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      BARONY, 1857

      The warm sun seemed to peek from behind the clouds just to shine its rays on the woman alighting from the large, ornate carriage dressed in white sprigged muslin. A liveried footman assisted her down the steps and to the path below. The lavender ribbons and violet flowers on the brim of her veiled hat matched the floral pattern on her morning gown perfectly. In her gloved hands she carried a frilly white parasol. A small reticule hung from one wrist. Wisps of inky black hair showed beneath the brim of her fashionable headwear, and dark lashes were lowered over coal-black eyes.

      She walked gracefully down the path leading to the front door of the cottage at the end of the lane and paused, checking the tiny slip of paper in her reticule for the third time to ensure she had the correct address. She crumpled the paper and shoved it back down into her reticule.

      This was the place.

      From the other side of the worn door, she heard the cries of young children. Whether they were playful screams or tortured ones, she had yet to determine. She raised one gloved hand to knock. After several moments, the door swung open and a bedraggled-looking woman appeared. Strands of mousy brown hair fell loose from the coiled bun atop her head. The heavy strands hung in a face that seemed permanently fixed into an expression of misery. Her large eyes sported dark circles underneath. Lines creased the areas around her nose and mouth, even though the lady knew this woman was only a few years older than she.

      Wearing a stained apron over a homespun dress that had obviously been patched several times, she held an infant in one arm and had another child wrapped around her leg. The little girl standing at her mother’s side stuck two fingers in her mouth and glanced up at the visitor in awe.

      The woman frowned and glanced from the noble lady to the carriage and liveried servants, and back to the lady again.

      “Good afternoon,” the lady said, lifting the veil of her hat so she could look the worn-down woman in the eye. “Are you Mrs. Mary Forsyth?”

      The woman nodded, shifting the infant to her other arm. “Yes, m’lady,” she said in a small voice. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      “Yes,” the lady said. “My name is Tatiana Angelo. I am looking for someone, and I was told you could help me find him.”

      Mary issued a sigh heavy with resignation. She slumped in the doorway, leaning against the frame. If possible, the lines in the poor woman’s face seemed to deepen right before Tatiana’s very eyes.

      “Andrew is not here,” she said, as if repeating the sentence for the hundredth time. “I have not seen him in over a year.”

      Tatiana frowned, confused to no end. “Does he not remain in contact with you? Are you not related to him?”

      Mary laughed dryly and eyed Tatiana with disdain. “I’m his wife m’lady,” she scoffed. “Not that he treats me as such.”

      Tatiana felt as if she had been punched in the gut. “But … but I’m Lord Forsyth’s wife,” she protested lamely, clutching her churning stomach and praying she would not become ill in front of this woman.

      “Yes, you and about five other ladies,” Mary replied with a shrug. “It would seem that you were his latest conquest. You’re definitely the prettiest in the bunch.”

      “Wait a moment,” Tatiana said slowly, fighting against the lump working its way up in her throat. “He’s already married?”

      Mary nodded. “I’m his first and legal wife. These are his children.” She indicated the baby in her arms, the toddler on her leg, and the two older ones fighting on the rug behind her. “He dumped me here after Katherine was born,” she pointed down to the little girl hanging on her leg, “I’ve hardly seen or heard from him since. Well, there was that time one year ago …” she trailed off, tilting her head toward the sleeping infant in her arms.

      Tatiana could no longer hold back the tears that threatened her dignity. The truth of all that had been kept from her was almost too much to bear. She’d thought herself in love with Andrew, had thought she’d known him. As it turned out, she didn’t know a thing about the man she’d wed under false pretenses.

      Mary’s eyes filled with sympathy as the embarrassing droplets raced down Tatiana’s cheeks. She reached out a comforting hand and touched Tatiana’s shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, dear,” she murmured. “You are not the first woman Andrew has tricked this way, and I fear that you may not be the last. He is charming and wonderful, and then he is gone, just as quickly as he appeared.”

      Tatiana nodded. This was exactly the way things had gone between her and Lord Andrew Forsyth. He had appeared into her life out of nowhere, like something from a dream. Handsome and charming, he had drawn Tatiana to him like a moth to a flame. Because of her beauty, men had been falling all over themselves in her presence for as long as she could remember. Not one of them had affected her the way Andrew had. He was a gentleman; just the sort of man Tatiana had always dreamed of being with.

      When he had asked her to marry him, she’d wrestled with uncertainty. Her family had been wary of him from the start, though she’d merely thought them unable to see just how perfect Andrew was for her. Now it would seem they’d had good reason to be suspicious of his intentions.

      Tatiana had agreed to an elopement without hesitation. Nothing could have stood in her way, not even the protestations of her family.

      She had been willing to forsake everything she knew in the name of love, and for a short time had felt justified in her choice.

      Only three months after their hasty nuptials, he was gone—had simply vanished as if into thin air. The only thing he had left her was with a letter, placed on the bed at the inn they had inhabited. They were only supposed to have been there long enough to prepare for their wedding trip, one that had never come. Tatiana knew the words of the letter by heart now. She had read it so many times.

      My dearest Tatiana,

      By the time you receive this note, I will be long gone. Words cannot express to you the depth of my pain in this moment. It is with deep regret that I must end our marriage. Please do not despair, my beautiful flower, you have done nothing wrong. It is just that the hearts of some men are so very fickle. I admit to being that very type of man. It is not that I am an unfeeling sort of fellow. After all, you and I did have some tender moments together didn’t we? I honestly thought in my heart that I loved you, but I have come to see we have made a terrible mistake. I hope that in time, you will come to forgive me, and perhaps someday we can be friends again. In the meantime, perhaps you should go back to your family. I am sure they will be relieved to have you home once again.

      Your heartbroken and contrite husband,

      Lord Andrew Forsyth

      The letter remained at the bottom of her reticule, always a reminder of the crushing agony brought on by Lord Forsyth’s rejection.

      “If he turns up here, should I tell him you are looking for him?” Mary asked. “The chances are slim, but you never really know with Andrew.”

      Tatiana shook her head before swiping her hands across her damp eyes, forgetting the linen handkerchief in her reticule.

      “No,” she said vehemently. “There is no need. I found what I came here for.”

      She had come for answers and gotten them. Operating under the impression that Mary was Lord Andrew’s sister, she had not been expecting to find another wife and four children. Who knew where the other women were? Did they spend their time waiting for their wandering husband to return, ignorant to his duplicity? She grew sick to her stomach as she imagined the number of children he must have sired and refused to care for.

      Tatiana lowered her veil back in place. “Thank you so much for your help,” she said before turning to leave.

      Halfway down the path, she had a sudden thought and turned back to the cottage where Mary remained in the doorway, watching her. She removed the brooch that her cousin had given her for her birthday, as well as her pearl earrings, and placed them all in Mary’s palm.

      “You should be able to get a nice sum for these,” she said, closing the stunned woman’s fingers over the precious jewelry. “For your children.”

      Mary looked down at the jewelry before smiling up at Tatiana. “Bless you, m’lady,” she said, stuffing the items down into the pocket of her apron. “God bless you.”

      Tatiana turned to leave once more. The footman waited with the carriage door open when she approached. Once inside, Tatiana thought to give herself over to the tears she had been so desperately trying to hold back in front of Mary. However, as she stared through the carriage window’s curtains, she found that she no longer had tears to cry. She now had what she needed to move on with her life. There was no need to seek Andrew out in any attempt at securing an annulment or a divorce. They had never truly been married to begin with.

      As Tatiana leaned back against the plush carriage seat and closed her eyes, she gave herself over to the feeling that now welled up inside of her chest. Grief and sadness were gone. Anger was nonexistent. There was nothing left to feel but bitterness. She felt it rising up inside, and did not try to contain it. Instead, she allowed it to swell and grow until she could practically taste its acrid flavor. It would remind her not to be fooled ever again. It would protect her from having her heart broken a second time.

      It would give her the strength she needed to live out the rest of her life alone.

      Marriage to anyone else was now, of course, out of the question. It was a wretched institution, one designed to keep a woman permanently under a man’s thumb. Just one look at Mary Forsyth had confirmed her belief. The bedraggled woman was tied forever in matrimony to a man who was not only unfaithful to her, but who suffered no guilt over it to boot. He came and went from the little cottage as he pleased, completely aware that he was leaving his suffering wife and children behind. It did not appear as if he provided very well for them, and the poor woman must be completely dependent upon him.

      Instead of sadness over the knowledge that Andrew had never really been her husband, Tatiana now felt relief. While at first she’d felt as if she had been ruined, she now understood that she’d truly been set free.

      Never again, she resolved as the carriage rolled back the way it had come.

      Never would her heart belong to anyone but herself. Never would she allow someone to lie to, manipulate, or hurt her again.
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      CARDENAS, FOUR MONTHS LATER

      The balmy summer sun cast its rays over the white sand and sparkling blue water. The salty spray brought in by the tide was refreshing, and the feel of sand between Tatiana’s toes made her feel alive. She untied the strings of her bonnet and allowed it to fall to the beach, having already discarded her slippers a while back. She raised the hem of her gown and approached the water’s edge, smiling at the feel of cool water lapping at her bare feet as she sank her toes into the hot sand.

      This far from Cardenas’ busy docks, the beach was peaceful and serene. Tatiana often came here when she wanted to be alone. Here, she could be herself without having to worry about the prying eyes of others. She released the hem of her gown, not caring if it were soaked by rolling waves. It was just a gown. It would dry, and she owned more clothing than any woman had a right to.

      Her life had not always been like this, and as she walked along the shore with her arms outspread to the gentle summer breeze, she allowed her mind to wander back to a simpler time in her life. Had it only been two years since her cousin had become a queen? It seemed like only yesterday Tatiana’s life had been changed as a result of a marriage between a Gypsy dancer and a king.

      Esmeralda’s world had been altered and, as a result, so had the lives of those in her family. She had moved into the palace with her husband and their daughter, taking her mother, brother, and grandmother with her. Not long after, she had asked Tatiana to join her as well.

      “Just think,” Esmeralda had said. “You would be rubbing elbows with the most prestigious members of the nobility. You will finally get a taste of a different life, just as you’ve always wanted. And, who knows? You might even make a good match at court.”

      Tatiana had been thrilled at the thought of a new and exciting life. Her day-to-day existence had become incredibly tedious, boring even. Her days were filled with household duties that fell to her as the only woman of the house. In the evenings, she would join Esmeralda in dancing at a tavern in the heart of the city to make her living, and while she loved dancing, something in her had always craved more.

      Exciting moments in her life had been few and far between, so she’d jumped at the chance to join Esmeralda and her husband at Rothchester Hall, the sprawling palace that served as the home of the royal family on the edge of Cardenas’ border.

      Things had been delightful at first. Tatiana had felt as if she were a queen herself as she was fitted for new clothes and undergarments. She had never owned so many fine things before. Morning dresses, walking gowns, spencers and redingotes, riding habits, and evening and ball gowns at the height of fashion filled her private dressing room. Having only owned five dresses and a few homemade blouses and skirts, Tatiana had hardly known where to begin when dressing herself. Fortunately, she hadn’t had to think about such things, as she’d been given her own personal maid to make those kinds of decisions for her. She never had to worry about styling her own hair, as the young maid was incredibly gifted in that area. She now wore undergarments made of silk and trimmed in fine lace. She even owned several corsets.

      She slept in a bed big enough to fit four and never had to lift a finger if she didn’t want to. Gone were the days of milking goats and sweeping wooden floors. Gone were the days of dancing in a tavern. Tatiana had hardly been able to believe her luck.

      She’d become a fast favorite at court, envied by the women and adored by the men. Invited to attend parties and teas by day and balls by night, she never went without a suitor to serve as an escort. Every morning, the drawing room attached to her suite would be filled with flowers as the footmen delivered them along with notes written by the gentlemen who had become besotted with her.

      As she walked along the beach, she noticed that the sun had started to dip toward the horizon, and decided it was time to return home. She turned back the way she’d come, intending to pick up her bonnet and slippers before going back to the carriage that had carried her to the docks. She’d given the driver and footman instructions to await her and keep their distance.

      As she retrieved her slippers, she noticed the figure of a man headed toward her across the sand. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and his long-legged stride held just the hint of a limp.

      As he drew near, she recognized Serge, King Damien’s older brother. Even though a year had passed since Serge had awakened from a coma and he was now fully recovered, Tatiana was still getting used to seeing him up and walking around. After a terrible incident in which he had been dragged behind a racing carriage, no one had expected him to live. But, not only had he survived … he’d gone on to take his place as king of the neighboring kingdom of Barony. Together with his wife, Queen Isabelle, they had restored peace to the war-torn land.

      Months after the brutal war had ended, things in Barony were finally as they should be. The villages and towns were being rebuilt and slowly making their way back toward prosperity.

      While she was happy to have witnessed the realm’s comeback, Tatiana was glad to have returned home to Cardenas. Barony was where she’d met Andrew. It was where all of her dreams had dissolved right before her very eyes.

      Serge smiled as he neared and she could not help but return the gesture. His easy-going nature—marked by a lazy, boyish grin—proved infectious. Even though everyone knew Damien as the handsomest of the Rothchester brothers, Tatiana secretly found Serge more to her liking. While Damien possessed a perfectly angelic face, Serge’s looks appealed to Tatiana in their strong masculinity. His gleaming, shoulder-length blond-brown hair had been brushed back from his forehead and secured in a neat queue. His cobalt eyes twinkled merrily as he extended his arm to her. Even the scar running down the right side of his face from eyebrow to jawline did not detract from his looks. If anything, it only added to his appeal.

      “Isabelle sent me for you,” he said as she linked her arm through his and allowed him to lead her back toward the docks. “We are leaving this afternoon, and she did not want to go without saying good-bye.”

      Tatiana was going to be sorry to see them go, but she knew they had to leave now, since Queen Isabelle’s baby was due very soon.

      “It is nice to see that you have found a place of your own,” he said as they walked.

      Tatiana looked up at him with a small smile. “I have always loved the sea. When I’m here, I can forget everything else.”

      He nodded in understanding. “I know this has not been an easy time for you. But, you should not worry so much about the gossip. Soon there will be another scandal, and the rumormongers will have something else to talk about.”

      Tatiana was certain he was right; after all, he had spent his entire life surrounded by the court. However, as she thought of the dinner party planned for the evening, she wanted nothing more than to closet herself in her room for the rest of her life. Where she had once been a sparkling gem amongst the ladies of the court, she was now a soiled dove. She could barely walk into a room without several hundred pairs of eyes swiveling in her direction. She hated their stares, hated the raised fans and gloved hands as they tried to hide their mouths while whispering about her.

      Seeing her frown and turbulent eyes, Serge patted her hand. “Do not concern yourself with them, Tatiana. Like all things, this too will pass.”

      He was right, of course. She had no reason to wallow in self-pity. What had happened with Andrew had been her fault entirely. She’d allowed his pretty lies to infiltrate her heart, a mistake she had vowed never to make again. She was stronger now, having fortified her heart against anymore betrayal or pain.

      “You’re right,” she said. “Thank you.”

      They continued their walk in silence. As they passed by the busy docks, Tatiana glanced over her shoulder at the many vessels there, their white sails brilliant against the waning light. Seeing them brought on a deep longing for a fresh start in some new, faraway place. How she wished she could get on one of those ships and be carried away, perhaps for good.

      

      The main hall of the palace bustled with activity as Tatiana and Serge walked through the massive double doors. Trunks upon trunks filled the large vestibule, and an army of footmen scurried about under the direction of the butler, Jarvis. Three carriages stood at the ready on the circular drive out front.

      “I do not know why Isabelle insists on bringing so many trunks when we visit,” Serge said with a sigh as he removed his coat and handed it off to a footman.

      Tatiana laughed before removing her bonnet and spencer, handing them to the same footman. “A lady is always prepared for any eventuality.”

      “A lady does not go about wearing a soiled gown,” retorted a teasing voice from over her shoulder.

      Tatiana turned and smiled at Jarvis the palace butler, who stood smirking behind her.

      The two had become quite close since she’d moved into the palace, and she’d come to think of him as a father of sorts. He certainly treated her with more affection than her own sire.

      Tatiana closed the distance between them and reached up to wrap her arms around Jarvis’ neck. He patted her back affectionately and looked down at her with twinkling blue eyes. “Off dreaming again, girl?”

      “As always Jarvis,” she replied before pulling away. “Where is everyone?”

      “Queen Esmeralda and Queen Isabelle are taking tea in the yellow salon. They wish for you to join them.”

      Serge was already headed in that direction. Tatiana lifted the hem of her skirts and trotted to keep up with his long strides.

      The two lavishly dressed women looked up from their teacups as they entered the room. Queens Esmeralda and Isabelle were as different from each other as night was from day, but two closer friends did not exist in this world. They were quite a pair, Esmeralda tall and slender with dark ebony waves and amber eyes, Isabelle short and curvaceous with light blond hair and pale blue eyes.

      Tatiana smiled as she always did at the sight of their identical pregnant bellies. She could think of nothing more fitting for two friends so close than for them to have become pregnant at almost the exact same time.

      Serge was at his wife’s side in a flash, concern in his eyes. “How are you feeling today, darling?” he asked, as he looked her over from head to toe.

      This was Isabelle’s first pregnancy and Serge had been quite the doting husband throughout—much to the chagrin of his wife. Isabelle had expressed her annoyance with him on several occasions, for what she deemed as ‘overbearing’ behavior.

      “I’m fine, Serge,” she said, her soft voice edged with impatience. “Just as I was this morning.”

      He kissed her cheek and smiled. “I know you are annoyed with me, dear, but this is what you get for insisting we travel away from home so close to the babe’s arrival. I will not be content until you are resting in your own bed.”

      “Thank goodness we are leaving today, then,” she answered with a tight smile. She reached out to pat his hand before turning toward the polished silver tea service on the table before them. “Tea?”

      “Let me get that darling,” he insisted as he pushed her hands away.

      Isabelle rolled her eyes and helped herself to a scone.

      Tatiana took a seat in the brocade armchair across from them and turned to her cousin. “And how are you today, Esmeralda?”

      Esmeralda ran one hand over her swollen belly before reaching for a pastry dusted with sugar.

      “Hungry,” she replied with a wide grin before taking a bite. She closed her honey-hued eyes and groaned in appreciation as she chewed. “At this rate, I’ll be as big as a house by the time the baby comes.”

      “Nonsense,” said a masculine voice from the doorway. Esmeralda’s husband, Damien, stood framed in the doorway. “You’re as beautiful as ever.”

      He strode into the room and went immediately to his wife. As he lowered his long frame onto the couch beside her, Tatiana could not help but agree. The two made quite a striking pair, she with her golden skin, raven black hair and amber eyes, him with his light blond hair, chiseled features and emerald green eyes.

      Esmeralda gazed upon her husband adoringly and offered him a bite of her pastry before turning to make him a cup of tea. As Tatiana watched the four of them interacting so comfortably, she felt like an intruder upon the heart-warming scene.

      She could not help sharp twinge jealousy as she watched them talk, laugh, and share tea, happiness radiating from them like a tangible force. This is what she had wanted for her life. It was what she had hoped her future would be like when she ran off to marry Andrew. However, men like Serge and Damien were few and far between. Esmeralda and Isabelle were among the few women she knew who were fortunate enough to have husbands who actually loved and respected them. She’d learned the hard way that such men were rare—or rather, they were not the sorts of men she tended to attract.

      Deciding to give the engrossed couples a few moments alone, Tatiana rose and slipped quietly from the room.

      Jarvis leaned against the banister, watching the footmen as they hauled Isabelle’s heavy trunks out to the waiting carriages.

      “Jarvis, I’ll just take lunch in my room,” she said as she breezed past him, forcing herself to keep her voice light.

      Jarvis, as always, saw right through her cheerful façade.

      “Chin up girl,” he whispered as she walked past him and up the staircase.

      Tatiana sighed as she turned down the corridor to the right, toward her chambers. Thinking of tonight’s dinner party, she was not certain how easy it would be to follow Jarvis’ advice. Almost every member of the court would attend, and because her would-be marriage was still the juiciest bit of gossip at the moment, all eyes would be on her.

      

      “Stop fussing, you look beautiful. Can we go downstairs now? I’m starving.”

      Tatiana glanced into her vanity mirror and met the eyes of the dark, handsome man standing behind her. Her cousin, Desmond, had come to escort her downstairs to the dinner party celebrating Damien’s twenty-seventh birthday. It would be Esmeralda’s last soiree until the new baby’s christening, and because it was her husband’s birthday, their presence had been insisted upon.

      Esmeralda’s younger brother paced behind her impatiently, waiting for her to select her jewelry for the evening. She had been dressed for some time now, and her maid had already arranged her hair. Her reticule lay on the vanity table beside her. There was no reason to remain in her chambers and they both knew it.

      Tatiana was stalling.

      “Just another moment,” she insisted, as she pretended to rifle through the large, velvet-lined jewelry chest that Esmeralda had given her. “I want to choose just the right pieces.”

      Desmond rolled his eyes and sighed. “No one is going to be looking at your jewelry Tatiana. They’re all going to be looking at your face. Like always. Quit stalling and let’s go.”

      “I don’t think I ought to go,” she mumbled as she clasped a gold chain with a large emerald pendant around her neck. It matched her green satin gown to perfection. She fastened the matching earrings to her ears and slid the accompanying ring on over her elbow-length, white gloves. “They’re only going to gossip about me when my back is turned.”

      “Don’t give them the satisfaction by not showing up,” Desmond insisted, as she stood and looped the drawstring of her reticule around her wrist. “The scandal will pass and they’ll find something else to talk about.”

      Tatiana nodded in acquiescence, knowing that missing the party would do no good. If anything, it would cause the gossips to speculate over her absence. She inspected her appearance one last time in the full-length mirror against the wall before turning to accept Desmond’s arm.

      “Finally,” he mumbled as he hauled her toward the door.

      Tatiana had to move at a near run to keep up with him as he practically hauled her out into the corridor.

      “Slow down!” she exclaimed. “She isn’t going anywhere, you know.”

      She watched the color rise in Desmond’s cheeks at the mention of her … Lady Abigail Norton, the girl who had stolen his young heart. Just as Tatiana had been, Desmond was enthralled with the glittering world of the royal court. He was also head over heels in love with Lady Abigail.

      “She is not the reason I’m in a hurry,” he insisted as he reluctantly slowed his pace. “I told you, I’m starving.”

      Tatiana chuckled and let the matter go for now. She knew what he said was only half-true. He did have an over-sized appetite, possibly because he had grown up and filled out at an alarming rate in the last couple of years. Tatiana glanced at him from the corner of her eye and tried to see him as the ladies of the court must see him. Tall and impossibly broad, with a swarthy complexion and dark hair and eyes, Desmond was like something out of every young girl’s dream. It was no wonder they practically threw themselves at him.

      Tatiana’s heart fluttered as they neared the large, formal dining room used for entertaining. She could hear the hum of voices and the tinkling of glasses signaling that nearly everyone had arrived. She halted in her tracks just outside the dining room doors, forcing Desmond to stop as well. He glanced down at her silently, waiting for her to decide when she was ready to go inside. Just now, he didn’t seem in as much of a hurry, and for that Tatiana was grateful. He gave her hand a light, reassuring squeeze.

      Tatiana drew in a deep breath and squared her shoulders before nodding to Desmond that she was ready. He gestured toward the footmen braced on either side of the double doors, and the servants swung them open.

      Conversation ceased. The tinkling sound of wine glasses clinking together and silver flatware against china faded against the backdrop of the occasional whisper or gasp. She drew herself up to her full but meager height and raised her chin a few inches, putting an additional dose of grace into her movements as she floated in on her cousin’s arm under the intense scrutiny of one hundred pairs of eyes.

      Alexandra, the Queen Mother who was recently returned from a tour of Italy, stood and crossed the room swiftly yet gracefully, like a burgundy silk ship navigating the stormy waters of the veined marble floors beneath her feet. Her smile was forced and tight as she halted their progress, her back to the guests who pretended to go back to their first soup course. They were, of course, listening intently, some of them even leaning slightly toward the doorway with the white broth of a fish soup spilling from the sides of their ornate spoons.

      “What are you doing here?” the Queen Mother hissed, her eyes narrowed and fixed on Tatiana as if she were a tavern whore.

      The arrogant tilt to Tatiana’s chin came down a notch. Damien’s mother was an intimidating woman.

      “I believe I was invited,” she said coolly, careful to keep her tone low.

      Behind the Queen Mother, she noticed Damien rising from the head of the table and Esmeralda peeking from behind the high back of her chair at the other end, her expression one of concern.

      Damien smiled and nodded politely as he walked the length of the impossibly long table, his pace brisk and his polished evening shoes clicking on the gleaming marble floors.

      “How good of you to join us!” he exclaimed just loud enough for everyone to hear, his tone warm as he bent from his considerable height to kiss Tatiana’s cheek.

      He shook Desmond’s hand and patted him on the back before placing a hand on each of their shoulders to guide them toward the table.

      “Mother, you remember Esmeralda’s brother, Desmond, and her cousin, Tatiana,” he said with an icy glare in her direction before turning his genuine smile on Tatiana. “Esmeralda has saved you both seats near her,” he said as they approached the foot of the table.

      Sure enough, to Esmeralda’s left and right were the only empty seats left at the table. Desmond made a beeline for the one on Esmeralda’s right, placing him squarely beside Lady Abigail, who sat batting her eyelashes at him. Tatiana turned to Damien with her best smile, ignoring Alexandra’s blistering stare as the woman returned to her seat.

      “Happy birthday,” she murmured before taking her seat.

      She hated to steal attention away from the man at an occasion meant to celebrate him, but she could not help it if the royal court were all a bunch of chinwags. Ignoring them, she thanked the footman spooning the creamy fish soup into the bowl in front of her. Tatiana flicked the buttons at the wrists of her evening gloves, pulling them back from her fingers discreetly before taking up her spoon.

      It was as if her first bite signaled everyone at the table to resume their mealtime conversations. The low and steady buzz of voices picked up, although several pairs of eyes continued turning her way throughout the course.

      “What’s going on?” Tatiana whispered to Raina—Esmeralda’s mother—who was seated to her right.

      Her aunt was only recently beginning to show signs of her age, with a few strands of silver streaking her dark hair and the slight crinkle of lines near the eyes and mouth. Those lines were more pronounced now, as she turned to Tatiana, her amber eyes dull and mouth pinched.

      “Oh, my dear,” she whispered. “Don’t concern yourself with it; it’s only gossip. Please, let us just enjoy the evening.”

      Brow wrinkled in consternation, Tatiana turned her gaze on Esmeralda. “Just tell me,” she whispered. “Why is everyone staring at me as I’ve grown another head?”

      With a deceptively careless movement, Esmeralda sent her spoon sailing to the floor.

      “Whoops,” she said just loud enough for those closest to them to hear.

      “Oh, let me get that,” Tatiana offered, bending at the waist at the same time as Esmeralda.

      Two dark heads met beneath the table and Esmeralda whispered quickly in hushed tones.

      “It is about Lord Forsyth.”

      Tatiana scowled, her appetite suddenly gone. “I will be so grateful when our elopement becomes old news.”

      “I’m afraid it is. There is new talk now,” Esmeralda replied as she pretended to feel around for the silver spoon concealed beneath the skirt of her voluminous evening gown. “Word has spread from Barony of the return of the Lady Knights from the island of Martinique.”

      She nodded her understanding as she remembered Isabelle mentioning a recent rash of kidnappings in Barony. King Serge had dispatched the leaders of the female soldier’s regiment to the French-settled island to solve the mystery of the kidnappings and bring the missing women home.

      “Rumor has it,” Esmeralda continued, “that the man responsible for the kidnappings is none other than Lord Forsyth. They say he was selling the women to brothels and other seedy establishments under the pseudonym Dorian Blake. The court is all in a frenzy over it.”

      Tatiana nearly fell from her chair as Esmeralda righted herself, producing the spoon with a radiant smile as she shouted, “I’ve found it!” a bit louder than necessary. A footman was at her side in an instant, trading a clean spoon for the dropped one. By the time Tatiana had set herself upright in the chair, she felt as if she was going to be sick.

      The meal continued around them as snatches of conversation about the latest fashion plates recently arrived from France mingled with talk of a newly opened pugilists’ club for men. Tatiana, who six months earlier would have reveled in talk of the latest French fashions, barely heard a word of it. Suddenly, the fish soup was too thick and her throat felt as if it had constricted, barring all food from entering her stomach. She decided to sip her wine instead, hoping the rush of spirits through her veins would calm the devastation wreaking havoc on her senses.

      Andrew, a peddler of human flesh? It had been easy to think of him as a hopeless romantic who fell in and out of love easily after reading his letter. Then, after finding his hidden wife and children, Tatiana had painted him as a rake and a lecher in her mind. But this … this went beyond all reason. It was the final nail in the coffin housing her reputation.

      Even now, as the first course was taken away and replaced with another, she could feel the eyes of many of the court’s men upon her.

      Several arched eyebrows issued scandalous invitations that set her cheeks on fire. She knew they were wondering just what sort of scandalous things she had allowed Andrew to do to her. Perhaps even—and the thought made her cringe—if he’d lent her favors to other men during their time together. She could feel the stares of the women, judging and condemning her, branding her a whore. She was no better in their eyes than the courtesans who carried on with their husbands.

      Tatiana signaled a footman for more wine and forced herself to take a few bites of turnip soup, even though she abhorred the vegetable. If she were going to survive the evening, she would need lots of wine, and could not imbibe on an empty stomach. Her glass was refilled and she drank greedily, ignoring the concerned glances from Esmeralda and the inane chatter of Desmond and Lady Abigail from across the table.
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      By the time the dessert course came around, Tatiana was well and truly inebriated. Between courses of rich soups, legs of mutton and beef with vegetables, meat pies, curries, cheeses, puddings, meringues, and cakes topped with fruit and dusted with sugar, she downed indecent quantities of wine. The disapproving eyes of the Queen Mother never left her, the narrow blue slits of rage hot enough to dissolve her into ash, but Tatiana had ceased caring around five glasses ago. The warmth stealing through her veins demolished all thought of propriety or embarrassment.

      When Esmeralda announced after-dinner entertainment in the blue drawing room—the largest one reserved for parties—Tatiana found she could barely stay on her feet as the court made their way en masse down the corridor. Pausing to lean against the paneled wall, she closed her eyes and fought the dizziness pulling at the edges of her consciousness. While she’d decided that she no longer cared about anyone’s opinion, she did wish to make it to her chambers without falling or losing consciousness and thereby adding to the gossip fodder.

      She opened her eyes just in time to see Desmond and a giggling Lady Abigail breaking away from the crowd.

      “Shh!” Desmond urged as he pulled her against his side, her laughter muffled behind her delicate hand. “This way,” he whispered as Tatiana ducked into a the doorway of a smaller drawing room, concealed by the shadows as he and Abigail rushed by, heedless of her presence.

      “The conservatory is so beautiful at night,” he said as they disappeared down the winding hall. “I can’t wait to kiss you there beneath the glow of starlight.”

      Tatiana rolled her eyes and came out of hiding once the sound of their footsteps faded. She wondered how long Desmond’s romantic drivel would last once Lady Abigail trapped him into marriage. She wondered if she shouldn’t find Damien and warn him of the acts undoubtedly being committed in his beloved greenhouse, but decided against it. If Desmond was not intelligent enough to learn from the mistakes he’d watched her make, then Tatiana was damned if she would to try to talk sense into him. Like her, he would have to learn that all was not as it seemed amongst the people of the royal court.

      Satisfied that no one would see her retreating to her chambers in a drunken stupor, Tatiana moved from her spot in the doorway, only to come crashing into a wide chest. A crisp cravat smothered her as a strong pair of hands gripped her upper arms, and an enormous jeweled tiepin nearly took out her left eye.

      “I beg your pardon.”

      The voice belonged to none other than Lord Trenton White, who did not appear the least bit apologetic as he loomed over her, a dangerous glint in his dark eyes.

      “Well, well. Lady Tatiana, whatever are you doing away from the rest of our party and hiding in a shadowed doorway no less? Awaiting your lover?”

      “I don’t have a lover,” she spat, attempting to dislodge her arm from his hold.

      He was as intoxicated as she—judging by the smell of the fumes coming off him—but unlike Tatiana, who was weakened by the effects of wine, Trenton seemed strengthened by them. His vise-like grip tightened as he brought his body against hers, unashamedly pressing the hardened ridge of flesh between his legs against her belly.

      “A sad state of affairs that I am more than willing to rectify,” he murmured, gently grasping her chin in one hand. His thumb caressed her jaw as he forced her to look up into his eyes. “Christ, you’re a beautiful little thing. Kiss me, darling, and don’t be shy about it, open your mouth for me.”

      He lowered his head toward her, his lips parted, the smell of port nearly choking her. Her heart hammered in her chest as she realized she hadn’t the strength to fight him.

      “No,” she protested as she turned her head, cringing when his wet lips made contact with her cheek. “Please, Lord White, let me go! My cousin will worry and send someone to find me.”

      He chuckled and secured her other arm, snaking his hand down to her wrists and imprisoning her arms at her side, thrusting her against the door.

      “The Queen is too busy entertaining to notice one girl missing from a gathering of nearly a hundred guests,” he whispered, releasing one of her arms to reach for her skirt. “Lift your skirts for me and I’ll take you to heaven, love.”

      The whisper of silk and crinoline bunching toward her thigh threw her into a panic, and her palm made contact with his face before she could stop it. Lord White froze, the limpid intoxication gone from his eyes, melted away in the face of stark rage.

      “So, that’s the way it’s going to be?”

      He grasped her by the shoulders and shook her, hard enough to rattle her teeth and bash her head against the heavy drawing room door. Bright spots of color and light swirled within her field of vision as dizziness weakened her knees. Pain exploded at the back of her head and sticky, coppery blood trickled down the back of her neck as she slumped against Lord White, who had thrown open the drawing room door and was backing her into the darkened room. Her back met the arm of a plush sofa, and she toppled onto it, barely able to lift her hands in defense before he was looming over her.

      “You dare to refuse me? A common tart who’s been passed around to God knows how many Frenchmen by that blackguard Lord Forsyth?”

      Tears sprung to Tatiana’s eyes as she realized that she’d been beaten. Her ineffectual blows to White’s chest had gone unnoticed; the scratch marks streaking his face were of no consequence. He grasped both her hands in one of his and raised them above her head, jerking at the neckline of her gown with the other.

      “Please,” she begged, not caring how desperate she sounded. If Trenton had a single ounce of humanity in him, he would let her go. “Please, my lord, those stories are not true.”

      Trenton snorted as he freed one of her breasts. “I have it on good authority that they are.”

      He abused her breast until she cried out, squirming to free herself. A stinging slap was her reward and it silenced her effectively, making her vision blur and the throbbing in her head to hit a sharp crescendo.

      “By the time I’m done with you, you’ll wish you had gone along like a good girl and done things the easy way.”

      Tatiana squeezed her eyes shut, muffling the sobs filling her chest by pressing her lips together. She tried to call up images of Cardenas’ pristine white beach, hoped to calm herself with visions of white sails billowing in the breeze and blue skies beckoning from over a yawning and rolling sea—just until the humiliation of what was about to occur had passed.

      A familiar voice brought relief.

      “Remove yourself from Lady Tatiana’s person this instant!”

      White stiffened, leaping to his feet and straightening his rumpled tailcoat as he turned to face the man who had interrupted his plans. Jarvis stood in the doorway, dashing in his livery, his white hair combed back from his face. He brandished a silver pistol, which he trained on Lord White’s chest.

      White at least had the good sense to look ashamed as the butler entered the room.

      “Lord Trenton White,” Jarvis ground out. “Son of Lord Vallon and Lady Gail White. Gambler, drunk, and debauchee … rumor has it that at least five other fathers would love nothing more than to have you in this position after your encounters with their daughters.”

      “They’re liars, all of them,” Trenton insisted as Tatiana fumbled with the bodice of her gown.

      She wanted to move, to run to Jarvis and thank him for saving her, but the blood soaking the cushions beneath her head and the dizziness that stole the sharpness of her vision warned against it.

      “Besides,” Lord White continued, straightening his lapels and cocking his head to the side, “no one will take your word over mine. I am a fifth generation son of a lord of the royal court and you are merely the butler.”

      Jarvis didn’t even flinch in the face of the other man’s bravado. Swiftly, he brought the butt of his pistol down across the arrogant lord’s face. Before his body could sink to the ground, Jarvis grasped him by his waistcoat, lifting until White’s feet hovered an inch above the carpet. The younger man’s head lolled on his shoulders as if detached from his neck, but his glassy eyes remained wide and focused on Jarvis.

      “Hear me, you pretentious rakehell. I have been serving the royal family since before you were even born. I have protected the King and his family from scandal, murderous plots, and even the schemes of a mistress or two. I have no reservations about putting a mongrel pup like you in his place, and care even less if I have to do it violently. I may be old, but I am experienced and I daresay a match for a drunken fool. You will remove yourself from Rothchester Hall immediately, and are to never set foot across the threshold. If you do, there will be hell to pay, mark my words.”

      He pronounced the end of his lecture by tossing Lord White into the nearest armchair. White righted himself and turned to flee, mumbling the whole way about servants forgetting their place and something regarding his father taking this up with the king. Tatiana finally released the breath she’d been holding when he was gone.

      Jarvis rushed to her side and knelt beside the sofa, gingerly snaking his arms beneath her body to lift her. The kindness and pity in his eyes were too much, and caused the tears that had pooled in the corners of her eyes to fall. She shuddered while he held her against his chest, sobbing into his shoulder as he started for the door, his gait surprising sure and strong for one of such advanced age.

      “Shh, hush now,” he murmured as he carried her toward the servant’s staircase. “I’ve got you, girl. That lecher will not be welcomed here again, His Majesty will see to it as soon as I tell him what I witnessed.”

      “It’s not that, Jarvis,” she cried, the trembling uncontrollable now.

      She was suddenly overcome with the need to rip the emerald gown from her body and dive into a scalding hot bathtub—the need to scrub Lord Trenton White’s fingerprints from her body.

      Yet, no amount of washing or scrubbing could erase his scalding words. While they carried no truth, they reflected the opinion of all the other men of the court. Even if she wanted to try for a good match, her chances had now gone from unlikely to impossible. No man would ever look upon her without seeing a wanton whore; one meant to be used for his own pleasure and then discarded.

      Anger and humiliation coursed through her, fueling her antipathy toward the man who had ruined her life.

      “I hate him,” she whispered against Jarvis’ shoulder. “I hate what he’s done to me.”

      “I know, love,” Jarvis encouraged as he made his way down the corridor leading to her chambers. “You there,” he called to a maid storing clean linen in a nearby closet. “Open the door to Lady Tatiana’s room and then send for the physician. She has been injured.”

      “Oh, dear!” the maid cried, lifting her skirts to run ahead of them and throw open the door. “Just lay her on the bed there and I’ll see to her, Sir.”

      Jarvis did as the maid asked, but remained, pulling a chair beside the bed and grasping her hand while the maid rushed to call for help and send for the doctor.

      “Don’t leave me,” Tatiana pleaded.

      Jarvis’ presence soothed her, offered a fatherly comfort she had never experienced before coming to the palace. Her own father had never shown her such affection or care.

      “Never,” Jarvis promised with a smile, planting a kiss on the back of her hand. His voice became distant as consciousness slipped away from her. “I’m right here.”

      

      When morning came, Tatiana opened her eyes to find Jarvis still slumped in the armchair beside her bed. His head rested against the back of the chair at an uncomfortable angle, his rumpled cravat loosened and his black tailcoat draped across his lap. His chest rose and fell evenly, but his eyelids fluttered, his bushy gray eyebrows furrowed over them as if he were deep in thought, even in his sleep.

      She moved to sit up, but a sharp pain stabbed through the back of her head and forced her back against the pillows. Her hand came up and encountered a lump the size of a goose egg buried beneath her thick hair, and she groaned as memories of the previous night’s disastrous dinner party and attack assaulted her. The subsequent bathing and dressing of her body and wounds had been followed by a visit from a doctor who declared her injury minor and prescribed a day or two of bed rest and doses of laudanum when needed. A visit from Esmeralda, who’d insisted she take the drug with a cup of tea, preceded another fade from consciousness.

      The sound of her pained groans woke Jarvis, who straightened abruptly, blinking his bleary eyes as he fought to get his bearings.

      “Good morning,” she whispered, unable to speak any louder for fear of bringing on more of the pain hammering away at her temples. “When I asked you not to go, I only meant until the maids and doctor returned.”

      Jarvis stretched and rubbed the back of his neck with a sheepish smile. “Nonsense. This old body has seen its fair share of sleeping in chairs,” he added with a chuckle.

      The sound of joints crackling as he stretched produced a giggle from Tatiana.

      “Even so, I think you should consider finding your own bed tonight,” she answered, plucking at the sleeve of her nightgown.

      Jarvis stood and slid his coat back on, once again the picture of stoic perfection once his cravat was smoothed.

      “You know,” she added, “your spending the night here could be misconstrued as something it’s not. You should be careful not to let my bad reputation ruin your good name.”

      Jarvis’s lips turned up at the corners and his eyes twinkled. “I haven’t the foggiest notion what you mean, my dear. I am merely looking after a girl who’s become like my own daughter after a harrowing experience. Besides that, I was working under the direct order of my king, who suggested I remain as you asked me to. Anyone who has a problem with that should feel free to take it up with me … or better yet, His Majesty.”

      Tatiana smiled. “You are too good to me.”

      Jarvis placed one finger under her chin and tilted her face up, placing a chaste kiss upon her forehead. “No, dear, the affection I show you is what any daughter deserves from a father. Don’t you ever forget it.”

      Tatiana swallowed, forcing back another bout of tears. She grasped Jarvis’ hand and squeezed it before allowing him to pull away and move toward the door.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice a raspy whisper, choked with emotion. “No need to worry, I’ll be fine. If you wouldn’t mind, please pull the bell cord to summon a maid before you leave. I don’t think I’ll make it downstairs for breakfast this morning.”

      “As you wish,” Jarvis said with a stiff bow, the perfect butler once again. He did as she asked and pulled the tasseled cord before taking his leave.

      Once alone, Tatiana lay back and closed her eyes, her mind racing over the events of the night before. By the time the maid appeared with her breakfast tray, she’d come to a decision, one that was sure to upset her cousin, but a necessary one. She ate as much as she could, knowing she would need her strength for the ensuing argument with Esmeralda. She had just drained the last of her tea when a knock on the door preceded Esmeralda’s entrance. She had come with reinforcements, and Tatiana wasn’t sure if she should be happy to see both her aunt and her grandmother. That would all depend on whether or not the three of them decided to lecture her on the foolishness of overindulging in spirits before wandering off from a party, leaving her prey to drunken, lecherous guests.

      To her relief, the three women were nothing but concerned.

      “How are you this morning?” Esmeralda asked as they gathered around.

      Raina helped her daughter into the chair Jarvis had just vacated before bustling to the other side of the bed to pull up a second chair for the girls’ grandmother, Akira. The wizened Gypsy woman took one of Tatiana’s hands between her wrinkled ones and studied her closely as Raina bustled about, taking the breakfast tray from her lap and retrieving Tatiana’s comb, brush and basin of water from behind the painted screen in the corner.

      Tatiana submitted to her aunt’s ministrations and allowed Raina to wash her face and then pull a comb gently through her dark locks.

      “I feel awful,” Tatiana admitted. “I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

      “Of course you didn’t!” Esmeralda exclaimed, her hands balling into fists in her lap. Fire flashed in the depths of her yellow-gold eyes and white lines appeared around a mouth gone tight with anger. “Lord White should consider himself fortunate that I was able to talk Damien out of having him executed.”

      Tatiana’s eyebrows shot up. “Would Damien really have done that?”

      Esmeralda nodded. “Most definitely. I was not able to talk him out of a duel, however. He may well be at Wheatley Manor as we speak, issuing a challenge to that bastard.”

      Tatiana gasped, clapping one hand over her mouth. “Oh, no. It’s too much, Esmeralda! I would never ask him to do such a thing!”

      Esmeralda leaned back in her chair and ran a hand absently over her swollen belly. “It has already been done. Besides, as the man of this house and your appointed guardian, Damien reserves the right to defend your honor. He wouldn’t have it any other way and neither would I. Any man who attempts to force a woman against her will deserves much more than the edge of my husband’s sword.”

      Tatiana lowered her eyes and decided against argument. Her cousin’s experience with men before her loving husband had been less than ideal. She could never begin to understand the humiliation that Esmeralda had suffered, but after what Lord White had done she now knew a small portion of that pain. Her cousin felt strongly about this and because Damien loved her, so did he. She would not interfere, and in fact, a part of her felt nothing but satisfaction at the thought of Lord White cowering at the edge of Damien’s sword.

      “Sort of an unfair advantage,” she pointed out. “A duel against a King.”

      “That’s the idea,” Akira said with a laugh, her eyes crinkling at the corners with lines of age.

      Tatiana couldn’t resist a smile. Raina lowered herself onto the edge of the bed and began braiding locks of Tatiana’s hair.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” Tatiana said to Esmeralda after a few moments of silence.

      “Tatiana, there is no need for you to keep apologizing for last night. You have done nothing wrong.”

      “It’s not that,” she said. “It is something else … a decision I made this morning after thinking over all that’s happened in the past few months.”

      Brow furrowed, Esmeralda leaned forward in her chair. Akira lowered her eyes and shook her head almost imperceptibly.

      “What is it?” Esmeralda asked.

      Tatiana took a deep breath and soldiered on. “First, I just want to say that I appreciate everything you and Damien have done for me. I know you didn’t marry him for his position and wealth, but they’ve certainly done things for this family that none of us could have even imagined a few years ago.”

      Esmeralda nodded and smiled. “I know. I find it all hard to believe at times.”

      “At first, I was excited about our new lives. You know how I looked forward to coming to Rothchester Hall and attending the various events. You filled my dressing room with the latest fashions and gave me my pick of men to consider for marriage. You opened up a world to me that I’d wanted to be a part of since I was a child. I owe you so much for that.”

      “You owe me nothing.”

      “But I don’t want it anymore.”

      Esmeralda blinked, her expression changing from one of curiosity to one of stunned confusion. Raina sighed and lowered her gaze to the sheets, leaving four thick braids hanging down Tatiana’s back. Akira watched her closely, amber eyes glittering in their mysterious way. Tatiana knew she would hear her grandmother’s thoughts on her decision later, along with some little pearl of advice for or against it. With Akira, that could always be expected.

      “What do you mean, you don’t want it anymore?” Esmeralda asked.

      “I don’t belong here. I never have.”

      “Of course you do. Your family is here.”

      Tatiana shook her head, tears coming to her eyes as she balled the sheets in her fists. “I don’t mean it that way. Please don’t think I mean to push you all away. I simply mean that I do not belong here in this world, among these people. I thought I was made for it, even thought that I’d shine here.”

      “You do!” Raina interjected. “You have brought a breath of fresh air to the court, and everyone knows it.”

      Tatiana shook her head again, pressing her fingertips to her temples to stifle the pounding there. “That was before I ruined everything by running off with Andrew.”

      Esmeralda’s jaw hardened at the mention of Lord Forsyth. “That lecher tricked you and took advantage of your innocence. You did nothing wrong.”

      “I didn’t listen when you tried to warn me, and I created a scandal by running away with him and returning a few months later alone.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for the actions of another,” Raina tried again, her hands coming up to Tatiana’s hair again as she retrieved last night’s hairpins from the bedside table, careful to coil the braids around each other loosely.

      “The entire court blames me,” Tatiana protested. “Can’t you see? Because Andrew is not here to share in my shame, I’ve taken on the full brunt of the scandal; the gossip, the rumors, and now the latest business about slavery in the islands. Do you have any idea what that latest blow has done to my reputation?”

      “I’m sure it will blow over⁠—”

      “Do you want to know what Lord White said to me last night?” Tatiana spat, her face flushed with embarrassment and anger. “He called me a common tart who’s been passed around by a gaggle of Frenchmen.”

      Esmeralda gasped; the corners of Raina’s lips pinched tight and her hands shook as she clasped them together in her lap. Tatiana swiped at the tears falling from her eyes and told herself that this would be the last time they fell from her eyes. She’d grown weary of the constant agony caused by one man and his malicious schemes. She was tired of trying to keep up appearances for a group of people who cared nothing for her. She would no longer be fodder for the rumor mill or the object of their pity and scorn.

      “That is what they think of me,” Tatiana whispered, her voice gone hoarse. “The women won’t have anything to do with me and the men will see me as nothing more than a conquest, one they can all brag to their friends about at their clubs over cards. Jarvis may not always be around to protect me. Who says the next man who attacks me will not succeed?”

      With a sigh, Esmeralda came to her feet, her pregnant belly disappearing into the folds of her morning gown.

      “Are you saying that you wish to return home?”

      Tatiana avoided Esmeralda’s gaze and focused on the sprawling lawns and rolling hills of the palace grounds stretching beyond her window. She’d never thought she would make it inside the palace, only to gaze out over the gates and long to leave it behind.

      “Yes.”

      Raina gripped her chin and forced Tatiana to meet her gaze. “My dear, there is nothing for you there. You know this.”

      “My father will be happy to have me.”

      “To clean his house and cook his meals,” Esmeralda scoffed. “You will be treated as a servant and as a trophy for the eligible men in the village. Have you forgotten what you left behind?”

      Tatiana shrugged. “I do not intend to marry, and will inform my father of the fact when I return home. I don’t care how high the brideprice may be, I will not allow him to accept it.”

      “You will accomplish nothing by running away.”

      Tatiana forced herself to meet Esmeralda’s accusing gaze. “I am not running away.”

      “Yes, you are. Don’t you know how difficult this has been for all of us? We have all had to adjust to our new lives here. Together.”

      She didn’t miss the emphasis her cousin placed on the word ‘together’, and heaved a labored sigh.

      “Esmeralda, I know becoming a queen could not have been easy for you, but it almost seems as if you were born for this. The longer you and Damien are married the better suited to the role you become. The best part is that you have a heart for the people. You are there to remind Damien of what it is like for those who are not wealthy or well connected. You are the perfect queen.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without you. Any of you. I need you, Tatiana. I need my family here. Yes, I have adjusted well, but that is only because of Damien’s love and the love of my family. The people of the court fawn over me because of what I am. You are the only people that know who I am. I need you here to remind me of that. How could I ever get on without you here to brighten our days with your smiles and your mischief?”

      Tatiana’s heart broke at the tear that slid down Esmeralda’s cheek. She knew much of her emotion was due to pregnancy, but everything she said had struck a chord with Tatiana. She’d come to the palace happily, thinking only of what a new life would mean for her. Somehow, it had escaped her attention that Esmeralda needed something from her in return. She came slowly to her feet and reached for her cousin, and the two fell into a tight embrace.

      “You don’t have to be a part of it anymore if that’s what you want,” Esmeralda whispered. “Just please … don’t leave. Stay here as long as you want and perhaps in time your feet will find a new path. One that will make you happy beyond your wildest dreams.”

      While Tatiana highly doubted it, she did not want to upset her cousin more by saying so. She merely clung to Esmeralda and nodded.

      “Of course,” she agreed. “I will stay.”

      After a while Esmeralda steered her back toward the bed.

      “Enough of this,” she said with a sniffle. “You need rest.”

      “So do you,” Tatiana countered, gesturing toward Esmeralda’s belly.

      “Oddly enough, I have found it hard to rest the past few days. I can hardly sit down before I remember something else I must do before the birth of the baby.”

      “A sure sign that he’s coming any day now,” Raina said with a chuckle as she linked arms with Esmeralda.

      “You’ll send for me when it happens?” Tatiana asked.

      Esmeralda smiled. “Of course.”

      The two exited the room, leaving Akira behind. Her grandmother stepped away from the window where she’d been gazing out over the lawn, and approached the bed. She paused at the foot of the bed, leaning heavily on her wooden cane, her many rings gleaming in the sunlight streaming through the curtains, her turban wound high on her head and hiding her gray-streaked hair, her voluminous robes hanging around her emaciated frame.

      “Now that we’re alone, I’m sure you have something that you would like to say,” Tatiana ventured.

      Akira remained silent, staring at Tatiana with narrowed eyes. She shifted on her feet, gripping her cane as she tilted her head and studied Tatiana closely, as she had been doing since entering the room.

      Tatiana frowned. “No? Grandmother, are you all right?”

      After a while, Akira reached into her robes with one gnarled hand and came out clutching her beloved pipe. After a few moments of fumbling with shaking hands, she had it lit and in her mouth, her aromatic smoke curling around her in a blue-gray haze. She inhaled deeply and exhaled through her nostrils, humming low in her chest as she did so.

      “Of all my grandchildren, you are the most willful,” Akira murmured. “Your spirit is wild, that of a true Gypsy. Like the wanderers of our kind, you wish to roam and explore. You value your freedom.”

      Tatiana nodded in agreement. There was no use denying it. More than anything, she wanted to be free from everything that bound her.

      “You are stronger than you think, my child,” Akira said as she turned to leave. “I know that any advice I give you will be scorned or ignored, so I will only say this: you cannot outrun your destiny forever. Someday, you will be forced to face what you have turned your back on. At that time, you will be presented with a choice.”

      Tatiana lay back against the pillows and threw her arm over her eyes as Akira reached for the door handle. She knew Akira stood, waiting for her answer.

      Tatiana spoke from her heart.

      “In that matter, Grandmother, I will always choose my freedom.”
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