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			Dedicated to

			the people like me

			who sometimes doubt

			they are deserving of

			a happily ever after.

			You are.

		

	
		
			

			Beloved Reader,

			This is still a Regency romance involving nobility and high society, in which there are Black people. This is fiction, and anything is possible here. I truly hope you enjoy it.

			Sincerely,

			Your Author
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			Verity

			I am not a Du Bell.

			But oh, how I longed to be. Not for title or wealth, nor even prestige and influence, as my family name, Eagleman, held all the same to even greater extents as a dukedom. With the exception of being a princess, there is no higher birth a girl could have than my own. And I was very much aware of the many who envied my life. Despite the many scandals of my household—­my father’s affairs and illegitimate son, my mother’s misery and then death, followed by my father’s wholly inappropriate marriage to my stepmother, a butcher’s daughter; not to mention Evander, my elder brother, and his own marriage mishaps—­there was no shortage of people asserting how fortunate I was to be born Lady Verity Eagleman. But given the choice, I would have preferred to be born Lady Verity Du Bell. To be born into a home filled with warmth, laughter, and teasing. A home filled to the brim with overwhelming love.

			Instead, love seemed to always evade me. As though it had some personal vendetta against me. Evander was the godson of the Marchioness of Monthermer, Lady Deanna Du Bell, and as such was afforded many opportunities to experience such tender emotions with the family. I, on the other hand, was kept away from them and society at the behest of my father. By the time he passed, Evander had made a mess of our connection with the Du Bells, and, consequently, no other chances presented themselves.

			Now, as I watched the candlelight of my brother’s carriage fade into the darkness, taking him and his perfect new wife, Lady Aphrodite, to their long-­awaited happily ever after, the opportunity had arrived, only I knew not how to stand before this family or society at all.

			I was alone.

			The name Verity means truth, and yet I felt as if I were nothing but a lie. In front of most people, I sought to appear confident, self-­reliant, but the truth is I was afeard . . . of so much.

			“I cannot believe it is done,” said the marquess to his wife, whom he held openly within his arms, as we all stood before the gates of their London estate.

			“After all these years, you still underestimate me, my dear?” the marchioness replied with her head held high, appearing pleased with herself.

			The marquess was a man of white skin and golden hair that was nearly all gray now, with sharp blue eyes that always seemed focused upon either his family or a book. His wife was the opposite of him, with rich brown skin deeper in shading than my own and curly brown hair that she kept pinned up neatly. Rather than books, her brown eyes read people with frightening accuracy.

			“Underestimate? Never. Stand in awe of your power? Always. Well done, my dear.” He squeezed her arm slightly, making her laugh while their eldest son groaned.

			Damon Du Bell, the Earl of Montagu, also stood beside his wife, Silva, whose face was a bit round with a nose a bit short, but her demeanor was pleasant. They were locked, arm in arm, very much a parallel set to his parents. The look on Damon’s face showed he was not keen on the elder couple’s public display of affection, even as he mimicked them.

			“One would think that you would have some restraint at your ages,” Damon said to them as though he were the parent.

			“Dear,” Silva muttered in apprehension.

			“You should thank heaven we do not, or you would not exist,” his father replied, making the marchioness’s eyes widen.

			“Charles!”

			“Father!”

			“What are you all talking about?” questioned the youngest Du Bell, Abena, her little face bunched in confusion. Alongside her were two of her sisters, Hathor and Devana, and her brother Hector.

			“Nothing!” said the marchioness and her eldest son in unison.

			“That does not seem like nothing,” Abena pressed, frowning. “Are you keeping a secret?”

			“Yes, they are,” said Hathor, the second Du Bell daughter, causing Abena to look to her for an answer. “Mama and Papa were thinking of sending you off to a professional pot washer, seeing as how you’ve become so good at it of late.”

			Hector and Devana giggled and then laughed outright as Abena looked at her parents in horror.

			“No, Papa!” Abena ran to her father, holding on to his waist for dear life, which made the marquess bend to her level and hug her.

			“She is merely teasing you,” he comforted her.

			But at that moment, it was I who felt pain.

			What must it have been like to hug one’s father, one’s own mother even?

			I did not know.

			I stood before one of the most prominent and amiable families in all the ton, one I had always wished to be a part of, yet now I desperately desired to escape their blissful company. The irony.

			“Verity, my dear, are you well?” the marchioness asked, stepping away slightly from her husband toward me.

			No, I am not well. How are you all so happy? These were my true thoughts. Instead of speaking them, I quickly presented my best smile and said, “I am afraid not, Marchioness, as your daughter has stolen away my brother.”

			Humor is always a good way to deflect from one’s self.

			“Ha! I beg to differ. For it is your brother who has stolen away our daughter!” the marquess declared with a hearty laugh, Abena still at his side.

			“Father, someone cannot steal someone whom you have formally given away.” Hathor rolled her eyes and pointed back to the house behind her. “Especially in such a grand fashion as this.”

			“Hathor, it is called a joke,” Damon replied.

			“Let us agree to call it the past, as in finished. As in, can we all retire for the evening so we may start afresh tomorrow? Hopefully with a new main character.” Hathor didn’t even wait, already turning to walk through the gate before anyone else.

			“I pick Verity to go next!” Abena yelled, purposely running right by her sister’s skirts, causing Hathor to nearly stumble.

			“Abena!” Hathor hollered, steadying herself.

			The small girl spun around, grinning. “She is much more handsome, and she’s a duke’s daughter! Everyone will be engaged this season before you!”

			“To the pots with you!” Hathor dashed after her into the house.

			“Only Mama can do that!” I heard her little voice yell back.

			“Where do they find this energy?” The marquess snickered and then looked over to his wife. “Ah, never mind. I have found the source.”

			Damon, his wife, and the rest of his siblings all laughed. The marchioness managed only to shoot him a glare, detaching herself from his side entirely and walking over to me.

			“Since you all wish to join your father in teasing me, I shall focus on this good child.” She met my gaze and smiled from ear to ear, taking my hand. “Oh, how happy I am to finally have you stay with us, Verity.”

			“Thank you once again for having me, your ladyship—­”

			“Have I not told you that you may call me Godmother? I shall accept only that title. Now come, let me show you to your rooms,” she said as she led me back into the house, where the splendor of my brother’s wedding feast was slowly being dismantled by the servants.

			“Ingrid,” the marchioness called out, and immediately, a slender older woman with a white streak of hair amidst all her pinned-­up dark hair arrived at her side, curtsying before her. I found it strange that a lady would ever call any servant by anything but their surname, but no one else seemed to be concerned. “Do tell the servants they may leave the cleaning up until the morning—­”

			“And they may have the last barrel of wine!” The marquess’s voice boomed from behind us. Only now that we were inside could I see the redness of his cheeks more clearly. He was drunk. And I noticed that with a simple glance from the marchioness his valet was already beside him, leading him elsewhere.

			“Ingrid, tell the servants they may take remainders of whatever they like,” she spoke to the housekeeper. “They all did so splendidly. I shall come down and thank them personally later.”

			“Yes, madam.” Ingrid curtsied again before going.

			“You will thank the servants personally?” The question came from me before I even realized, but only because I was so surprised. The thought of the marchioness or any noble lady going to thank the servants in their quarters seemed . . . ­abnormal. My governess lectured me nearly to deafness over my many trips to the servants’ hall or my escapes on my own throughout the grounds.

			She glanced over at me, a bit saddened. “You do not think it is proper?”

			“No, of course not. I mean, no, I do not think it is improper. My former governess would disagree, but she was very strict, though not unkind. I was very well taken care of. Just—­oh, forgive me. I am a bit caper-­witted all of a sudden.” I had apparently lost all control of my speech. Who was I to judge the way a lady ran her household, least of all the woman renowned for having the best-­run home in the ton?

			I thought she might be cross, but she merely giggled as she walked up the stairs with me. “You need not be so nervous, my dear, nor do you need to be so rigid. This home is your home.”

			It very much was not my home. It was far too loud to be my home.

			As if to prove my point, we both heard a loud crash above us.

			“Ouch!” First came Hathor’s voice, then came a blur of curly hair as Abena sought to run back down the stairs toward us.

			The girl’s small brown eyes widened in terror at the sight of her mother. “It was not my fault, Mama! Hathor is just cow-­handed and you know it!”

			“Who are you calling cow-­handed?” Hathor’s head poked out from over the rails, looking down at us.

			“It seems you both desire nothing more than to cut up my peace, so shall I return the favor?” the marchioness asked calmly.

			“Good night, Mama!” Hathor and Abena said in unison.

			As Abena rushed back up the stairs, I couldn’t help but giggle.

			“Pay them both no mind. They are grieving.” She smirked, shaking her head as we reached the hall.

			“Grieving? What for?”

			“The loss of their sister,” the marchioness replied, opening the door to my room. “I should not say loss but the marriage of their sister. Hathor and Abena both love Aphrodite greatly and will miss her even more so. Since they cannot be sad at her marrying, they merely redirect their thoughts and energy.”

			“I can imagine that being the case for Abena given her age, but Hathor?” I thought it very obvious she envied her elder sister. It was at least something I found relatable.

			“Do not let Hathor’s sharp tongue and theatrics fool you. She is very much soft of heart,” she replied as she moved to close the curtains, again something I thought strange for a lady to do. “Now, on to you. This was Aphrodite’s room. The servants have already brought up most of your things. But should you need anything more, merely say it and I shall see it done.”

			“Your lady—­Godmother,” I corrected myself upon seeing the look on her face. “You have done more than enough for me already.”

			“I have barely even scratched the surface, my dear,” she stated, frowning and leading me to the bench before the bed. “Verity . . . I tell you to call me Godmother, not simply because of your brother but because I am sure that is what your mother would have wanted.”

			Had my mother lived long enough to declare her such, she meant. But my mother did not even live five minutes after my birth, I was told. The thought of it all made my throat ache, but I did not want to look woeful before the marchioness, so I simply nodded.

			She took my hands into hers.

			“You may never have known her, Verity, but trust me when I tell you that she loved you ferociously. She wished you to be brought up kindly and protected at all costs. Watching over you and your brother were the only things she desired of me, and I fear I have failed you—­”

			“You have not,” I replied. “You have saved me from much pain in the past. I am grateful. I am well now, and that is all that matters. You need not worry yourself over me, truly.”

			“You are well. But are you happy?” she asked suddenly and I paused, one part stunned the other part concerned about what she saw in me. I did not want her to perceive me to be the same pitiful little girl she had rescued all those years ago.

			I quickly fixed my lips to give her a wide smile. “Of course! My brother has gotten married! And to the woman he’s always loved, no less. Who would not be happy at such a blessed event?”

			She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it once more and offered a gentle smile, placing her hand on my cheek before nodding. “I cannot wait to see whom it will be that stirs your heart as well.”

			I laughed. “I wouldn’t give it much thought, Mar—­Godmother.”

			“Oh dear, not one of you seeks to give me respite. First Aphrodite, now you.” She sighed deeply. “Whatever do you all believe the purpose of presenting yourselves to society is for if not to secure an advantageous marriage?”

			“Are you not tired of weddings, Godmother? You have had two within the year.”

			“Quite the opposite in fact, I am invigorated for both you and Hathor.”

			“Truly, there is no need!” I could feel my heart beginning to race at the thought.

			“There is every need, my dear, every need, and I shall hear nothing more to the contrary. Now I shall leave you to rest. Sleep is a lady’s secret weapon. Good night.”

			“Yes, Godmother. Good night.”

			She gave my hand a tender squeeze before rising and walking to the door, taking her leave.

			I fell back onto the bed, stretching out and rolling onto my side to calm the panic in me. What on earth did she have mind to do?

			It was true, securing a good marriage was the reason at the very core of the season. But it was not my purpose. I came merely to aid my brother.

			Whom could I marry anyway? The thought of one of those stuffy and pretentious young lords as my husband reminded me of my father in the worst way.

			No. I could not live my life in such a manner again.

			Glancing at a trunk across the room, I realized none would have me anyway if they knew the truth. Pushing myself off the bed, I walked over and knelt before it as I opened the lid. I had to dig to the bottom before I finally came to the small jewelry box.

			Just as I was about to open it, there was a knock at the door.

			“My lady?”

			Quickly, I placed the jewelry box back under my clothing, shut the trunk lid, and rose to my feet. “Yes, come in.”

			A young, freckle-­faced maid with red hair and light skin entered with a wash basin and towel in hand, curtsying to me. Evander had told me to bring my own maid, but I’d refused, thinking he was being fussy over me as always. Now I regretted it.

			“Good evening, my lady. I am to assist you while you are here,” she said as she placed the water basin on the nightstand.

			“It is not necessary. I can do well enough on my own tonight,” I replied, walking to the bed.

			“Are you sure, my lady? I could help you get your nightgown,” she said, walking toward my trunk.

			“No!” My voice was far too loud, and she jumped slightly before freezing. The look she gave me was one of panic. Quickly, I said, “I mean . . . it really is fine. I enjoy being self-­reliant.”

			She only nodded. “And the candles, my lady? Her ladyship said I am to replace them with new ones to last the night.”

			I did my best not to bite my lip.

			“Do the Du Bells normally keep candles burning through the night?”

			“No, not in their rooms, my lady.”

			“Then neither shall I. Thank you. You may go.”

			She nodded once more and offered a curtsy before leaving the room. Only when the maid was gone did I let out the breath I was holding. It made me bitterly laugh at myself and how pitiful I was.

			Holding the candle, I moved back to my trunk and took out both the jewelry box and my journal before walking to the desk to write.

			May 9, 1813

			Evander, my dear brother,

			Is now with his lover.

			It was a wonder to see

			And yet the emotion was not meant for me.

			There is a difference between him and me.

			He a child of July, and I of December.

			One raised by our mother and the other by our father.

			The season began in the spring, and I am forever in winter.

			What heart could bear my freezing?

			I dare not ponder.

			Setting down my pen and closing my journal, I opened the small box, lifted the vial to my lips, and drank before blowing out all the candles.

		

	
		
			2

			 

			Verity

			“Verity.”

			“Verity!”

			My eyes snapped open to see the marchioness staring down at me in panic. She sat at my bedside, still dressed in her white sleeping gown and a violet-­colored robe with her initials embroidered on the chest, her hair still within her similarly colored silk bonnet.

			“Are you well?” she asked me, placing her hand on my forehead. I was unsure what had happened but prayed it was not what I thought it could be. Sadly, those prayers were unanswered, as she went on to say, “You were crying out in your sleep, my dear. Did you have a night terror?”

			Shame, frustration, and anger rushed through me as I sat up in bed. Why? Why did this happen? I had taken the tonic, a whole vial of it, in hopes of not causing a disturbance. What should I do? Smile and laugh it away? No, she would know something was amiss.

			“Verity?” she called again gently. “Do—­”

			“Forgive me, Godmother. I did not mean to wake you. I haven’t a clue what happened. I cannot remember,” I replied, gripping my hands. It was not a complete and utter lie. I could never remember my dreams, and I did not care to. I merely sought to make it through the night without incident.

			“It must be the new room,” the marchioness said with certainty and then looked about the quarters as the morning rays of light began to peek through the curtains. “I instructed the maids to keep it well lit for you, but it seems they did not do so.”

			I did not wish anyone to be punished on my account.

			“It is my error, Godmother, as I told them not to. My brother says it’s quite unsafe to keep candles burning through the night. A tenant on our estate lost his house and nearly his wife one summer in Everely over a single candle. Can you imagine?” I forced out a nervous laugh, and again her brown eyes focused upon me. I felt like retreating under their weight. “Thank you for your care, but I am quite well. Forgive me again for startling you this morning.”

			“I am the mother of six children, so there is nothing short of the second coming of Christ that could startle me, my dear. I am pleased you are well,” she replied as she rose from my bedside. “Breakfast shall be served in your rooms, I wish to give everyone enough time to recover from the festivities yesterday before we attend the private concert at the Rowleys’ this evening.”

			“Thank you. I shall be ready.” I nodded to her.

			“I will call for Bernice to tend to you.” She left me no room to refuse, as she was already at the door.

			I waited until she was gone before falling back upon the bed, raising the sheets over my face. How mortifying and obnoxious, my first night here and I had already caused the marchioness concern!

			Please, please, on all that is holy, I prayed that only she was aware of this. The last thing I wished was for my troubles to become an open secret among the house like it had in Everely. The more I thought of it, the more I groaned as I rolled on the bed.

			“What in heaven’s name are you doing?”

			Immediately, I sat up and ripped the sheets from my head to find Hathor at the door, still dressed in her nightgown with a lavender shawl draped around her, looking back at me.

			“Nothing,” I calmly replied as I released my grip upon the sheets. “May I ask why you’ve entered my room unannounced?”

			“It is technically my room,” she stated as she moved to the mahogany dressing table, the pulls of which were made of gold leaves to match the casing of the three golden mirrors—­so one could see themselves at every angle. A quick moment of terror rushed through me as I remembered my journal and the box. But luckily, I had returned them both to the depths of my trunk.

			“I thought this room belonged to Aphrodite,” I said as I brought my feet down into my slippers and glanced back at the door she’d entered.

			“It did. When she was merely my sister, but now she is the Duchess of Everely and has a great many other rooms she may call her own and, thus, can bequeath me this one. So, I would greatly appreciate it if you did not ruin the bedding.”

			I cautiously narrowed my eyes, as I was unsure if she sought conflict this morning. But it would not have surprised me. I knew few young noble ladies, but it was clear they did not like me. Not truly. Everyone told me it was envy, but still, it was tiring to negotiate between their pleasantries and their apparent venom.

			“You are quite slow,” she stated, frowning.

			I scoffed in anger. “I beg your pardon?”

			“Your responses. They leave much to be desired,” she answered as she turned to look at the vanity, inspecting the creams there. “We Du Bells are a sharp-­witted family. You must have a clever rejoinder for any perceived slight, or you shall make things uncomfortable.”

			“Sharp-­witted or odd?” I spat out without thinking and immediately thought to apologize when I heard her giggle.

			“Both,” she replied as she began to sniff one of my creams. “Do not worry. You shall get used to it.”

			I was usually sharp-­witted, at least with those I was close to, so mostly just Evander. “Will I also need to become accustomed to you entering my rooms in the morning?”

			“Only if I come to like you. I have not yet decided.”

			“Then what brings you here now?”

			“That reply was not nearly witty enough. You will need to work on that, I see,” she replied, lifting another jar.

			Again I scoffed. Who did she think I was?

			“I did not realize it was my duty to keep you entertained.”

			“Much better.” She smiled and glanced back over her shoulder at me. “And yes, it is both of our duties to keep each other entertained.”

			“Why?”

			“Did you forget your purpose in coming to London?”

			Again with this? Had her mother sent her?

			Hathor sighed dramatically when I did not reply. “The season, Verity. We must find good husbands. There are still many weeks to go, which means you and I shall be spending a great deal of time together, and as such, I thought it only correct that you and I establish a footing this morning. Good conversation provides a good footing.”

			“You being here, in my rooms, at first light, is for us to plot how to secure a husband?”

			Hathor frowned, her head tilting to the side. “What else is there for young ladies to plot?”

			“I know not but hope our lives or, at the very least, our mornings do not revolve around such.”

			“What else are we meant to speak of? Sausage and eggs?”

			I laughed. However, seeing her expression sour, I sought to compose myself.

			“Fine. Forgive me for laughing. I rarely speak of such things as husbands or the like.” Within the span of hours I had already had the conversation twice.

			“Of course not. Your mama is not here to press you.” She said it without thought, and I watched her eyes widen, but truly, I was not bothered, as she clearly meant it without malice. “I am—­”

			“That is the danger of being sharp-­witted,” I interrupted before she could apologize. “There is a tendency to speak without thought.”

			“I am sorry. That was impolite of me,” she replied. For the first time, her whole body shrank back.

			Rising, I moved to sit on the bench at the end of the bed, closer to her. “You are forgiven. Now, what is it you wish to plot?”

			Immediately, she brightened, and I could see I would like her, as she so clearly wore her expressions and feelings for all to see.

			“I have already spoken to my mama, and we will be going to every remaining event of the season, where you and I shall enchant the last two dukes left in town.”

			That was far too simple to be called a plot.

			“How will we do that?”

			“With our female charms.”

			She could not be serious. “Is that not what all young ladies do? What charms do we have that they do not?”

			“Reputable family, title, wit, and beauty. The two of us together will surely gather attention, and many will also come to congratulate and inquire about the union of our siblings. I expect no less than an unyielding two weeks of everyone’s full attention should we play our parts correctly. Along with my mother’s efforts, that will leave us the toast of the ton.”

			“You do not think yourself a bit naïve in your efforts?”

			“Not at all.”

			Such confidence . . . From where did all of their family find it? Feeling the need to tease her, I asked, “Are you not worried my beauty will outshine yours?”

			“You’re not half as pretty as Aphrodite. If I can withstand her, you are not of any concern. But thankfully, you are still above measure and, thus, will not hinder me either.”

			Was that an insult? I felt as though I had to keep a sword in one hand and a shield in the other just to endure a conversation with her. But it was much more engaging speaking to her than to the other ladies I had met. She was at the very least upfront with her thoughts and feelings. “Hathor, while this has been all very entertaining, I should tell you honestly that I have no desire to wed anyone, least of all a duke. I came to London for my brother’s sake, and now—­”

			“And now, what? You shall languish in pretty gowns at the estates of others all your days?” she asked, eyebrow raised. “What do you desire if it is not to be wed?”

			I did not know. “Surely ladies such as ourselves can aspire to something else.”

			“What is else? Your brother’s life has been set, Verity. You must now see to yours. And there is no greater priority than securing a husband. Aphrodite, in a sense, is now all but the ruler of Everely, and while it will forever be your home, it is not your place. When you return, I doubt it will be the same as you left it. Which is why you must make a home for yourself.” She looked upon me, baffled. “Have you truly put no thought into the trajectory of your life?”

			“I have!” I sought to defend myself. I was quite unprepared for this but I would not back down. “Are you aware of what marriage truly is?”

			She frowned, not understanding. “A union between two people—­”

			“No. It is a contract between a man and his property. We are the property. And I simply do not wish to be married off to some nobleman solely interested in me for my dowry and family connections.”

			“Very well, then marry a nobleman for love.” She said it as though it were the simplest thing in the world.

			I soured at her, now slightly annoyed. “You might not know this, given your family’s abundant success in this matter, but love matches are rare for ladies like us, Hathor. How could they not be? We are presented to society and then over the course of a few introductions, balls, and walks are meant to trust we shall be loved? Noblemen will say anything to secure what they wish.”

			“And how do you know this? How many men have you known to make you such an expert?”

			My hands tensed. Perhaps I did not, I did not know many men, but I had seen much of their ways through my father. “I merely mean that marriage can often be dangerous to women and you ought not see it as some fairy tale.”

			“Your view of men is rather villainous.” She frowned as she looked me over. “But your view of me is rather unpleasant.”

			This may have been why other ladies disliked me, so I quickly added, “I do not mean to offend you—­”

			“You have not,” she said calmly, which was rather perplexing coming from her. “I do not believe you are altogether wrong, Verity. I am not ignorant of the many women who have suffered in some way. However, my mama has always told me a good marriage is the greatest of all blessings. And I believe her, as she has proven it by example.”

			“Again, I do not doubt it. But how does one achieve it?”

			“As with all things I can only assume it is through effort,” she said. “If the idea of marriage alone does not inspire you to apply such effort then maybe you, like Aphrodite, can be moved by only one man.”

			“Who?”

			“How am I supposed to know that? You only get that answer by accepting the introductions, balls, and walks.” She grinned, rising to her feet as she clasped her hands together. “So, now our footing has been set. You and I will go to every possible event of the season to find our husbands.”

			Why did I feel as though I had walked in a circle?

			“How is this any different from where you started the conversation?” I asked her.

			“It is very different, how we both have greater direction going forward. You do not seem to care for title or status at all so you may look at whoever makes your breath catch, as Mama says. I shall do the same but with a duke. Our first opportunity comes this evening at the concert.” She made not an ounce of sense but was clearly proud of this non-­plotted plot.

			I could only shake my head at her.

			Knock. Knock.

			“Enter,” Hathor said before I could. The same freckle-­faced maid from the night prior entered, basin of hot water in her hands and towels over her arm and another maid behind her with breakfast.

			“Good morning, my ladies.” Bernice and the other maid curtsied to us.

			“Good morning, Bernice,” Hathor said to her before she focused on me. “I shall leave. I must try on dresses for tonight. Please prepare yourself, for I shall not slow down for your sake.”

			With that, she left, with just as much ease as she came, leaving me a bit stunned as to what I had experienced.

			“Is she always like that?” I asked the maid as she set the basin upon the vanity.

			“Like what?”

			That was answer enough.

			“Lady Hathor, she is rather . . . unrelenting.”

			“Yes, my lady, she is,” she said with a pleasant smile. I thought myself very good at reading people, and I had read Hathor to be rather spoiled, envious, and silly—­like most young ladies. I did not think she had much depth to her. However, upon finally speaking to her like this, I realized she was a lot more . . . substantive than I had given her credit for.

			“My lady?” Bernice called once more to get my attention.

			Meeting her gaze, I nodded, moving to sit at the vanity. I wished to ask her more about not just Hathor but everyone in the family. I wished to know what they were truly like before I faced them for the day’s events. But I remembered what my governess had taught me: Servants serve, not advise. So, I simply outstretched my hand for the towel she held and said nothing more.

			Getting ready took much longer than I had expected because of my conversation with Hathor. It was not as if Evander had not brought up the topic of marriage once or twice before, but it was quite easy to deflect that conversation with him. A simple mention of his great love or a line of wit and his focus was elsewhere. That left me free to go about my day, which mainly consisted of watching over him and his daughter, Emeline, or writing letters to my younger half brother, Gabrien. However, as Hathor said, it was now Aphrodite’s duty to see to my brother’s affairs. And I could not possibly spend the rest of my life simply writing letters to Gabrien, who would eventually return home if only to beg me to cease.

			So that left me with nothing else to do except to get married. But watching as Bernice brought out dresses for me to choose from, worrying if she’d reach my box or see my journal, I could not imagine such a life. Any efforts to do so made chills move up my arms and into my shoulders. Clearly, that was not a path for me. I doubted any man could change my mind simply by making my breath catch.

			What did that mean anyway? That at the mere sight of my one true love I would forget to breathe? That was hardly a fairy tale. I thought back on all of the men I knew, unrelated to me of course, not one had ever stirred any emotion at all in me—­

			“You are keeping me, my lady.”

			I coughed as the tea I was drinking entered my throat wrong.

			“Are you all right, my lady?” Bernice asked, turning back to me.

			“Yes, fine, that dress, fine,” I muttered, pointing randomly. Why had I thought that? “You are keeping me, my lady.” It was what that physician . . . Dr. Darrington, had said to me before ever so rudely shutting the door in my face, within my own home, as he sought to treat my brother for an injury. A frown came to my lips as I thought of him.

			I sat corrected: Most men stirred no emotion from me at all . . . with the exception of him. Most gentlemen were at least cordial, never mind their true intention, when in my presence. However, this doctor seemed almost distressed by me. How fortunate I had not seen him again or I would have remarked on his poor behavior.

			“Shall we start on your hair, my lady?” Bernice asked me.

			“Yes, please.” I nodded, pushing him from my mind. I had more pressing things to worry about, like how I was going to survive this outing in society.

			I did not care from whom it came, I would reject every advance made my way.
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			Verity

			“Let us hope the poor girl has recovered,” Hathor said, looking out the window of our carriage as it approached the brick townhouse covered in wisteria at the near end of the city.

			“Which girl?” Damon questioned across from her. Beside him, as always, was his wife, Silva, both of them dressed in complementary burgundy and yellow colors. Although Silva seemed a bit concerned that the color was bright for her and drew too much attention, especially with the diamonds around her neck. But the marchioness had insisted she wear it. Everyone had to be done up as if we were going to the palace.

			“Lady Clementina Rowley,” Hathor replied, turning her attention back to us. “Her presentation to the queen was horrid and was all anyone could speak of.”

			My presentation had been immediately after hers, so I was just behind the doors and heard the queen question if the young lady had been stretched due to her long neck and considerable height. I also saw how the other young ladies behind me fought back fits of laughter. At the time, I was too concerned over my own issue, my stepmother, who had forced her way into being there, embarrassing me, to think of Lady Clementina.

			“That was weeks ago,” Silva said with a frown. “Surely, the talk of the ton has progressed.”

			“Of course the talk has progressed, as she has been absent from society since. She did not even come to our ball,” Hathor reminded us.

			“I am quite sure I saw Her Grace, the Duchess of Imbert, in attendance at your ball,” I said, remembering the short but very proud woman wearing a sapphire tiara and matching gown with several bows at the bodice, whom the marchioness introduced to me that evening. “And she had her daughter with her.”

			“She brought only one daughter, Domenica. She is the one who married the Earl of Casterbridge a few years ago,” Hathor answered, adjusting her dress as she turned to look at me. “Clementina was not there. This whole season, I’ve seen her only twice: once at the palace and then a few days later in the park, where she was still the topic of mockery. She left in tears, and since then, not a word about her.”

			“It is not like you to be so concerned about the problems of another,” Damon replied, and even in the slight darkness, I could see his eyebrows rise. “If you are motivated to ask, you must fear for yourself somehow. Out with it.”

			Hathor rolled her eyes. “You believe me to be so self-­centered?”

			“Yes,” Damon and I said in unison, causing her to scoff. Though I spoke in jest, Damon looked at me and nodded approvingly.

			“Silva?” Hathor looked to the blonde woman across from me, hoping for an ally. Silva merely smiled back but did not answer, to her husband’s amusement. “Very well, since you all have such little faith in me, I shall be the villain you wish and tell you I am concerned because I do not wish for tonight’s attention to be focused on her absence.”

			“The truth at last.” Damon snickered as he shook his head at her. “Sister, your mind sincerely amazes me.”

			Hathor quickly and childishly made a face at him, which reminded me in that moment of Abena, before turning back to the window as we arrived at the lavender-­covered building. There were several other carriages already parked and being attended to. The one before our own held the marquess and marchioness. I watched as both Hathor and Silva re­adjusted their gloves, jewels, and dresses before the doors opened for us.

			Damon exited first, placing his hat on before outstretching his hand to aid Silva to the ground, then Hathor, and finally myself. From the outside, it felt more like a ball than a mere concert, with the elaborately sculpted hedges, finely dressed coachmen marching about like royal guards, the hundreds of candles, and the large number of attendees.

			“I am much obliged to your mother for insisting I dress so finely,” Silva whispered to her husband as we took in the splendor. Even Damon looked a bit taken aback by it all, and we had yet to enter, as there was a queue.

			“This is what is expected of a duchess,” Hathor said to us all with her head held high, as though she were one. “Aphrodite should have waited a day so she could see her competition now.”

			“The Duchess of Imbert is far too old to be my daughter’s competition,” said the marchioness as they came to us. She was dressed in wine-­colored silks while her husband had worn a simple black. “And you should be less concerned with your sister’s rivals and more focused on your own. As you see, there are a great many ladies here this evening.”

			“They worry me not, Mama, as I am well aware of their capabilities.” Hathor smiled, adding, “If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.”

			“Sun Tzu?” Her father grinned, nodding. “Well done, my girl. I did not know you had even begun the Eastern philosophies.”

			“Everyone really ought to stop underestimating me.” She beamed with pride.

			“She has barely even read the Greeks let alone the Far East. It was Aphrodite who once said that to her,” Damon interjected, making her turn to glare at her brother.

			And just like that, they were all engaged in familial banter once more. They slipped into conversations with such ease and intimacy that even while in the room with them, I felt as though I were nothing more than a secondary character watching them live out their lives before me. I had never experienced a morning like I had today—­the laughter, the teasing, and the open dialogue. Even the marquess was always engaged, just pretending to be seriously preoccupied with his paper.

			I could not keep up then, and I felt myself slipping from them even now. The feeling was exacerbated as we entered the house. All around us, I heard people talking.

			“Lord Monthermer. Lady Monthermer.”

			“Marquess. Marchioness.”

			“Good evening, Damon. My lady.”

			“Hello, Hathor!”

			There was a choir of greetings from everyone and anyone who saw them as we walked farther in. All the world was gracious and jubilant at the sight of the Du Bells, while I was given courteous nods and ceremonial smiles. I was not unknown, and I was not out of place. This was my society. I was simply distanced from it, as I had not been afforded the opportunities to intermingle with them throughout my life. Creating those opportunities was the task of a mother. This had never bothered or upset me because I was never around them as much before. And if I was, my brother was never more than an arm’s reach away. He was my shield. Without him here to distract me, I wished to leave—­immediately. I glanced back at the entrance as it grew farther and farther away, and more people arrived.

			But the night had only just begun. As if she could hear my thoughts, Hathor took hold of my arm and linked hers with mine.

			“Mama, we shall go say hello to the other young ladies,” she said to her mother, who nodded but gave her a sharp look, as well.

			“Do manage to keep the air in your lungs so you do not faint, my dear.”

			Damon snickered, but I was not sure why.

			“Of course.” Hathor smiled at her and then pulled me away as her smile dropped slightly. “Have you seen anyone you like?”

			“Like?” I repeated as we ambled about the room. “Hathor, we have only just arrived.”

			“There were at least a dozen eligible gentlemen between here and the entrance alone. You did not notice?”

			“Not in the slightest.”

			She sighed heavily. “Effort, remember?”

			“I am looking as intensely as I can and my breath still remains in my body,” I jested in response.

			“Hathor! Verity!”

			We turned to see three young women, dressed in red, white, and a soft purple-­blue, all with light-­brown hair and green eyes. They had called my name, without title, as though we were close friends. However, I did not recall them.

			“Oh no, not the garden sisters,” Hathor muttered.

			“Garden sisters?” I asked as we were already walking toward them.

			“They aren’t actually sisters, but cousins. However, that is not the point. The point is they will hold us in the most incommodious of conversations all night, so let us simply say hello and move on quickly,” she directed, plastering a large smile on her face as we reached them. “Poppy, Lily, Iris, good evening. How are you?”

			Poppy, Lily, Iris. I tried not to laugh as I understood now how they had gotten their collective nickname.

			“As excellent as one can be. Congratulations to both of your families. The wedding was splendid. It was all my mama could talk about this morning,” said the one dressed in red, who I assumed was Poppy.

			“And mine,” said Iris, I believe. Once again, I had no way of truly knowing, as they had not introduced themselves, which made me wonder if they had before and I had merely for­gotten.

			“They believed you would not make it tonight as you sought to recover from all the festivities. But I assured them there was no chance Hathor Du Bell would forfeit another opportunity to snag a duke this season.” Lily giggled, and I looked to Hathor, waiting for her furious retort. However, to my great disappointment, she only nodded.

			“I am glad you know me so well, Lily. Thank you for your congratulations. Now, if you will excuse us—­”

			“Hathor, we have barely made acquaintances with Verity,” Poppy replied as she turned to me. “I feel as though I have heard of you all my life but barely have said two sentences to you. I am Poppy Perrin, Sir Grisham’s daughter. These are my cousins, Lily and Iris.”

			I was correct. Their dresses matched their names, and I wondered if they did that often, and if so, for what purpose?

			“Hello,” I said to them as if I were unfamiliar with Sir Grisham. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance—­”

			“Oh, she is here!” Lily all but squealed, squeezing her cousins’ arms.

			When I turned to look, none other than Lady Clementina Rowley was coming down the stairs behind her mother and father. Her bright pink dress was nothing in comparison to the stunning rows upon rows of pearls around her tan neck. Never had I seen so much finery on anyone—­beyond the queen and my stepmother. 

			“By heavens, she is like a walking chandelier,” Iris whispered as she withheld her laughter.

			“Truly, how does one get that tall?” Poppy whispered back.

			“Stretching,” Lily answered, and they started to snicker.

			“The duchess truly spares no expense, does she not? To arrive at her home is always such an honor, though I do wonder about those to whom she extends invitations. I thought this concert was to be shared only among the nobility,” Hathor said to me, reminding me very much of her own mother before kindly glancing back toward the others. “Do enjoy yourselves. I am sure such invitations rarely come to your households. And I so love your dresses. They look strikingly similar to the ones you wore at our ball.”

			There was the retort I was expecting. Proud of herself once more, Hathor took my arm captive and led me from the garden sisters toward another group of ladies. I was sure I knew these ones, as we all had been presented before the queen this year. However, even among ladies of our rank, they, too, mocked Clementina as she walked ever so slowly behind her parents, both of whom she was taller than, to greet guests. And even as Hathor redirected the conversations to topics of gentlemen, they eventually refocused on Clementina.

			I found myself utterly bored by all of the gossip. So much so that, if I could have, I would have gone to sleep.

			“Good evening,” Lady Clementina said softly as she finally escaped her parents’ clutches and found herself within our group.

			“Clementina, how beautiful you look. Your skin is glowing.”

			“Your dress is magnificent.”

			“It is so long—­”

			“Lovely,” Hathor interrupted the lady beside her.

			I was not shocked by their words or actions, and neither was Clementina, who merely smiled back. However, before she could speak, the pianist made his way to his instrument, and more than a few candles were blown out while a series of them were lit around the pianoforte, drawing everyone’s attention forward.

			Hathor and I were about to return to where her family stood when suddenly, a long but slender hand reached into the space between us and grasped on to Hathor’s arm. She nearly jumped out of her brown skin, looking up at Clementina, who was breathing heavily. Without the candlelight, it was clear she was not glowing but sweating, strands of her brown hair clinging to her.

			“I . . . wish not to . . . cause a scene but . . . I must return to my rooms.” Clementina struggled to get the words out. She truly was not well.

			Hathor took hold of her hand and gave it to me. “Verity shall lead you, and should anyone notice, I shall distract them.”

			“Me?” I looked at Hathor, eyes wide.

			“It is not as if anyone will notice your absence . . .”

			“Shh,” said the lady before us, causing Hathor to nod in apology before glaring at me with eyes wide.

			“Go!” she mouthed.

			Frowning, I took Clementina’s arm and turned to navigate through the crowd of people before us. However, she dragged her feet as she walked and nearly fell upon me as we passed a table, her weight causing me to knock over a chair. Usually, it would not have been noticed, as gatherings were mostly loud, but a single chair was as thunderous as a cannon due to the silence.

			“Oh!” A loud gasp echoed through the room, followed by an even greater commotion. I could not see what had caused it when I turned, but I was sure it was Hathor.

			“You must walk,” I whispered to Clementina, trying my best to pull her forward. However, she did not budge, her body sinking and taking me with her when, all of a sudden, I felt hands at my back, stilling me.

			“Stay calm,” a deep voice uttered directly behind me. “The maid shall help.”

			I did not understand what he meant until I realized Clementina did not feel as heavy; there was now support on the other side.

			“Continue forward,” the man ordered, and I did. It was not as though I had much choice, thanks to Hathor.

			We made it from the ballroom into the hall without further incident, and there I saw two footmen as well as another maid at the ready; quickly they came to take her from me.

			“Take her to her rooms and have the lady of the house notified immediately of my presence. I will need a basin of fresh water and towels.”

			With Clementina in their care, I finally turned, so surprised by who was before me, I stared at him in stunned silence. Dr. Darrington, dressed in a simple black tailcoat and white necktie, his skin a deep warm brown, hazel eyes, and short curly hair, stood a whole head and part of his shoulders taller than I.

			“Lady Verity,” he acknowledged me and then followed Clementina and the maids up the stairs.

			It was only when he moved away from me that I realized I had been holding my breath.

			Why had I not been able to speak?

			I stood stunned at all that had transpired, unsure what to do next, when the duchess came out of the ballroom huffing angrily.

			“I swear, that girl! It is as though she purposely chooses the most inopportune times to be an encumbrance! I—­Lady Verity?” She stepped back, surprised at the sight of me.

			I curtsied before her. “Your Grace.”

			Immediately, the expression on her face changed to one of politeness. “What in the good name are you doing out here, my dear?”

			“Lady Verity helped the young miss out into the hall,” the maid beside her whispered loudly. For a second, and only because I was observing the duchess’s face, I was able to see her eyes widen in panic before relaxing.

			“How nice of you, but Clementina is making far too much of a little cold. You need not worry about her. Luckily, Sir Grisham is attending to her—­”

			“It is another doctor,” the maid whispered again, making the duchess whip her head to her.

			“Another doctor! Who?”

			“Dr. Darrington,” I answered for her, finally able to speak his name. “I believe his name is Dr. Theodore Darrington, Your Grace. You need not worry. He’s been in the service of my brother and . . . and the Earl of Montagu. He’s quite skilled, I am told, as well as discreet. I am sure she is feeling much better already.”

			I was not sure if Dr. Darrington had ever treated Damon, but I could not simply give my brother as an only reference to the duchess, especially as he was not here. At the very least, Damon would be able to account for his presence when he had last come to our home.

			“Oh.” She calmed marginally. “Well, you should return inside, I would not wish for Deanna to wonder where you have disappeared to.”

			“Yes, Your Grace.” I curtsied once more before doing as she asked.

			As I reentered, hearing the pianist’s hands glide upon the keys, I found myself reaching to touch my back where his hands had touched me.

			Why were his hands so warm that I still felt heat there?

			How strange.
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			Verity

			I looked to the ballroom’s door expectantly throughout the concert, waiting to see if he, the duchess, or Clementina would return. However, by the time the pianist finished his last concerto to a round of applause, none of them had reentered. And no one seemed to be the least bit aware of it.

			The night continued as though all was well.

			“Tell me now if you have lost your mind so I can make sure not to lose my own,” the marchioness said to Hathor as we watched a few couples take to the dance floor now that the band had begun to entertain us for the rest of the evening. A place Hathor would much rather have been than held captive at her mother’s side to be lectured. “Must you faint at every gathering?”

			“That is a significant exaggeration, Mama. We had a massive gathering of our own just last night, and my legs did not even wobble as Father’s did with all that wine.” She giggled, causing her father to almost cough into his current glass of wine. Immediately, the marchioness’s ire was on him, but before she could speak, another woman called her attention.

			“You have thrown me to the wolf, your own father?” the marquess whispered to Hathor.

			She smiled, nodding. “I must live to fight another day.”

			“Goldsmith would be dismayed at how you butchered his words.” Damon snickered.

			“Of all the novelists you would remember, it would be Goldsmith
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