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      Lady Daffodil Underhill tilted up her chin to the bright late April sun as she stared at a tall pole before her, ribbons dancing in the breeze.

      A lock of her blonde hair slipped from under her bonnet, brushing across her face, but she paid it no mind as she assessed the centerpiece of Mayfair Square. 

      The maypole.

      May Day was only a few short days away and the pole had been strung with fresh ribbons for the festival that would happen. But today, the square was quiet.

      Her younger sister’s fingers slipped into hers as Delilah whispered, “It’s so tall.” She threaded their fingers together. Though Delilah was only ten months younger than her, Daffodil had always seen it as her duty to protect her sweet and timid sister.

      “It is. You don’t realize just how large it is until you’re right up next to it,” Miss Jocelyn Barrow answered as she reached up a hand to catch one of the fluttering ribbons. 

      Across from the three of them stood Daffodil and Delilah’s cousin, Lady Jane Wrightmore, and their new friend, Lady Isabelle Carrington.

      All students at Madame Bellafonte’s finishing school, they’d been sent to Mayfair to learn the art of being a lady with the intent of finding a husband. 

      Daffodil frowned at the thought, reaching up and catching a dancing ribbon of her own. She didn’t wish for a husband. At least not any of the men her mother had paraded before her. And the latest… She gave a distinct shiver despite the warm sunshine dancing along the rim of her bonnet.

      “Cold?” Delilah asked, her hand tightening on Daffodil’s. 

      “No, I’m fine.” She gave her sister a falsely bright smile, not wishing to burden Delilah with her inner turmoil. Both of them would have to marry well to keep the family from falling into financial ruin. Delilah had her own worries, she didn’t need to hear Daff’s. 

      The silk of the ribbon slipped through her fingers and she tightened her grip, watching the long string dance in the breeze. Just above her face a lone butterfly danced about the bright pink ribbon, its delicate wings as beautiful as they were fragile.

      “Why did we come out here again?” Jane asked, cocking her head to the side. Her thick coiffure of auburn hair glinted in the sun as she looked up at the white pole, a slight frown marking her brow. “My riding lesson is in twenty minutes.”

      Isabelle looked heavenward, as though rolling her eyes. “Why do you even bother? We all know you can ride like the wind. Why take those boring lessons at all?”

      Jane shrugged as a ribbon wrapped about her body. Her movements ever fluid, she unwound the ribbon from her middle, also holding the fabric in her hand. “At least I’m outside when I’m on a horse. Since coming to this school, I spend so much of my time indoors…”

      The other girls nodded. Madame Bellafonte had recently expanded the school, her demand for acceptance higher than ever. The woman had a reputation for training all ladies so that they made successful matches, but she specialized in the unfortunate. 

      Thanks to several investors, she’d doubled the size of the building, purchasing a second property on the square. Madame Bellafonte had taken on lots of ladies with excellent potential like Jocelyn and Isabelle, but she’d left room for girls like Daffodil and Delilah as well. Girls who had some flaw, whether it be failing social skills or lack of dowry. 

      Daffodil had hoped that attending the school would lend her a reprieve from her mother’s attempts at matching her with a string of increasingly rich but also increasingly abhorrent suitors, but much to her dismay, she’d received a note from her mother just this morning. 

      There was a dinner that Daffodil was to attend tomorrow evening. She was to wear her lavender gown that highlighted the pinks of her skin—her mother’s words, not hers. The directions had gone on as to which gloves she ought to choose and how best to coif her hair.

      Directions that specifically meant one thing…her mother had identified another suitor. She held in her shudder, knowing that he would be awful. 

      The last one, Mr. Charles Pennywind, had been beyond disastrous, pinching the behinds of every woman he caught unawares. It had been tawdry and awful, but he’d offered her parents a ridiculous sum to wed Daffodil. Her parents might be impoverished, but her father was an earl. 

      Men of the merchant class clamored to buy their way into the peerage in the form of brides like Daffodil. 

      The ribbon in her hand danced again, the butterfly still flitting about. She’d only narrowly escaped marriage to Mr. Pennywind when he’d managed to ruin a baron’s daughter and the two had wed. Poor girl.

      “It is difficult to be here when you wish to be somewhere else, isn’t it?” Isabelle nodded, her dark brown hair showing the tiniest bits of blonde in the sun as it peeked out from her pink bonnet. 

      Daffodil attempted to regain the thread of the conversation, having been lost in her own thoughts. What had they been discussing?

      “Where would you be if not here?” Delilah asked, her grip tightening further on Daffodil’s fingers as she stared at Isabelle intently.

      Daffodil felt a moment of relief, realizing what they were discussing before her stomach tensed again. Thinking of the future always managed to disconcert her.

      Isabelle gave a delicate shrug. “It’s not where I would be but what I would be doing, I suppose. You know that meeting all of you has been so wonderful, but if I had my choice, I’d be working on my library of books for the poor. It’s so needed and yet I waste my time…” The other woman allowed her words to taper off. 

      Daffodil winced in sympathy. It must be frustrating to so clearly see a path forward and not be allowed to take it. Still, she admired her friend’s goal. So noble that Isabelle wanted to help people in need. 

      But the tiniest bit of jealousy niggled in her stomach. What a gift to have a purpose. Avoiding marriage was hardly the same. Daffodil wasn’t moving toward any goal. She was more avoiding the future her mother had chosen…

      The smallest sigh escaped her lips. 

      “I know the feeling. I’d be back in the country, racing my stallion along the country roads if my parents hadn’t insisted that it was time I curbed my wayward tendencies.” Jane wrinkled her nose. “Their words.”

      Jocelyn gave Jane a knowing smile. “I understand. I too have things I would rather be doing.”

      “What is that?” Delilah asked. “You love society and everyone loves you.”

      Jane gave a nod of agreement. “That’s right. Everyone knows that you’ll make the perfect match.”

      “Thank you,” Jocelyn said. “But before I do, there’s one thing I want.”

      Jocelyn drew out the silence, casting her friends a mischievous sidelong glance as they waited for her to finish. Finally, she said. “The perfect kiss.”

      Isabelle gasped. Delilah giggled. 

      Jocelyn lifted a shoulder. “I just want to know what all the fuss is about before I settle down with some perfectly appropriate—” Here she paused to feign a delicate yawn, making the others laugh. “And perfectly proper gentleman.”

      Daffodil looked at her friend, wondering if Jocelyn also felt trapped by her own fate. She’d never imagined her vivacious friend as being anything other than glowingly happy. The butterfly flitted around her bonnet and in front of her eyes, dancing on the breeze.

      “What would you want, Delilah?” she asked her sister, even as Delilah finally let go of her hand and reached for a ribbon. She wound the silk around her fingers. “I don’t know.” Her tongue darted out to lick her lips as she looked upwards, appearing lost in thought. “Does running away from my life count as a goal?”

      The other girls laughed. “I don’t think so,” Jane said.

      Daffodil’s own cheeks heated at their mirth. Like her sister, Daffodil didn’t have a real goal either. Other than prolonging the inevitable as long as possible, that was.

      She’d just narrowly avoided matrimony with Mr. Pennywind, but she couldn’t expect a second reprieve. At some point, her parents would force her to marry. Delilah too. 

      The thought made her spirits sink, but beside her, Delilah’s shoulders straightened. “In that case, I’d like to be in a fairy tale. One where I’m like Red Riding Hood or Snow White, and I go to a cottage deep in the woods and⁠—”

      “Nearly get eaten by a wolf?” Jocelyn interrupted with a cock of her brow.

      “Eat a poisoned apple?” Jane added with an indelicate snort. “Besides, who wants to be rescued? I’ll save myself, thank you very much.”

      Delilah made a face at both of them. “I wouldn’t mind being rescued. Perhaps a handsome woodsman could save me from the wicked witch.”

      “Oh, you mean our mother.” Daffodil nodded in understanding.

      That had all the girls laughing. But Daffodil meant the words to some extent. Her mother had put so much pressure on them as children, had instilled such a need to be perfect, that Delilah had grown ever more timid and Daffodil had developed a stutter in her early years as she’d tried to live up to those expectations.

      Jocelyn looked thoughtful as she assessed the pole. “My sister-in-law, Rose, swears that this pole is magical. That she and her friends wished upon it and found their happily-ever-afters because of those wishes.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Jane huffed. “There is absolutely no way that a magical pole exists in Mayfair.”

      Still a silence settled over them. 

      “How did they wish?” Delilah asked, her voice so soft, it was hardly above a whisper. 

      “Well,” Jocelyn tugged on her ribbon. “They each had a ribbon I think, and they danced around…”

      The girls looked at one another, all of them having collected a ribbon in their hand at some point during the conversation. Without a word, they began to move. 

      “And then what?” Isabelle asked, her own feet gliding gracefully along right before she did a pirouette. 

      “I’m not certain,” Jocelyn said with a shake of her head. “They just wished, I suppose.”

      “Out loud?” came Daffodil’s croaking voice. She watched the butterfly finally flit away, its colorful wings spread out against the backdrop of blue sky. A wish came to her then. She’d like to be that butterfly, dancing away from her life, flying free and easy on the wind. 

      Then she could escape a future which included pinching husbands only interested in her social position or mothers who only cared about how much money her match might bring to the family. 

      She wanted a future all her own. A path forward that took her far away from this life. She closed her eyes and cast her wish…
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      Despite her flowery name, Lady Daffodil was no wallflower. 

      Normally.

      If the situation were different, she’d be standing beside her cousin Aubrey right now, in the middle of the drawing room, laughing and chatting with the guests who crowded around the new Duchess of Amesbury.

      But her cousin was holding court on her own as her husband, the Duke of Amesbury, watched with a doting smile from the far side of the room, where he took part in what appeared to be a lively conversation about hunting dogs.

      Daffodil tried to catch whatever it was he’d said that had made his friends laugh so hard, but she was too far away to hear much. 

      Drat.

      This was what she got for hiding. She was bored to tears here in the corner. Not hidden behind curtains, necessarily, just…strategically placed in their shadow.

      There was a difference. 

      The former was pathetic, while the latter was…strategic.

      Daffodil flinched at this logic, folding and unfolding the fan in her hand. She was acting like a coward and she knew it. 

      Worse, she was a bored coward. 

      She shouldn’t have come in the first place. No doubt Jane would have refused the invitation. Jocelyn would have found some excuse to avoid the dreaded encounter. And yet, the best Daffodil could come up with was to hide among the drapes and hope her mother forgot about her. 

      Or her father grew weary of this soiree and decided it was time to leave.

      Considering her father despised societal functions as much as her mother relished them, the latter seemed the likelier option. Either way, she hoped to get through this evening without having to exchange pleasantries with the new suitor her mother had chosen…and hopefully before she perished from boredom.

      She fretted with the silk skirt of her gown as she eyed this crowd of lords and ladies. The last she’d seen of her mother, she’d been trying to find Mr. Horace Benson, a man her mother assured her was smitten with her.

      Smitten.

      With her.

      But how? Daffodil had asked.

      Her mother’s stare had been blank.

      How could he be smitten with me when we’ve never even met?

      Her mother had given her the same disdainful “pshh” sound she always used when Daffodil asked questions she deemed irritating.

      “There you are!” Her mother’s voice gave Daffodil a start. 

      The countess narrowed her eyes as she strode toward Daffodil, her anger obvious despite the smile carefully fixed upon her face. “Daffodil, what are you doing over here in the corner?” 

      “I thought you’d said…” Daffodil floundered. “Er, didn’t you wish for me to wait here until you’d found Mr. Benson?”

      Her mother sighed, craning her neck to see past a group of gentlemen standing nearby. “I don’t know what Aubrey was thinking,” her mother muttered. “Inviting all these guests when she knew quite well what tonight was about…”

      Daffodil cast a quick glance at her kind cousin. Was Aubrey acquainted with the latest suitor who’d been chosen for Daffodil? He must be a horrid choice if Aubrey went to all this trouble to avoid an intimate meeting.  

      Daffodil feigned innocence as she echoed her mother, “What tonight was about?”

      Her mother huffed, leaning left and right…presumably to find the elusive Mr. Benson. “For Mr. Benson to get to know you, of course.”

      “He wishes to get to know me?” Daffodil asked, hating the thin thread of hope that laced her voice. But honestly, the last few gentlemen her mother had forced her to meet hadn’t the least bit of interest in her. They’d regarded her as one might a horse for sale. 

      That horrid Mr. Pennywind had gone so far as to pat her skirts, mumbling something under his breath about “good birthing hips” as his foul breath washed over her.

      Daffodil shivered in revulsion at the memory. 

      “He wishes to get to know me?” she said again, this time with a hopeful smile.

      “Hmm? What’s that?” Her mother turned back to her. “Oh, yes, of course. He thought you were quite pretty from a distance, but he’ll want to see you up close. No man wants to marry a woman with rotten teeth or pockmarked skin, now would they?”

      Daffodil’s smile faded fast. 

      The group of gentlemen nearby shifted, and her mother sighed again as her view was blocked. “Aubrey’s too kindhearted, if you ask me.”

      Daffodil bit her lip. No one asked you.

      Her mother nodded to the group of men who were talking quietly among themselves. “They don’t belong here. They’re all merchants and tradesmen, the lot of them.”

      “Isn’t Mr. Benson a merchant as well?” she asked with feigned innocence. She already knew what her mother’s response would be.

      “He acquired a fortune!” Her mother’s eyes widened in indignation before she lowered her voice to a hiss. “And beggars can’t be choosers. Remember that.”

      Daffodil clamped her mouth shut. It took everything in her not to point out that it was her mother who looked down upon merchants and tradesmen, not she. But apparently in her mother’s eyes, it was all right to be a merchant or tradesman…just so long as one had a fortune. 

      “I chose Mr. Benson with care, as your cousin well knows,” her mother continued. Her glare had turned back to the group of gentlemen who were so rudely blocking her mother’s view of Mr. Benson.

      Daffodil was grateful to the men for unwittingly aiding her in her attempt to stay out of view. She eyed the men her mother was so dismissive of, and truly it was difficult to see how they were any different from the lords in attendance. 

      They were all well-attired and well-groomed. One stuck out as he was a good foot taller than the other three and so broad, he reminded Daffodil of the old oak tree on their country property. So sturdy and large, that tree and its massive trunk had often served as shelter from the storm when she and Delilah were caught out in the rain.

      The memory had her lips curving up in a wistful smile. Unfortunately, she was still gazing at the tree trunk of a man when she smiled and he happened to glance over at that precise moment.

      Just in time to see her smiling dreamily in his direction like a nitwit.

      She snapped her gaze away, but not before she caught his glower. 

      She peeked back at him. 

      Which was a mistake. He was still looking at her…still glaring, to be precise. But not even a harsh glare could take away from the fact that this man was handsome.

      More than handsome. What was the word for more than handsome?

      Isabelle would know if she were here.

      All Daffodil knew was that the man had the sort of chiseled features most typically found on Greek statues, with piercing brown eyes and thick black hair that fell over his forehead, giving his otherwise hard jawline and regal nose a rather rakish air. 

      She’d bet her nonexistent dowry that if he weren’t furrowing his brows in such a manner, and if he were to actually curve that grim slash of a mouth up into a smile, he’d make every woman in this room swoon.

      Maybe even her mother. 

      The thought made her laugh, and her mother’s gaze darted in her direction. “What are you laughing about?”

      She quickly hid her smile. “Nothing, Mother.”

      “Come along, then,” her mother said, gripping her arm. “If he can’t find you, I’ll take you to him.”

      Daffodil had no choice but to follow. But they only made it a few steps before the crush of the crowd forced her mother to drop her hand from Daffodil’s arm so they could move single file through the clusters of guests. 

      “Don’t fall behind.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      But she did fall behind. It wasn’t even like she’d planned it. First her feet seemed reluctant to move and she found herself shuffling behind her mother, falling farther and farther back. Then her stomach revolted as her mother waved to a tall, gangly-looking man on the far side of the room.

      Then someone bumped into her, which sent her stumbling sideways.

      And that was how she happened to barge into the group of men who’d previously been hiding her and her mother. 

      “Oh, pardon me,” she said quickly.

      But most of the men in the cluster were distracted at that moment by the approach of the Duke of Amesbury. 

      “Your Grace,” one of the men said. “How good of you to invite us.”

      And then the other three men moved toward the duke, and Daffodil found herself standing alone with the tall tree trunk of a man. Or rather, she stood directly in front of him, blocking his path to join the others who were now gathered around the duke. 

      “Er, pardon me,” she murmured.

      He gave a little tip of his chin in acknowledgment, the act stiff and proper. He started to shift, to walk around her, but just then Daffodil caught sight of Mr. Benson again and she panicked, shifting once more to put the tree trunk of a man in front of her. 

      She’d say this for the tall, broad, handsome fellow…he might have an alarmingly grim disposition, but he made for an excellent hiding spot.

      She peeked around his broad frame and her breath caught at the sight of the sneering, pale Mr. Benson. The man looked…awful.

      Was that possible? Could a man actually look cruel? Or was she just scarred from her experience with the wretched Mr. Pennywind?

      Another peek confirmed her suspicion. 

      No, he looked wrong. Off. There was a light missing in his eyes, and his chin was far too weak. And⁠—

      “Miss…”

      Daffodil lifted her chin to face the man who’d spoken in that rough, rumbly voice. She found herself staring at a cravat, so she lifted her chin higher until she could see those piercing brown eyes staring down at her. 

      Goodness, he truly was a tall specimen.

      His brows lowered even further. “May I help you?” 

      It didn’t sound like a kind offer of assistance. More like a civil way of saying “get out of my way.” But Daffodil still sighed wistfully as she murmured, “Would that you could.”

      He blinked. “Pardon?”

      She shook her head. “Apologies for the interruption. But you see, I…” She trailed off with her lips still parted, temporarily speechless in the face of those dark eyes and that furrowed brow. 

      Also, she had no notion of what to say. That didn’t help her speechless state one bit. 

      Apologies for the interruption, but you see I’m hiding like a coward and you bear a striking resemblance to my favorite safe haven tree trunk.
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