she asked, “What do you mean?”

      With a few buttons, she now had boarding passes. Perfect. Rossie hit print as she said, “I broke up with Austin and then instantly fell in love with Alberto, ignoring all advice. In fact, you have two jobs when we get to Paris.”

      Clara helped her with her bag that was mostly just makeup to put it on the scale as Rossie reached in and found her carry-on and passport. “What are they?”

      The gate agent wrapped the baggage claim sticker around the handle and handed her the ticket. They walked toward security and Rossie whispered, “Keep me away from all men whose name starts with A.”

      Clara laughed, her small bag on the conveyer belt as she and Rossie waited to pass through the body detectors. “Okay, that sounds easy. There are twenty-five other letters.”

      For the first time in hours, Rossie laughed. Good. Laughing was better than crying and she didn’t want to ever cry. Once they'd both gone through, Clara grabbed her luggage and they hustled toward the international terminal. Rossie said, “And two…”

      “Yes?” Clara batted her lashes and for a second Rossie saw her friend’s eyes glisten with tears.

      Her stomach felt like she’d been punched. This wasn’t fair. She hadn’t meant to ever cry. She swallowed and shook her head.

      Their plane was already boarding. Rossie walked with her right toward the ticketing agent. “Have fun and try to get me to have some fun. I don’t want to think about today, ever, but at some point running in my dress is going to get to me.”

      Clara nodded as if she’d just made a solemn vow. Her throat ached--not good. Rossie wasn’t upset. She couldn’t be. She fixed everything, including weddings.

      Alberto was clearly the wrong guy but she’d get her life back on track, fast. And she’d do it without tears. Tears were for people like Clara, not her. Vulnerability was weak and Rossie Diaz was never that. And besides all that, Alberto was Mr. Wrong and didn’t deserve tears.
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      Stephano Durnovo, the Marchese of Normanni, had lost the girl. His cheeks still burned.

      He was supposed to marry Chelsea. Sure, he didn’t love her. Love was a stupid emotion that didn’t really exist. But Chelsea had the breeding and knew how to run his estate.

      And she was broke. Marrying her had been the simple solution, but she’d chosen a no-titled French man and his life on a farm instead of him.

      Strange. Stephano adjusted the jacket of his soft black tuxedo and checked that his bowtie was correct. The stopwatch closed in on his thirtieth birthday.

      Tonight’s outing with Matteo and Astorre while in Paris would distract him momentarily, but Stephano had less than two weeks to find an alternate bride.

      Or he lost his estate, and his money, and his title.

      The truth was plain, he thought as he leaned closer to the gilt-edged mirror, and practically written on his forehead. He wasn’t born to be poor.

      His ancestors had decreed that he follow this law and marry. Thanks to Chelsea's defection, he now needed a backup plan for the backup plan.

      Matteo knocked on the door, expecting him to leave his hotel room as he said, “Stephano, hurry.”

      “I’m never in a hurry.” Stephano made sure that his shoes shined and that his wallet was in his pocket. Done, he stepped into the hallway and joined Matteo and Astorre. “But I’m ready.”

      The three of them walked out of the hotel that was once a royal palace in Paris, immune to the plush blue carpets or the renaissance art that took up space on the walls.

      To Stephano, life as it was right now was probably perfect—except that he needed to marry someone, and fast. Chelsea knew the role which was why he’d almost married her—he had to figure out his new, shorter, must-have list.

      Matteo held the door and the three of them took a limo. One of their friends, the very married but didn’t care Marie, was having a party near the Eiffel Tower.

      Stephano decided the first item on his list was decorum. If whomever he married was loose with her reputation, she’d cause too much gossip.

      Second on the list was someone who could at least balance her checkbook and not spend more than she had.

      It went without saying she’d have to be pretty, so third and probably last on his list was that she had to have conversational skills.

      Wait--he could teach running the estate if she had some intelligence, so that needed to be on the list too.

      While Chelsea had always been only a friend, she’d had all of those qualities. But at the last minute she’d chosen to marry for love, which meant he needed a replacement.

      In the limo, Astorre Manfredi, the Duke of Modena, asked, “Were you hurt that Chelsea ditched you for a nobody?”

      Stephano laughed and stared at his boxy friend with the square face and square shoulders. “I’d have to be in love to be hurt, which we both know is impossible.”

      Matteo dug out a bottle of wine that was in the mini refrigerator and set out glasses to pour, clearly getting the party started. “Chelsea was nice enough but I never understood why you decided on her anyhow.”

      All of them were in the same position. Matteo was the only one with a solid plan to do something. Stephano had been engaged like Matteo, until earlier today, when he’d been dumped the moment he'd arrived at her parents’ home, right there near the front door. He briefly closed his eyes as he tried to banish the memory from his mind and rubbed his temples. “I either marry in two weeks or I lose my fortune.”

      “I’m happy to be free of mine,” Astorre said with his hands in fists, resting on his knees.

      Stephano had no idea why his friend was so adamant about letting his fortune go, but he couldn’t imagine doing anything so stupid. He shook his head as he said, “Doubtful.”

      Matteo passed out the wine glasses and held his up as he asked, “Do you not have some ex-girlfriend as a backup?”

      A backup of a backup wasn’t on the list though perhaps it should have been. Most of the women he’d seen lacked the first prerequisite, and many would also lack the money management expertise. He clinked glasses with his friends and asked instead, “Matteo, how are your wedding plans coming?”

      Matteo sipped. “You’ll have the invitations this week.”

      Stephano couldn’t imagine marrying anyone he’d ever dated, but he swallowed another drink, and put the glass down. “So if I lose everything, can I stay on your couch?”

      Matteo’s eyes had a gleam of light in them as he laughed. “Our fathers would lose their minds.”

      “They’re dead. They don’t get a vote now,” Stephano said. Both of them growing up had heard how horrible the other was so when they’d met years later in school, they'd instantly decided to be friends instead of enemies.

      Their fathers had hated how their sons hadn't listened to them until the days they'd both died.

      His phone beeped as the limo stopped. He checked and saw Chelsea’s name on his screen.

      He straightened his shoulders and turned off the phone as Matteo glanced at his screen. “Chelsea still texts you?”

      Stephano tried to put his phone in his pocket, but Astorre grabbed it and read the message. With a smile, he told Stephano, “Chelsea has a name for you.” Astorre laughed and held his belly as he asked, “Did you pay her sister to find your true love?”

      “Don’t be stupid,” Stephano answered fast, but his skin burned. He reminded himself that it would do no good to lose his temper with his friends.
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