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        To everyone who grew up feeling like there was nowhere they fit in.

      

        

      
        May we all find our people.
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      India – 12 Years Ago

      Kalina

      The whispers followed Kalina as she hurried down the path to her parents’ bungalow, the sun beating down on the back of her neck, as if the cruelty had taken form and was burning her.

      Mean whispers.

      Waiting whispers.

      The whisperers wanted to see her tears.

      She would not give them the satisfaction. Her heavy braid bounced on her shoulder as she marched away.

      “Why would she think she can play with us?” One of the children asked loudly in English, their crisp British accent distinct, making Kalina’s back stiffen as the ensuing laughter echoed in her ears. It did not matter that her grandfather outranked any of their parents; word of her father’s estrangement had come, even to here.

      But she knew better than to turn around. Doing so would only invite more taunts.

      Lifting her chin high in the air as if she did not care about their rejection, Kalina turned down the path. The safety of their new bungalow loomed ahead. She had hoped that moving to a new area would mean the possibility of making friends, but it was proving as impossible as it had in Chennai.

      Though her father was English, her mother was Indian, and that was enough for the other English children to reject her. Both in Chennai and here. It did not matter how well she spoke or read or practiced her manners, she was always on the outside. Always standing out among them.

      She had tried to play with the other Kshatriya children because her mother’s family was Kshatriya, but they did not want anything to do with her, either. Perhaps because, although she looked like them, she was too different from them as well. She spoke mostly English, and her Urdu was accented.

      Mother’s family did not speak with her anymore. She had defied them for love, to marry Kalina’s father. Their love shone through everything, even the disapproval of those around them. Kalina loved them just as dearly, though she wished that there were more than just them and her brother to spend time with.

      Hearing the sound of children playing, Kalina turned her head to look.

      Kshatriya children. She could tell by their dress and the way they were so freely moving around the bungalows. They must live nearby.

      She paused, then took a step toward them.

      Something about her movement must have alerted them, and the children stopped playing. Two girls and a boy, all looking to be a little younger than her, but that did not matter to Kalina. They were close enough in age. She did not mind playing with children younger than her. She could not. Her younger brother Ashwin was the only child who would play with her, but he was learning how to ride a horse today.

      “Good afternoon,” she said in Urdu, smiling brightly to try to hide her nervousness.

      The children stared at her. Kalina tensed as their gazes went down her clothing. It was a proper English pinafore in her favorite color, the same rose pink as the diamonds that came from her father’s mine. The other two girls were wearing brightly colored skirts and blouses trimmed with beads. Kalina had always wanted something like that, but her mother always bought English dresses for herself and Kalina.

      One of the girls leaned in toward the other and whispered something, shaking her head as she did so.

      Kalina felt her heart sink. If she’d been wearing clothes like theirs, perhaps… but the English children thought her too Indian, and the Indian children saw her and thought her too English.

      The three turned and ran off, leaving her there alone.

      Again.

      Always alone.

      Dropping her head, Kalina slowly turned back on her path to the bungalow.

      There would be no friends here, either, it appeared.

      Her mother liked to say that Kalina and Ashwin were of two worlds, but most days, Kalina felt like she belonged to neither. Not for lack of trying, but because neither would accept her.

      “There is my little princess!” Kalina’s father appeared in front of her, grinning with pride as he looked down at her. Her heart lifted, and she ran to him, arms up in the air to greet him. He caught her, lifting her against him. “Oof. I swear, little princess, you are getting bigger every day.”

      Kalina giggled.

      “Of course I am, Papa; that is what is supposed to happen.”

      “Ah, well then. I suppose it is a good thing, though I will miss it when I can carry you like this. Were you making your way home?” He turned toward their bungalow.

      “Yes.”

      “Where were you? You know you are not supposed to be out by yourself.” The scolding was far gentler than the one she would have received from her mother. “You need to take someone with you.”

      “I am sorry, Papa,” she said, laying her head against his shoulder, rather than admitting out loud that she had not wanted someone with her. She had not wanted anyone to see her rejected over and over again.

      Or worse, accepted because there was someone watching, only to be abandoned later.

      “Do not do it again, Kalina.”

      “I will not.”

      He hitched her up on his hip, pausing for a moment before speaking again.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” he asked gently.

      “No.” She did not know if he knew she had been looking for friends or if he just knew better than to ask exactly what she had been looking for.

      Papa sighed. Not out loud. But she felt it as his chest moved against her body. She tightened her hold around his neck.

      “I am sorry, Kalina,” he said gently. “One day, we will move to England. Things will be easier there.”

      That was what Papa always said.

      “Will it?” she asked. “The English children do not want to play with me. They think I am too Indian. But the Indian children think I am too English.”

      Still carrying her, Papa was silent for a long moment, and she knew he was thinking.

      “In England, it is your rank that matters. And my father is among the highest,” he said after a while. “That is your grandfather. Here… things are more difficult. Not everyone is in favor of the English presence in India. There are… things that have been done that make for ill feelings between our people. Not everyone, of course. Your mother still fell in love with and married me, after all.”

      “What things?” Kalina asked. She could always tell when her parents were talking around the important details, but they rarely explained what they meant.

      “When you are older, we will talk about it,” Papa said, the way he always did.

      Now, it was Kalina’s turn to sigh. She was older every day, but that did not seem to matter. No one would tell her, not even the servants. She wondered whether the other children knew. The ones who would not play with her. Maybe that was why they would not play with her.

      But why would they know when she was too young to know?

      But then, why would they not play with her?

      It was all very confusing. And frustrating.

      Rather than going into the bungalow, Papa took her around to the verandah. A cool breeze was blowing over the stone, the shade easing some of the day’s growing heat. Soon, it would be time to rest. No one would be playing or doing much of anything at all.

      “Do you want to hear more about England?” Papa asked eagerly.

      Kalina could tell he wanted her to say yes. He loved to talk about his home. And despite the fact that she had never lived anywhere but India, and he had lived here since before she was born, he still referred to England as home.

      “Yes, please, Papa,” she said as he sat down in one of the chairs, still holding onto her. She snuggled against him, grateful he was there. How could she feel lonely when her Papa and Mama loved her so much? Perhaps she was feeling greedy in wanting friends, too.

      Not everyone had a Papa and Mama who loved them as much as hers did, or perhaps they were just not as open with demonstrating their love. Kalina had observed many parents who were cold, impatient, or even cruel to their children. Most were not as open and loving as hers.

      Maybe it was a trade?

      “First of all, England is far cooler than this heat, even in the summer,” he began. “There will be lords bowing over your hand and ladies flocking to admire your dresses and jewels.”

      Kalina giggled at the image he put in her head.

      “Will everyone there be English and look like you?” she asked. Normally, she did not interrupt her father, but moving to this new home with such high hopes, only to be disappointed, had her feeling bolder than usual.

      Papa hesitated.

      “Perhaps among the ton,” he said. “But when I left, there were already large communities of citizens moving from Africa and India to Britain, just as there are large communities of British moving to Africa and India. That will make you different. Special.”

      “I am tired of being different,” she admitted.

      “You speak perfect English, and your manners are impeccable. You will have all the social graces you need to be a success with the ton, so you will be similar to them as well.”

      “Because your father is a Marquess.”

      “Yes.” He hesitated again, and for a moment she thought he might say something about the difficulties, explain further, but then his arms tightened around her. “I will make sure you have the life you deserve, my little princess.”

      But her father could not force anyone to be her friend. Not truly. He had tried to arrange friendships for her in the past. None of them had been real. None of those children had ever truly accepted her, though they’d been forced to spend time in her presence.

      Kalina did not tell him that. It would have hurt him, and she would do anything to avoid hurting her Papa.

      “Thank you, Papa,” she said, because there was nothing else to say.

      Leaning her head against his shoulder, she listened to him describe the joys of England… and she dreamed.
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      Kalina

      Staring up at the large manor house, Kalina took in a deep breath of the unfamiliar country air. The dark grey stone heights were impressive, foreboding even, but it was a house filled with promise. The future she’d dreamed of when she was a little girl back in India, feeling like there was nowhere she belonged.

      She did not always feel like she belonged here in England, either… but thanks to a small group of young ladies who had reached out their hands in friendship, she was starting to. Lady Astrid was what her father called an Original. She was also a force within the ton, literally changing the tides of how Society viewed Kalina and her family.

      Sliding her gaze over the many windows facing outward from this side of the house, Kalina paused as she saw two broad-shouldered silhouettes on the corner of the third floor. Two of the gentlemen who had been invited to this weekend? Kalina smoothed her hands over her skirts, hoping the wrinkles in her travel dress were not visible from such a distance.

      There were dukes present this weekend.

      Multiple of them.

      If she married a duke, her father’s family would be forced to accept her father back into their fold. It had to be a duke because only a duke outranked her grandfather’s title of marquess. Lady Astrid had filled her house party with dukes, several marquesses, and a bevy of young ladies she favored. Kalina was grateful to be among them.

      “Do you think they get their name from their house?” Ashwin asked, referencing Lady Astrid’s surname of Blackstone, as he moved to stand beside her. Her younger brother was now an inch taller than her, even though they’d been the same height when they’d arrived in England. He was growing so quickly, her father had already taken him back to the tailor for another set of clothing.

      “It is very dark grey stone,” Kalina replied, tilting her head as she considered the possibility. “I think it more likely they used the stone because of their name rather than the other way round.”

      The front door opened, cutting off further conversation, and Lady Astrid came out, beaming. As always, she was dressed in impeccable fashion, wearing a rust-orange and black-striped dress that put Kalina in mind of a tiger. Her favored Cairngorm jewels adorned her throat, though the size of this necklace was smaller than the ones she wore with her ballgowns. With her dark red hair piled in a complicated coiffure, she looked exactly like what she was—a leader of the ton. Her mother and father were behind her, practically fading into the background when compared with Lady Astrid’s presence. Kalina had met them during the Season, though they had not made much of an impression.

      “Kalina! I am so glad you were able to come,” Lady Astrid said, sweeping down the staircase with her hands outstretched in front of her.

      The warm smile on Lady Astrid’s face made Kalina’s heart feel like it was blooming.

      “Thank you. I am very glad to be here,” she said, taking Lady Astrid’s hands.

      Servants were already on their way down the stairs to help with the luggage, creating a bustle in the drive as the carriages were unloaded and the Blackstones greeted Kalina’s family.

      Lady Blackstone looked like an older version of Lady Astrid, though her red hair was duller, her complexion paler, and her face had more lines. She smiled as warmly as her daughter, appearing sincerely welcoming of her new guests. Lord Blackstone stood more stiffly, but that was very British and not necessarily a sign of displeasure, though Kalina made a mental note of his standoffishness. She would be very careful around him, so as not to tax his sensibilities if he was uncertain about welcoming the estranged branch of the Marquess of Stilton’s family into his home.

      Less than ten briskly efficient minutes later, Lady Astrid had escorted their entire family into the same corner of the house Kalina had seen the gentlemen watching from, though a floor below them. Her parents were across the hall from her, her brother in the room beside hers.

      “Delilah will be just down the hall from you,” Lady Astrid whispered in Kalina’s ear, giving her a last embrace before whisking out of the room to tend to the next guest arriving. Kalina could not help but smile as the door closed behind the forthright young lady.

      Her friend.

      It still felt like a dream come true.

      Delilah Voight, dowager-baroness, was another new friend. A little older, more experienced in the ton, and somewhat scandalous, but a friend. Kalina’s mother had been hesitant about her at first, but the lack of welcome after her father’s family had refused to acknowledge him meant they were grateful for anyone who did not give them the cut. They could not afford to be picky in their friends.

      Kalina was very glad because she enjoyed Delilah’s acerbic commentary and insights into the Society she’d been thrust into.

      As a child, she’d listened to her father’s tales about England. As a young lady, she now knew how much he’d romanticized his home country. He had been correct about some things, though.

      The ton’s lack of acceptance was as much to do with her grandfather’s rejection of them as anything else. Though there were some who muttered unflattering commentary about her mother being Indian, others were fascinated by the ‘exotic’ but veered away rather than displease a marquess. Kalina was grateful to those like Lady Astrid who had decided to champion their cause, though she was uncertain why they had done so.

      She kept waiting for some terrible motivation to be revealed, but as yet, there was none she could see. Lady Astrid had no need of Kalina or her family for anything. She had her own wealth, her own status, and she was betrothed to a duke. Sometimes, Kalina wondered if she was Lady Astrid’s good deed for the year.

      If she was, she had no choice but to accept the charity or wallow in social exile. A state to which she did not intend to ever return.

      That she sincerely liked Lady Astrid and enjoyed her company, as well as the others who had reached out a hand of friendship, made it a far easier pill to swallow.

      Kalina had just finished changing from her wrinkled traveling dress to a dark pink twill day gown with the assistance of her maid, Margaret, when there was a knock at her door.

      “I have it, miss,” Margaret said immediately, bustling to the door. Margaret had been with Kalina since India, and she’d been happy to return to England with the family. She was a few years older than Kalina and very protective, especially when it came to men. It was a man who had convinced Margaret to travel to India with him, only to abandon her not long after they’d arrived. Before him, she’d been a seamstress, which was how Kalina’s mother had found her. She still liked to sew but had decided that being Kalina’s lady’s maid suited her best.

      Cracking the door open at first, Margaret immediately nodded and stepped back.

      “Her Grace, the Duchess of Clarence,” she announced grandly, beaming proudly as if Kalina had done something particularly impressive by bringing a duchess to her bedroom door.

      “Kalina,” Tiffany, Duchess of Clarence, said as she stepped into the room, past Margaret, who curtsied deeply as the duchess went past. Kalina bobbed a quick curtsy as well, despite Tiffany’s small shake of her head and deep sigh, before she embraced the other woman.

      “Tiffany,” Kalina said, smiling. Behind Tiffany, Margaret was beaming like a proud mother hen again at hearing her charge use a duchess’ given name. She had told Margaret that the others had accepted her to such a degree, but she supposed it was different to witness it firsthand.

      She and Tiffany exchanged cheek kisses in greeting.

      Truthfully, Tiffany had been her first friend before Lady Astrid. Which might be why she had an easier time thinking of a duchess by her given name than she did a marquess’ daughter. That and Lady Astrid was even more formidable than most duchesses. It was incredibly difficult not to think of her as Lady Astrid.

      Tiffany was the Duke of Bolton’s sister as well as being the Duchess of Clarence, but somehow she did not have quite the same presence as Lady Astrid. She had a quiet beauty, with a heart-shaped face and high cheekbones that were the classic cream and pinks Kalina had learned the English favored. Her hair hovered between blonde and brunette, depending on the light she was standing in, and her hazel eyes were full of kindness and warmth. Today, she was wearing a cornflower-blue gown trimmed with delicate lace.

      She was a gentle soul, and the friend Kalina felt the most kinship with, despite having the greatest difference in social standing.

      “Astrid told me you’d arrived, and I had to come see you immediately,” Tiffany said, her eyes sparkling. “Did you enjoy the trip?”

      “Other than the length of time shut in the carriage, yes,” Kalina said with a laugh, gesturing to Tiffany to come sit down on the window seat that looked out at the front drive. Now she could understand why the gentlemen had been watching from the floor above her. The view was quite lovely, as well as providing a glimpse of those arriving for the house party. “After the trip from India, I did not think it would be so bad, but on the ship, we could still walk about rather than being forced to sit for hours upon hours.”

      Margaret nodded her agreement from where she was busily unpacking Kalina’s things, not bothering to pretend she was not listening to the conversation. Kalina smiled.

      “How odd to think that a journey from a country half a world away could be more comfortable than from the city to a country home,” Tiffany replied, leaning forward with interest. “Were you able to walk about the entire ship?”

      As Kalina described the voyage from India, she could not help but think how very strange but nice it was to sit in a window seat, speaking with a friend. England truly was everything she’d dreamed.

      If she could marry a duke and give her father the position he needed to force his family to recognize him, her dreams would be complete.

      There was one duke in particular… but she must be pragmatic about the situation. Just like the English. Her parents had married for love of each other, but she would marry for love of them. Both had been estranged from their families, and it pained them greatly. She could not fix her mother’s relationship, but she could do this for her father.

      Any duke would do.
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      Nathanial

      Walking into the drawing room, Nathanial was struck by the lack of eyes that veered toward him. As an unmarried duke known to be in need of a good fortune, he was in need of a wife, and the entire ton knew it. Not every lord was willing to hold their nose and marry their daughter to a fortune hunter, duke or not, but there was a long line of those who were.

      He’d ended up feeling the hunted at every ball and soiree he’d attended thus far this Season.

      Not so here.

      Especially because there was a large contingent of dukes present. Not just himself, the married Duke of Clarence, and the betrothed Duke of Ormonde, but three of his friends were also in need of wives—the Duke of Montagu, the Duke of Bolton, and the Duke of St. Albans. Only Zachary, the Duke of Grafton, would be absent this weekend.

      He had not been invited, likely because his former mistress had been. The Baroness Ashfield was currently across the room, standing beside the Duchess of Clarence, and appeared to be flirting with the man they were speaking to. Perhaps it was best Zachary was absent. He might have given the baroness her congé, feeling it necessary to divest himself of his mistress before searching among the debutantes for a bride, but his feelings for her had not yet waned. Watching her take up with another amour would be painful.

      Though perhaps it would spur him on his hunt for a bride.

      Something Nathanial needed to attend to as well.

      Perhaps it would be easier in these surrounds, where there were fewer young ladies, and the ratio of duke to debutante less stark.

      Making his bow to Lord and Lady Blackstone, who greeted him just past the door, Nathanial made his way into the room, taking the time to drink in the gathering as he moved. He had the opportunity to do so because there was no rush of debutantes his way, which was both a relief and a worry.

      Would any of the debutantes here want a husband who desperately needed their dowry?

      A flash of pink caught his attention from the left corner of the room, and Nathanial studiously looked away.

      The right side of the room was filled mostly with the contemporaries of Lord and Lady Blackstone. Nathanial nodded a greeting to Lord and Lady Emeryn, who he’d met before. Lord Emeryn towered over his more diminutive wife, keeping close by her side as though he could not bear to be parted from her. They’d been a love match whose courtship scandalized the ton. Beside them was Lady Collette, who insisted on going by her first name to everyone, her substantial curves on display with a shockingly low decolletage for an afternoon gathering. The greys streaking her brown hair did not detract from her beauty nor did her age from her spirit.

      She winked at Nathanial over her fan, fluttering it with invitation, and he grinned and winked back. One could never tell whether Lady Collette was serious with her flirtations or not, but not playing the game was to risk her wrath.

      Several other couples milled about, not his set, and Nathanial turned away to seek his fellow dukes.

      Montagu and St. Albans had perched beside the fireplace, and Nathanial made his way to them. They were warily watching the small clumps of young ladies who were in attendance, though the debutantes currently seemed happy to chatter among themselves. Off to the side, he recognized Lady Astrid’s brother Rupert speaking with another young man. Nathanial had never formally met Ashwin Little, but he knew who he was.

      A reminder of the woman Nathanial could absolutely not marry, despite her great fortune.

      “How goes it?” he asked, coming to a halt beside Christian, Duke of Montagu, and deliberately turning himself so he could not see Ashwin Little or the corner where his sister was presently.

      “They are talking among themselves rather than to us, and it’s making me more nervous than if they were crowding us,” St. Albans replied, rubbing at the pocket where he kept his lucky coin. Matthew was known to the ton as the Lord of Luck due to his unlikely number of wins at anything to do with gambling. He had a coin that he flipped to help him make his decisions, and somehow it always worked out.

      Nathanial had often wished a little of Matthew’s luck would rub off on him… but even if it did, he doubted he would visit the gambling tables. His father’s bad luck and the family’s subsequent misfortune had soured the taste of gaming for Nathanial for good.

      “Do you think they are talking about us?” he asked, risking a glance over his shoulder at the gathered beauties.

      “What else?” Christian snorted. “Probably deciding which of us they’ll approach before dinner.” Unlike Matthew, he did not seem nervous at all. Then again, there were not many with as rakish a reputation as Christian. Debutantes were not his usual fare, but he was accustomed to the attention of women. He was Society’s most beautiful man, the ton’s Adonis.

      Beside him and the luckiest man in the country, Nathanial was beginning to feel more nervous about his own prospects. He needed a bride by the end of this Season, but he did not want just any bride.

      With his estate buried in debts, his sisters needing to make their own debuts into Society soon, and his family’s reputation in shambles, thanks to his father, he needed a bride of good fortune, good reputation, and hopefully good nature. Someone to help him find good matches for his sisters, run his estate, and improve the family’s standing.

      His choices on how to save his family had narrowed further and further until now, the only choice left to be made was who he would marry to safeguard their future.

      Lifting his head, he looked about, and his gaze was immediately arrested by a pair of eyes so dark, they were like pools of night. The breath in his lungs felt like it rushed out all at once. His skin tingled, his body tightening, the immediate attraction stirring the way it always did when he laid eyes on Miss Kalina Little.

      He wanted her. He could not deny that.

      But he could not marry her.
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      Kalina

      The Duke of Hereford was looking at her.

      Again.

      Kalina tore her gaze away from his, pretending that her heart was not pounding so fast, it felt like it might break her stays. Something about him always made her feel… strange. Off. Her mother had explained what happened between a man and a woman, ensuring Kalina knew enough not to be tricked into being alone with a man she did not intend to engage in such activities with.

      She knew about attraction. Desire.

      What she did not know was how to react to feeling such things firsthand.

      Focusing on Lady Astrid, who was making introductions, helped.

      “Kalina, this is Lady Nichole Dallas, Lady Karina Chipwith⁠—”

      “Please call me Kari, or else this will become too confusing,” quipped the smiling young lady, brushing an auburn curl out of her chocolate brown eyes, and making the rest of the company laugh.

      “—and Lady Johanna Ashmore, and her companion Miss Rose Belle.”

      “So lovely to meet you all,” Kalina said, smiling and making sure to include Lady Johanna’s companion in her greeting. Miss Belle stood half a pace back from the rest of them, her hands folded in front of her, resting on the skirts of the plain burgundy gown she was wearing. She appeared to be of age as the rest of them, young for her position, and possibly determined to prove herself worthy of it. Her skin was darker than Kalina’s, her features and hair denoting her African descent, and Kalina could only imagine that she, too, felt different in this drawing room.

      And they were the only two misses in the group.

      Lady Johanna was Miss Belle’s complete opposite in every way. Her skin was so pale, it seemed nearly translucent, her white-blonde hair was piled in curls that looked so heavy, it was a wonder her slim neck could hold her head upright, and her wide, shockingly violet eyes were otherworldly. She was the definition of delicate.

      “Do you see all the dukes? Have you met them?” Lady Kari asked, fluttering her fan and peeking over at the three surrounding the fireplace. That’s where the Duke of Hereford was. Kalina deliberately did not look back there.

      Lady Astrid laughed.

      “I did promise you all dukes. There are some other gentlemen who will be in attendance as well for you to meet. And a matchmaker will be joining us tomorrow.” She smiled at all of them, but she winked at Kalina, who felt her chest tighten.

      There was no shame in using a matchmaker. That’s what she told herself. Lady Astrid had previously promised to contact her friend, whose grandmother was a renowned matchmaker for the ton. According to Lady Astrid, her friend had taken over much of her grandmother’s work, though she did so in her grandmother’s name to continue the mystique.

      “Did someone say matchmaker?” a deep voice asked in tones of disbelief, making all of them turn.

      Tiffany’s brother, the darkly handsome and often serious Duke of Bolton, was standing there with his sister and her husband. The Duke of Clarence smiled widely. The two dukes were both tall, broad-shouldered, handsome, and dark of hair and eye, but their temperaments were very different.

      If anything, the Duke of Bolton’s demeanor seemed to have become more serious since his sister’s marriage and his mother’s departure to the country for her health. The Duke of Clarence, by contrast, was entirely jovial by his wife’s side. Marriage suited him.

      “Yes, a matchmaker. Why, did you want some assistance with finding your bride?” Lady Astrid asked archly, narrowing her eyes at him.

      The Duke of Bolton snorted inelegantly, causing Lady Kari and Lady Nichole to giggle and fan themselves. He slanted a look at them, raising his eyebrows as he did so.

      “Do you think I need a matchmaker, ladies?” he asked, causing both of them to fall into more fits of giggles.

      Beside them, Lady Johanna stared silently, pressing her lips together. Behind her, Miss Belle glanced at the other two giggling ladies and sighed inaudibly. Kalina felt rather in kinship with Lady Johanna, who was apparently shyer and quieter than the other young ladies they’d been speaking with. Perhaps she was as delicate as she appeared.

      “I doubt it, Your Grace,” Lady Kari replied, batting her eyelashes coquettishly up at him.

      He smiled and gave Lady Astrid a sardonic look.

      “See? No matchmaker required. I am a duke after all.” The declaration caused another fit of giggling from the other two ladies while Lady Astrid rolled her eyes.

      “Sebastian is certain the right lady will fall into his lap, eventually,” the Duke of Clarence said. “Perhaps even this weekend.” He winked at the whole group of young ladies, chuckling when his wife elbowed him. Tiffany sighed at her husband’s lack of tact, shooting a look at Kalina, who smiled back at her. The Duke of Clarence was too charming to be disliked.

      “Well, Mei and her grandmother, Lady Hu, will be here to meet with anyone who would like to speak with them. They have connections all over the ton and have already successfully arranged two earls and a baron’s marriage this Season.” Lady Astrid looked at the Duke of Bolton rather challengingly, as if daring him to say something derogatory.

      He simply smiled.

      “I am sure the earls and the baron are grateful for their help.” He looked around. “Now, Lady Astrid, before the matchmaker arrives, I do not believe I have met all the young ladies already here.”

      Before introductions could be rendered, the arrival of three more dukes set the group to titters, rapidly expanding their numbers. Lady Astrid did her duty of introducing everyone, then somehow, the group settled into two separate parts again, though the Duke of Montagu had wandered away to look out the window. That there were two lovely married ladies who were attending the house party without their husbands likely had no impact on his decision.

      Kalina found herself between Lady Astrid and the Duke of Bolton. Opposite her were Lady Johanna, Miss Belle, and the Lord of Luck himself, the Duke of St. Albans. Rumor had it he would only marry a woman if a flip of his coin indicated he should. Kalina wondered if he’d flipped for her already or if her fate was yet to be decided.

      He seemed an amiable enough sort. Easy to get along with. Not as high in the instep as the Duke of Bolton. But also…

      Looking at him didn’t make her feel the way the Duke of Hereford did.

      He was part of the other group. Kalina was not going to look over at him. She was not.
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        * * *

      

      Nathanial

      Lady Kari and Lady Nichole were exactly the kind of young ladies he should be courting. Rich. Connected. Trained to run a household. Spotless reputations.

      So, why did his eyes keep shifting to the side every time he caught a glimpse of pink?

      Why did his ears strain to hear the conversation in the other group, rather than attending to the young ladies within his own? He knew the answer; he just did not want to admit it.

      Her very presence in the ton is scandalous.

      She’s not an appropriate guide for my sisters. And Juliette is going to need a firm hand.

      Her family not only does not have the required connections to assist our reputation, but her grandfather has also cut their branch from the family tree.

      None of which was her fault, but the truth remained.

      Miss Little was lacking on multiple fronts when it came to the kind of bride he required to shore up his family’s reputation, which was as important to him as their fortunes. He had three sisters to marry off. Juliette should have debuted this year, by all rights, but he’d put her off so that she would not feel the same pressures that he was burdened with.

      He was determined that when it came time for his sisters to marry, they would be able to do so without any consideration other than who they wanted to marry. Which meant he had to marry, with the many considerations of how to elevate their family back to the position in Society they’d held before his father’s ruinous behavior.

      There were times he was grateful to whoever had murdered his father, an emotion that was immediately followed by guilt for his friends who had lost their fathers at the same time. Some of them truly mourned the previous titleholder. Nathanial did not. However, he was as determined to find the perpetrator as his friends were, if only to ensure the safety of his sisters.

      Several clues had recently revealed themselves… but that was not what this excursion from the capital was about. They would have to investigate further when they returned. In the meantime, appearances had to be maintained and ladies considered. It was not the past he needed to focus on, but the future.

      “Have you seen the latest play at the Globe?” Lady Kari asked, fluttering her fan at him.

      “Unfortunately, I have not had the time,”—he’d had the time, just not the funds—“but I heard Keane is a revelation.”

      “Oh, he is so talented!” Lady Kari brightened, obviously a lover of the actor, just as many within the ton were.

      If Nathanial did get a chance to see the man on stage, it would be from the box of one of his friends. Using the Hereford’s usual box when he’d not been able to pay his subscription to the theater since he’d attained his title—and it had been years since his father had done so—did not sit right in his stomach.

      Using one of his friend’s boxes also did not feel right.

      Pride was one of the few vices he had left. When he did return to the theater, it would be in triumph and to his own box, his wife on his arm and Juliette in tow.

      Listening to Lady Kari chatter on about Keane’s talents, Nathanial was hard-pressed to keep his mind from wandering. Despite her other qualities, he probably should not marry a woman he could not keep his attention on. He did not want to be a cruel husband, after all.

      Not like his father, who had paid their entire family no attention at all, other than to try to beget a second son upon their mother. He’d given up after three daughters, then commenced becoming King of the Wastrels.

      Sebastian chimed in to Lady Kari’s observations, quickly followed by Lady Nichole, who batted her eyes at him. Emboldened by his responses, Lady Kari refocused her attention on the Duke of Bolton. Nathanial barely noticed, because Miss Little was now laughing at something Matthew had said, and Nathanial’s stomach suddenly felt curdled.

      He looked over.

      He could not help himself.

      Her laughter was quiet, almost surprised, as if she had not expected to find herself doing so. Matthew appeared very pleased with himself. Miss Little’s jewels gleamed at her throat, but they did not shine nearly as brightly as her smile or the spark in her dark eyes. Both of which were currently directed at Matthew.

      Nathanial jerked his gaze away.

      Flexing his suddenly tense hand at his side, he tried to refocus his attention on the conversation of the eligible ladies. Perhaps a change of topic was in order. Something he could participate more fully in.

      Before he could think of how to turn the conversation, there was a small stir at the door—a late arrival and a very prestigious one.

      “Lucifer appears,” Lady Astrid muttered, barely bothering to keep her voice down as her fiancé greeted her parents. As she was standing directly behind Nathanial, he also heard her nearly inaudible sigh before she brushed past him to go greet Drake, the Duke of Ormonde and her betrothed since childhood. His mother was with him, and the Duchess greeted Lady Blackstone with the delight of long-time bosom friends who had not seen each other in far too long.

      In contrast, the greeting between Drake and Lady Astrid could hardly be described as cold, but the heat was more contempt on her part and something more ineffable on his. How Drake felt about his betrothed was something none of his friends understood, nor would he speak on the matter, but there was some kind of feeling there. He claimed he would marry her at the end of the Season, after he’d had one last chance to sow his wild oats.

      He did indeed seem to be intent on sowing them quite wildly.

      “My goodness, the Duke of Ormonde is very handsome,” Lady Kari remarked, fluttering her fan and sending a sidelong glance at Sebastian and Nathanial, as if to see how they reacted to her remarks.

      “Very,” Lady Nichole agreed impishly, a little smile appearing on her lips. “Though not as beautiful as the Duke of Montagu.”

      “No one is as beautiful as Christian,” Sebastian replied, squashing any hopes the ladies had of stirring jealousy in their breasts. Both of them looked a touch disappointed that neither he nor Sebastian had taken umbrage. But if they hoped to play the friends off each other, they were going to be disappointed.

      Christian was the only one of them who had made a lady swoon with nothing more than a wink, after all. And Nathanial did not care if they thought Drake handsome. He was. He was also betrothed to Lady Astrid and determined to see it through.

      I wonder who Miss Little finds the most attractive of us.

      No.

      No, he did not.

      Nathanial banished the thought from his mind. It did not matter who she found the most attractive.

      “Nathanial, we need you to settle a disagreement,” Gregory said, putting his hand on Nathanial’s shoulder and turning him toward the woman he was so desperately trying to ignore. “Nathanial has read more books than anyone else we know. His library is stupendous.”

      Only because, thankfully, his father had not realized the value of the books within it, otherwise he would have attempted to sell those off as well.

      “What is it you wish me to settle?” he asked, far too aware of Miss Little’s gaze on him and doing his best to look at everyone equally. If he avoided her gaze, the others might notice. If he held it too long, she might misunderstand. Or someone else might. Like myself.

      “Miss Little insists that Jane Eyre must have been written by a woman, even though the author’s name is Currer Bell. I have not read the work myself, but Matthew read the beginning and says he saw nothing to indicate the author to be anything other than a man. What say you?”

      “I think it could be a woman,” Tiffany interjected before Nathanial could respond. The Duchess of Clarence shook her head. “But I think it could equally be a man. I do not know how I would be able to tell the difference.”

      “Why not use her real name, if it is?” Matthew asked, with enough arrogance that Tiffany snorted. Miss Little looked away, and Lady Johanna looked down at the floor. Her companion, Miss Belle, looked as though she wanted to snort her derision along with Tiffany.

      “Only a man who has put no thought into the plight of a woman would say such a thing,” Tiffany responded sassily, making both Gregory and Nathanial laugh. When he first met her, Nathanial had found her quiet and retiring. He’d even been interested in marrying her himself. Since her marriage to Gregory, a much more fiery part of her personality had revealed itself as she gained confidence in her position as his duchess. It was rather entertaining to witness.

      “You can see why we need an arbitrator,” Gregory said, giving his wife a sidelong look while Matthew scowled and subsided, obviously thinking about what he was missing that the women understood.

      Nathanial could have told him. He had sisters, after all. If one of them was revealed to be the author of a book like Jane Eyre… gads, marrying her off would be impossible. The scandal of a lady of the ton, or even the gentry, publishing such a novel…

      He shook his head.

      “I think if the author is a woman, she would not wish her identity guessed,” he chided.

      “Oh, we are certainly not trying to guess who,” Miss Little said softly, earnestly.

      Having her speak directly to him made him feel as though his skin was too tight on his body, and he clenched his fist by his side, then spread his fingers wide to try to alleviate some of the discomfort.

      “But just whether the author is, indeed, a woman. I think the insights into Jane’s mind are far too personal to have been written by an author who is not.”

      “The thought had not occurred to me while reading it, but it is very possible,” Nathanial conceded. “There were many instances where I found myself impressed with how her character was portrayed.”

      As the conversation went round, Nathanial had no trouble paying attention. Other possible women authors writing under names not their own, or as Anonymous, were brought up. It was lively, entertaining, and Nathanial found himself far too impressed with Miss Little’s literary knowledge.

      It would have been much better for him if she had loathed or been disinterested in books.

      Instead, he found himself engaged in a deep discussion of the merits of reading the classics versus the newer publications. He was so engrossed in their conversation, he did not realize they’d moved away from the rest of the group until Lady Astrid appeared at his elbow.

      “It is time for dinner,” she said, smiling brightly between himself and Miss Little, a gleam in her eye that made him realize his mistake. “You can escort Miss Little in, Your Grace.”

      There was no gentlemanly way to refuse.

      “Of course,” he said tightly, turning toward the door and offering Miss Little his arm. He did his best not to react when she hesitated, then lightly rested her fingers on his coat, though it felt as if his entire body was now attuned to that one spot on his arm. “Miss Little.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” she replied, ducking her head, as if she realized he was displeased. It was not her fault that they had been standing next to each other when it was time to move to the dining room. Nor was it her fault that she was not a suitable bride for him, though she would be for any of his friends who did not have the same hurdles to overcome with Society.

      However, the gleam in Lady Astrid’s eyes was destined to be disappointed, and he did not want to lead Miss Little on when he could not marry her.

      It was going to be a tightrope walk for dinner with her at his side. Yet there was a part of him that rejoiced in the excuse to have her company for it. A part of him that he knew he needed to excise ruthlessly.

      After dinner.
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      Kalina

      The Duke of Hereford did not want to sit with her. Kalina did not understand why. They had been having a very nice conversation, but he’d drawn back within himself the moment Lady Astrid paired them together for dinner. He led her in, was graciously courteous, but something had changed.

      She lifted her chin high.

      It did not matter if he had taken up against her for some reason.

      Throughout the years, Kalina had grown accustomed to rejection. She was used to brushing off the sting, so that she barely felt it at all.

      Which was why it made no sense that it should hurt so much this time. But it did.

      The dining room was long and narrow with an extremely long table running through the center of its length. Four multi-tiered chandeliers hung above the table, twinkling light across the expanse, while sconces along the walls helped brighten the edges of the room. Candelabras rested on the heavy wooden buffets that lined the room, adding both decoration and extra light.

      Massive paintings filled the space of the walls, interspersed with smaller ones, to add interest to the visual feast. Behind the far end of the table was a large window that went nearly from floor to ceiling, hung with heavy dark green drapes. Standing in front of them, Lady Astrid looked like an exotic hothouse flower against the more muted colors on the walls and paintings. Beside her, the Duke of Ormonde escorted her to her seat beside her father at the head of the table. She did not appear overly pleased with her position, but she gracefully took her seat.

      Kalina found herself between the Duke of Hereford and the Duke of Montagu, who was escorting a tongue-tied Lady Johanna. Her companion was seated across from them, between Lady Astrid’s younger brother and the Duke of Clarence, and was regarding Montagu with high suspicion. Catching Kalina’s gaze, Miss Belle smiled briefly before returning to her narrow-eyed study of Montagu.

      “Miss Little, lovely as ever,” Montagu greeted her, turning away from Lady Johanna with what seemed like relief. The poor young lady had already barely said two words together; pairing her with the stunning Montagu seemed rather unfair. Perhaps Lady Astrid was hoping to draw other gentlemen’s notice to her by doing so?

      “Your Grace, a pleasure to see you again,” Kalina said, grateful that her mother’s training had her speaking without tripping over her tongue. She knew all the proper phrases by rote, so that she did not have to think in order to speak clearly. Even she was not entirely unaffected by Montagu’s beauty, though her awareness was all for the man on her opposite side. Hereford was currently greeting Delilah, who had been seated beside him.

      “How was the trip from London?”

      “Very uneventful.” She smiled at him, too well-mannered to complain the way she had earlier with Tiffany. Though Tiffany was a duchess, she had also declared herself a friend and had shown it well enough for Kalina to unbend with her, just a touch. “Are you enjoying the house party?”

      “Oh, yes. I always enjoy being in the company of so many beautiful women,” he said, looking across the table at Miss Belle and winking.

      Rather than swooning or fluttering, her lips pursed in disapproval. Montagu frowned, as if unsure of what to do in the face of such a response. Giving himself a little shake, he seemed to recover quickly enough despite his discomposure.

      “Take Lady Johanna here,” he said, turning slightly so the young woman could be included in their conversation.

      Hearing her name, Lady Johanna’s head jerked around, and she appeared frozen in place, wide-eyed and almost fearful. Kalina’s heart went out to her. She wondered if that was what she had been like when she first arrived in England. Had Lady Astrid and Tiffany seen her the way she saw Lady Johanna? She wanted to reach out and offer the young woman a helping hand. Had it been the same for them and her?

      “She has the most glorious eyes. I have rarely seen the like.”

      “You do have incredible eyes,” Kalina agreed, leaning in slightly so she could speak to Lady Johanna without unduly raising the volume of her voice. “If you wore violet, the color of your gown would enhance them even more.”

      “Amethysts,” Montagu declared, grinning widely. “You should be bedecked in amethysts.”

      “Oh…” Lady Johanna looked down at the simple gray fabric of her dress. Now that Kalina was able to examine it more closely, she could see that the fabric was a bit worn, with little holes indicating where it had either been altered or changed. If she had not been inspecting it so closely, she would not have noticed but… “What about Rose? What jewel should she wear?”

      It was the most words Lady Johanna had said altogether since Kalina had met her. Both she and Montagu looked across the table at Miss Belle, who was speaking with the Duke of Clarence. As if feeling their eyes upon her, she glanced back at them, then frowned as she realized they were indeed looking at her.

      “Rubies,” Montague said after a moment. “Miss Belle would look resplendent in rubies, bright red as a rose.”

      The burgundy dress Miss Belle was wearing did become her, but Kalina had to agree. A rich, bright red would be very flattering on Miss Belle. It would also draw a good deal of attention, and so far, the companion had been doing her best to fade into the background.

      “Red would be very pretty,” she agreed, smiling at Miss Belle. The young lady smiled back at Kalina and shot another glare at Montagu before turning back to her conversation with the Duke of Clarence. Montagu frowned at her, his own gaze now narrowed almost in imitation of hers when she’d been studying him so closely.

      “Red is Christian’s favorite color.” The Duke of Hereford’s deep voice, suddenly joining the conversation, made Kalina jump in her seat. She felt her cheeks burn with emotion and was grateful for constant practice in composure that allowed her to appear unbothered—other than her initial start of surprise.

      “Oh?” She smiled at the Duke of Montagu before turning back to the Duke of Hereford. “What is your favorite color?”

      His gaze flicked down to the rose diamonds around her throat and then down to her dress of complementary pink hues with cream trim. “I am sure I can guess at yours.”

      Kalina laughed lightly.

      “It is true, I’ve always loved the color pink.” She smiled. “It feels such a warm, happy color. Like a hug.” Realizing who she was speaking with, the heat filled Kalina’s cheeks again.

      Thankfully, she did not have to worry about the heat showing. Though she loved the color pink, the way the English actually turned pink when they were embarrassed was something she was grateful not to have to endure.

      Quickly, she looked away from him, unsure of how he would take the comment. She had not meant to say something so personal, not after how he’d pulled away from their conversation earlier, clearly reluctant to be her dinner companion.

      “It is a very flattering color on you,” the Duke of Montagu interjected, breaking the tension of the moment. “As I think you know.” He winked at her, and she felt Hereford bristle at her side.

      She smiled back at Montagu, relieved to have him to distract her from the man at her side. Why she found the Adonis of the ton less attractive, yet easier on her nerves than the Duke of Hereford, she could not say, but it was true. Though she had been less nervous when they’d been speaking of books.

      Before he’d pulled back.

      Before she’d felt the coldness of his retreat.

      “I’ve always been partial to pink myself,” Hereford said, drawing her attention back to him. His fingers reached up to brush over the handkerchief peeking out of his coat pocket, a rather lovely shade of puce. It matched the puce and cream striped waistcoat he was wearing. “My mother grew nothing but pink roses in our garden.”

      “Oh, I should like to see that,” Kalina said without thinking. There was something about Hereford that made her far too comfortable, blurting out her thoughts too easily, before remembering herself.

      “Ah, well.” It was like seeing shutters drawn across the duke’s eyes. “We do not entertain much these days. Eventually, perhaps.”

      Blast. She had accidentally reminded him of his dire financial straits. The entire ton knew. Just as he had to know that she had a genuine fortune for a dowry. What hung around her neck and from her ears was the least of it. Her father had been determined to see her properly settled into English Society. That they had not been fully accepted, regardless…

      She wondered what it was about herself that the Duke of Hereford objected to since she had the one thing he needed in a wife.

      “We do not entertain at all,” Kalina replied, smiling at him. Perhaps he kept drawing back because he did not want her to think him a fortune hunter? Even though everyone knew he required a wife with a substantial dowry. “I am grateful to be included in invitations when we are, especially to such surrounds as this. It is my first house party.”

      Indeed, being invited to Lady Astrid’s house party had such cachet, the family had immediately received three other invitations for when they returned to London. All from hostesses who had not deigned to acknowledge her or her parents before.

      “You will enjoy it,” Hereford said, slanting a glance down the table to where Lady Astrid was seated. “Lady Astrid insists on being entertained at her own house parties, which means they are never dull.”

      “Have you attended many?”

      “Not until recently, but she does have a reputation.” He chuckled, still watching the lady at the end of the table as she turned her nose up at something the Duke of Ormonde said to her. “Next time, I hope to be able to bring my sister Juliette. After she debuts next Season.”

      “Ah, I always wanted a sister.” Kalina smiled back at him as he turned his head to look at her again. “I love Ashwin, of course, but there were times when it would have been nice to have a sister.”

      “I have three, and I would have happily traded one for a brother.”

      Comparing notes on siblings, their conversation passed so easily, she barely noticed the various courses being served. From siblings, they went on to talking about their childhoods. Strangely, it sounded as though Hereford had been as lonely as she in some ways—he talked around it a bit, but it was clear he felt responsible for his sisters in the same way she felt responsible for her family.

      Perhaps it came from both of them being the eldest. Though Kalina’s father had never shown her anything but love, while Hereford’s father… he talked around the subject, but she’d heard the gossip. The former duke had been a gambler, a wastrel, and not very pleasant as a person to boot.

      That he had left his family in such dire straits demonstrated his lack of responsibility toward his family, something Kalina would never understand. Rather than following in his father’s footsteps, Nathanial had clearly taken the opposite tack and was doing everything he could to be the antithesis of his father. Kalina did not need to read very far between the lines to understand that.

      She thought it rather admirable.

      In fact, the more she talked to him, the more she liked talking to him. The more she felt at ease with him.

      To the point where she felt rather sorry when the last course was served, and only then realized that they had monopolized each other’s time completely. Once they had begun conversing, she’d completely ignored the Duke of Montagu. Rather horrified at her ill manners, she quickly turned to see how he was faring…

      To her surprise, he had managed to charm Lady Johanna into speaking with him very softly about the latest traveling art exhibition in London. From across the table, Miss Belle appeared torn between relief that her charge was finally having a conversation and consternation over who she was having it with.

      Smiling, she turned back to the Duke of Hereford, only to realize that the meal was over. Disappointment filled her as Lady Blackstone got to her feet, nearly at the same time as Lady Astrid.

      “Ladies, would you like to return with me to the parlor and leave the gentlemen to their drinks?” Lady Blackstone asked softly, smiling widely.

      Internally sighing, Kalina smiled at the duke… only to find that he’d retreated behind his shell again. The openness with which he’d spoken with her had vanished, and he was once more stiffly upright in his chair, avoiding her gaze. Her heart sank.

      “Thank you for a pleasant conversation over supper, Your Grace,” she said, knowing it would force him to at least acknowledge her and that they had been having a lovely conversation together.

      His head jerked up, something unfathomable flashing through his dark eyes.

      “The pleasure was all mine, Miss Little.”

      Taking her leave, Kalina knew she would have to be satisfied with that.

      Perhaps some time with the other ladies was what she really needed. Someone must know why the Duke of Hereford had taken against her.
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      Nathanial

      Leaning back in his chair, Nathanial could not help but watch the ladies leave. The sway of Miss Little’s pink skirts was almost seductive as she joined the throng, Tiffany coming up to link arms with her. Miss Little turned her head and said something to Tiffany that made her laugh.

      “If you keep watching after her with such longing, people are going to talk,” Christian said in a low voice.

      “After who?” The attempt at ignorance was instinctual; it was also completely useless. Christian was hardly slow-witted, and he gave Nathanial a look of amused patience.

      “You know who.” Christian slanted his glance across the table to where Miss Little’s younger brother and Lady Astrid’s younger brother were whispering conspiratorially.

      Before the last of the ladies left the room, the two striplings got up, excusing themselves from the table, and exited the room just behind the ladies, leaving the gentlemen to themselves.

      “Would anyone like some brandy?” Lord Blackstone asked, gesturing to one of the footmen who came forward with a tray of glasses and a crystal decanter full of amber liquid. “I have a particularly fine barrel recently delivered from France.”

      All the gentlemen chose to partake, and cigars were passed around as well.

      “How was your evening?” Gregory asked, turning to Nathanial with a gleam in his eye.

      “He had a very enjoyable conversation with Miss Little,” Christian replied before Nathanial could, making Nathanial growl. Thankfully, the others at the table were attending to conversations closer to themselves and did not appear to have heard Gregory’s question or Christian’s answer.

      “It was a tolerable conversation.” More than, but he was not going to encourage his friends in that line of thought.

      “It must have been mightily tolerable as she was so engaged that she forgot I was on her other side.”

      “Forgot she was seated next to the ton’s Adonis?” Gregory put his hand on his heart to further punctuate his shock. “I did not know such a thing was possible. What were you talking about that was so engaging?”

      “Nothing important. It was just normal conversation.” Nathanial scowled, hunching his shoulders in. He did not like all the scrutiny from his friends, and he liked even less having to face the fact that Miss Little was more than physically attractive; she was… interesting. Easy to converse with. Far easier than any other lady he’d been seated beside this Season.

      “I do not understand why you are so insistent on pretending disinterest in her, when you are clearly attracted,” Christian twitted.

      “I have far more considerations than personal preference when it comes to a bride.”

      Frowning, Christian made a little hand gesture, as if telling Nathanial to lower his voice. Christian’s gaze flitted past him for a moment, and Nathanial half-turned to see where the other duke was looking.

      Ah. He’d forgotten that Mr. Little was seated not too far away. Though he did appear to be listening attentively to Lord Emeryn’s advice about hunting hounds. Hopefully, he was not paying any attention to Nathanial’s conversation with the others, but he would have to remember to keep his tone lower.

      “She has a dowry,” Gregory pointed out, keeping his voice lower as well. “One of the largest this Season. Other than the hostesses hoping for some of the drama surrounding the family to add excitement to their events, their wealth is a large part of what opened doors to them prior to my mother deciding to champion their cause.”

      The Dowager Duchess of Clarence had been the first of the haut ton to acknowledge the family, leading the way for her son and daughter-in-law and followed swiftly by Lady Astrid and the rest of Gregory’s ducal cohort. Which was how Nathanial had been introduced to her.

      Taking a deep breath to try to ease the constriction around his chest, Nathanial let it out slowly.

      “Yes, she has the dowry, but not the social connections nor the experience with the ton. I have barely begun to right the damage my father did to our family’s reputation, and I have three sisters to settle.” The bands around his chest were tightening again. Now he was having no difficulty keeping his voice down, so only Christian and Gregory could hear him, and he was grateful the others were so engrossed in their own conversations.

      Christian frowned.

      “Juliette… she should have made her come-out this year.”

      Count on Christian to remember something so insignificant. Gregory frowned as well.

      “That cannot be right,” Gregory started to say, but his voice trailed off.

      “Time does fly, does it not?” Nathanial asked wryly. He reached up to scrub his hand across his face. “Yes, under other circumstances, Juliette would have made her debut this year.”

      “Why did you not let her? I understand the cost, but the merchants would not have expected to be paid immediately.” Gregory’s frown deepened. “Or would they?”

      “To me? I expect they would have made an allowance with both Juliette and me on the marriage market, but I could not do that to her. My sisters will be able to marry whoever they want, using whatever criteria they want.”

      Both of his friends stared at him in silence for a long moment. Nathanial looked away, focusing on the glass of brandy in his hand, the heaviness of the cut crystal, the sharp edges pressing against his fingers as he lifted it and swirled the liquid inside.

      “You mean, you will not have Juliette put in the same position as you,” Gregory said softly, his voice full of sympathy and understanding.

      “What if she was willing?” Christian asked, frowning. “Why does it have to be you?”

      Nathanial’s grip on the glass tightened, the discomfort of the crystal digging into his skin turning to slight pain as he forced himself to relax his jaw so he could answer.

      “It is my responsibility. My father, as the duke, ran… everything into the ground. As the duke, it is up to me to repair it. I will not sacrifice any of my sisters upon the altar of marriage in order to fix a problem they had nothing to do with creating.”

      “You will only sacrifice yourself.” Christian’s voice was soft, almost as though he was speaking more to himself than to Nathanial. He sounded confused, like he could not understand why Nathanial would not look for a solution by any means necessary.

      Looking up, Nathanial met Gregory’s eyes. Christian had no other siblings, but Gregory had three half-sisters, who he doted on. Though they were far younger than him, arranging for their futures was something he already considered his responsibility. He nodded, his gaze full of understanding.

      Gregory knew what it was to bear the burden, as well as the responsibility, of a dukedom and family. Christian had no dependents, other than two grandmothers who got on famously and were perfectly able to take care of themselves—and each other.

      Perhaps one day, if he had daughters, he would understand then.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kalina

      The parlor was quieter without the gentlemen, the energy a little softer, less frenetic. The other ladies were no longer posing or artlessly flirting with their admirers but had fallen to chatting among themselves. Lady Blackstone’s set made their way to the most comfortable couches by the unlit fireplace. Kalina allowed herself to be led by Tiffany toward the window seat where Lady Johanna and Miss Belle were already sitting, slightly apart from the other young ladies who occupied a nearby grouping of chairs.

      Lady Johanna appeared wan, perhaps a trifle overwhelmed after being the center of the Duke of Montagu’s attentions over dinner. She managed a smile, though her eyes widened at Tiffany’s approach. Immediately, she jumped to her feet, Miss Belle hot on her heels, and spread her pearly grey skirts wide as she dipped into a curtsy of the appropriate degree.

      “Your Grace.” Both Lady Johanna and Miss Belle spoke the title almost simultaneously.

      “Please, let us not stand on ceremony,” Tiffany said, smiling broadly. “May Miss Little and I join you?”

      “Of course,” Lady Johanna said hastily, moving to the side to make room for them. “I could stand⁠—”

      “No, no, there is room for all four of us, even with our skirts,” Tiffany said, laughing lightly. She waved her hand, gesturing for Lady Johanna and Miss Belle to sit. They could hardly refuse her command. Kalina sat down as well on Tiffany’s other side. “Lady Astrid suggested we all get to know each other better. As both Bolton’s sister and Clarence’s wife, I have rather extensive knowledge of the peccadillos of their friends. Ah, and here is another who also knows the dukes quite well.”

      “The tragic dukes, you mean?” Delilah, the Baroness Ashfield, said as she walked up to join them. A footman obligingly appeared to pull a chair closer for her to sit in, and she thanked him before gracefully sitting down. Today, she wore pale yellow with a gold Grecian pattern edging the bottom hem of her skirts, a gold and cream fichu modestly covering the decolletage revealed by the gown’s low neckline. A single yellow gem on a gold chain hung between the delicate fichu’s lacy drapes. With her dark hair piled high on her head to contrast with the lighter colors of her dress and showing off earbobs to match her necklace, she was quite striking in appearance.

      “The tragic dukes?” Miss Belle asked, the corners of her mouth turning down and making Kalina blink in surprise. Perhaps she was a new companion to Lady Johanna? But the blonde debutante was frowning in confusion as well.

      Kalina had not seen either of them before, that she could recall, but she assumed they had been attending different events than her. There were certainly enough to go around.

      But how could they have been among the ton for any length of time without hearing about the tragic dukes?

      “Those gathered here,” Delilah said, gesturing broadly back toward the parlor door, and therefore back to the dining room where they’d left the gentlemen. “And the Duke of Grafton as well.”

      To her credit, she mentioned her former lover with nary a change of expression. Kalina’s heart ached for her. She’d been Grafton’s long-time lover, but now that he needed to marry, he’d separated himself from her and was looking among the debutantes for a bride. Kalina did not understand because it was obvious there were strong feelings between the two.

      As much as her father had explained about English society and customs, there were some things that were so illogical, they went beyond her comprehension.

      “Our fathers were killed in a hunting lodge… accident,” Tiffany said, a slight pause between two of the words that made Kalina blink, then wonder if she’d heard correctly. “All at once.”

      “My goodness! I am so sorry … please accept my condolences and apologies for the unthinking question.” Lady Johanna gripped the pale fabric of her skirt. “I also lost my father, not so long ago. It is… very difficult.”

      “It is. My condolences on your loss as well.” Tiffany smiled sympathetically with feeling. “I still miss him, but I do believe he would be proud of the duchess I have become.”

      Thinking of her own father, Kalina’s heart ached. She could not imagine losing him. Either of her parents.

      Pressing her lips together, Lady Johanna nodded, her gaze dropping.

      “That is why they are called the tragic dukes,” Delilah finished. “Though, of course, Society finds the tragedy utterly romantic as it resulted in a bevy of young, handsome dukes in need of wives all at once—and the first one was brash enough to have a love match.” She shot a speaking glance at Tiffany, who blushed prettily.

      “We did not mean to fall in love,” Tiffany retorted. “It just… happened.”

      “And every debutante in Society wishes it would ‘just happen’ to her,” Delilah teased, though there was a bit of an edge to her tone.

      It was not just the debutantes who wished a duke would fall in love with and marry them, Kalina suspected.

      She herself did not need love, though she did hope for companionship. Kindness. Desire. Someone who made her heart beat a little faster, yet with who she could speak easily, while the rest of the world faded away around them.

      Someone like the Duke of Hereford.

      Except she also wanted someone who would not pull away and close themselves off afterward. She wanted a husband who could, at least, be a true partner to her.

      And he must be a duke. She was lucky enough to still have her father, and all he wanted was to be acknowledged by his family. The dukes, Tiffany, Lady Johanna… they had all lost their fathers. Life was never guaranteed.
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