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			Beloved Reader,

			This is 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.
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			Your Author
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			Hathor

			My name is Hathor Du Bell.

			Not Heather, but Ha-­ther. However, not a soul exists outside of my family and our servants who pronounces my name properly, so my papa instructed that I correct people each and every time, for he was quite proud of my name—­Hathor, the Egyptian goddess of the sky, women, and love. As a child, I treasured nothing more than to listen to his tales of my ancient namesake. As an adult—­well, as much of an adult as I was permitted to be—­I felt quite goaded by the name, for my dear papa had left out one critical fact, which I realized on my own. The goddess Hathor was, and forever will be, in the shadow of the goddess Isis, and the Greek counterpart for Isis is Aphrodite—­the name my papa bestowed upon my elder sister. Thus, I always found myself overflowing with a childish desire to outshine her.

			It was a war I declared of my own volition.

			A war my sister did not even acknowledge, yet she defeated me in every battle. My sister was supremely victorious whether it was in music, dancing, reading, languages . . . beauty. Just like her ancient namesake, Aphrodite, was the ideal, the very measure of accomplishment. It had been two years, one month, two weeks, one day, and five hours since she had become known as Her Grace, the Duchess of Everely. Her greatest triumph. And though I was truly happy for her, there existed in me a deep hurt, an unattended wound somewhere within that left me in anguish. I knew not where this wound was, but I was sure of my attacker.

			It was Aphrodite.

			Even now, despite the distance between us, I felt her sword striking once more.

			“Pregnant!” my mama, Lady Deanna Du Bell, the Marchioness of Monthermer, all but proclaimed to us as she rushed into the study. “Aphrodite is pregnant!”

			“Truly? How wonderful!” My father grinned, tossing his book onto the table in haste to see the letter my mother waved like a royal decree before us. If anyone knew anything about my father, Lord Charles Du Bell, the Marquess of Monthermer, it was that he did not toss books lightly.

			“Yes, she is rather far along. She wished not to say anything until she was very well sure. Now that she is, she apologizes for not being able to make it this summer but assures us that despite persistent exhaustion and an insatiable appetite for bread-­and-­butter pudding, she is in good health.” My mother handed the letter to him, even though she had told him all its contents.

			The grin on my father’s white face was so wide I could count every wrinkle. “If I remember correctly, you were similarly afflicted while pregnant with Damon. The whole estate smelled like a bakery for weeks.”

			“Did someone say my name?” Damon questioned as he entered the study, carrying in his arms a small girl, not yet two, with light brown skin and the curliest brown hair. Immediately upon seeing her, my mother rushed to take her into her arms.

			“Mini, you are going to be a big cousin soon.” My mother kissed her cheek. The girl’s name was actually Minerva, Minerva Du Bell, as Damon had sought to keep Father’s tradition of styling all daughters after goddesses. However, everyone had taken to calling her Mini, a nickname bestowed by none other than our youngest sister, Abena, who was most glad to have someone younger to order around now. Mini, though, had no clue what Mother rambled to her.

			“Truly?” Damon smiled the same as our father as he stood next to him to see the letter. Over the years, I had noticed that while Damon looked completely like our mother, he had inherited all of our father’s personality traits—­except book reading. Mother’s skin was a warm brown, just like Damon’s, and their eyes were the same shade of dark brown. “What grand news. I will write to Evander to congratulate him. If the boy is born before Christmas, maybe we will spend the new year with them at Everely since they cannot make it this summer.”

			“The boy?” My father chuckled. “How are you so certain the child will be a boy?”

			“Did you not say Mother was similar when pregnant with me? Odite always does everything in Mother’s image. Besides, Evander has a daughter already, so I’m sure a boy will supply some comfort,” Damon explained.

			“Strange that you provided no such comfort with your birth, only greater concern.” My father chuckled, causing Damon to roll his eyes, which then fell upon me as I sat in the corner of the room behind my easel.

			“Hathor? I did not even realize you were in here,” Damon said.

			“Yes, I noticed. Mama did not either,” I replied as I sketched the book stacks behind them to the best of my ability.

			“I very well did notice you, my dear. I was merely waiting for you to offer your excitement at this joyous news. Why are you just sitting there?” my mother said as she bounced Mini in her arms. And they all looked at me, waiting.

			I did not wish to come across as cruel or petty, but for some reason, I could not muster the emotions they sought from me.

			“I am quite happy for Odite, Mama,” I said, setting my pencil down and rising to my feet. It was the truth, though not entirely. “I was only pondering why it has taken so long for her to become pregnant. I thought all one needed was a husband to have a child. Though I am not exactly sure what the process is—­”

			“I should go tell Silva the news. Come, Mini, let’s find your mama,” Damon quickly cut in, lifting his daughter out of our mother’s arms, kissing both of Minerva’s cheeks, and making the little girl giggle.

			“And I am expected by the men to make inspections of the grounds. Hopefully, we will have more than enough to hunt and keep our guests occupied,” my father said, kissing Mother’s cheek first before coming to give me a slight hug. “You must show me your work later, my dear girl. Hopefully, your depiction of me is benevolent since your mother still refuses to tell me where to find the fountain of youth she drinks from.”

			“Clearly, your books have given way to gross imagination,” my mother replied, and he offered a wink before quickly going on his way, seeking to escape this conversation, as all men desired to do. I never understood why until last spring, when Verity—­Evander’s younger sister and my second mortal enemy—­had offered the truth about the relations between men and women, now that she was married herself.

			It was so . . . vulgar that I believed her to be playing some sort of trick on me, but I could not ask or speak of it to anyone else. And the way everyone acted when I even slightly mentioned the topic seemed to prove her words true, for if it was not as uncouth as it seemed, why shy away from speaking on the matter?

			“They have fled,” I said, looking at my mother.

			“As you intended them to.”

			“I merely wished—­”

			“Hathor, do not think me the fool simply because I do not say what I know,” she stated and stepped up, cupping my cheeks. “Whatever you think you’ve learned from Verity will be further explained by a husband of your very own.”

			“Should one ever manifest,” I muttered, stepping out of her grasp, and returning to my easel. “London provided no such person . . . again. I dare say, I met the very worst men, and now we must try my luck here before the end of the season.”

			“By whose fault is that?” She followed after me. “You had three perfectly suitable gentlemen call upon you, all of whom you staunchly rejected. I believed you would grow up and rid yourself of this fanciful idea of becoming a duchess—­”

			“I have!” Mainly because there were no more dukes to be found in the land; I had checked—­twice. And because it had come to my attention, by an unsightly character, that my reputation had taken a slight blow of late. Just thinking of what that horrid person said enraged me once more. To think such awful men lurked about our ton was dreadful.

			“Then what was wrong with Lord Galbert?” My mother’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.

			“He is a known entomologist, and I can barely stand the sight of a ladybug.”

			“That was no reason to deny him outright. Opposites often find attraction to each other.”

			“I have no desire to attract anything or anyone that attracts insects, Mama. I could not even feign the slightest interest and would find myself running from him in terror if one of those creatures was still upon his person.”

			“What of Lord Morrison? He was a nice man—­”

			“He laughed when Father called me a rather proficient artist during dinner.”

			“It was nothing more than a nervous chuckle, Hathor.”

			“It felt like condescension.” I did not have very many talents as it was, and he seemed completely unimpressed by me.

			“And Mr. Bennett? What was his great fault, then? I noticed he took an abundance of interest in your art and complimented you profusely.”

			I did not wish to answer as I picked up my canvas.

			“Well?”

			“Mama, must I say?”

			“Say what? You never explained why you all but ran him from our home.”

			“He was ugly!”

			“Hathor!”

			“What? I felt like I was going mad as you all pretended not to notice the horrid condition of his face! The only person who dared say anything was Abena, and you locked her away in her room for it.”

			“Hathor, will you seek to find fault in everyone? You give no one a chance, and as such, I fear for your reputation. You will not find all you want in a man.”

			“Aphrodite did. Why is it possible for her and not me? Why is she always the fortunate one?”

			“Do you not think your sister suffered? Were you not there at her door when she wept? Do you believe these last two years have been easy for her at Everely?”

			“Yet it always works out for her somehow, Mother. She always gets what she wants in the end. Meanwhile, I am told to settle for gentlemen she would never have even considered. I know I am not a famed beauty, as she is, or as beloved by the queen or by you, Father, or even Damon as she is, but at the very least, I should measure in a husband.” I muttered the last part looking down at my canvas. I had drawn my father’s nose too big.

			“When you speak like this, Hathor, it hurts my heart deeply, for it is utter lies. You know it. You are a great beauty and very well loved by us all.”

			I sighed. “I do know it, Mama. I never said I was not beautiful, nor did I say you all did not love me. I—­”

			“You merely keep comparing yourself to your sister. And it is unfair to you, her, and the rest of us. She is living her life, and you ought to do the same. That starts by measuring suitors not by Aphrodite’s standards but by yours. The most important thing is that they bring comfort to you.”

			“I am trying, but they are all . . . wrong. Lord Galbert, Lord Morrison, and Mr. Bennett stirred nothing in me.”

			“Did you even give them a chance? Love does not happen overnight. Like your art, it comes stroke by stroke and never looks perfect until completed. If you give up each time a mere line is drawn, nothing ever comes of it, my dear.”

			I sighed, and my shoulders dropped. “I did not think this would be so hard, Mama. I’ve tried so much, but it has been two years since my debut and yet—­”

			“One of your greatest strengths is your tenacity, so do not let it falter now. Especially when I have worked so hard planning these festivities.”

			The London season was almost over. My mother thought a change of scenery and fewer distractions within the city would tilt the odds in my favor. So she had selectively invited the very best of society to be hosted for a weeklong gathering upon our estate, Belclere Castle. It was rare for us to hold such gatherings, as my father believed London was for entertainment and the castle was for rest. Seldomly was anyone welcome but distant relatives and the royal family, though the latter had not been here since my birth.

			Nevertheless, the queen had spoken so highly of her stay here that many often sought an invitation. Consequently, not one person had failed to send word of their attendance. Everyone would be here tomorrow. Then I would have a little more than a week to find my husband and return to London triumphantly to conclude the season at the queen’s yearly finale ball, before traveling contentedly into my future on some other grand estate.

			“Yes, Mama, your plans are perfect but obvious, so much so that I fear what shall be said if I do not find anyone still.” Part of me was grateful she put such effort in for me, but another part felt embarrassed that the exertion was needed.

			“Fears I also share since you are so reluctant to rid yourself of this pitiful disposition,” Mother said as there was a knock at the door. “Enter.”

			Ingrid, my mother’s right hand and head housekeeper—­whose dark hair seemed to grow grayer with each passing day—­entered. “Your Ladyship, a letter from Lady Verity for Lady Hathor has arrived.”

			“Oh, good. Since she and Aphrodite managed to wed in the same year, it may also be an announcement of her pregnancy. Let it rain children from on high.” Just when I thought my mood could not be any more sullen. I sat back down as my mother read over the letter, waiting for my torment and carefully examining her face for any hint of what I should ready myself to hear. Her brown eyes looked over the words slowly, giving away nothing before she handed the letter to me.

			“Read it for yourself and see how much others care for you since you so clearly need a reminder,” she replied before leaning in and kissing my head. “I shall go check over the lists for our guests. Join me once you finish.”

			I nodded, waiting as she and Ingrid stepped out of the study, leaving me staring down at the letter with a date from eight days ago. Inhaling till my chest puffed and then exhaling slowly, I flipped it open and began to read.

			June 16, 1815

			Dearest Hathor,

			I can only imagine the sulk upon you at receiving this message from me, the greatest of all traitors, as you so often proclaim. I am unsure when you shall forgive me for my treacherous act of falling in love, though I commend you on your unwavering ability to hold a grudge. I also thank you for the lovely painting you created of Theodore and me for his birthday. He and I were so incredibly moved by it that it now hangs above the fireplace in our drawing room at Glassden.

			I greatly wished to have kept you company this season, but Theodore and his father have found it impossible to leave Cheshire. I will not dampen your spirits with the details, as they have done mine. Instead, I shall wish hope upon you. I hope that before the year is done, you will also find someone who makes you smile even on the hardest of days. I believe one of love’s greatest powers is the courage to persevere, not for ourselves but for others. I will not speak on any of its other powers, for I know my godmother would have read this as well, and I fear another one of her stern talks with me. Besides, it is much more fun to discover them on your own.

			I pray this letter finds you in good health, as I am, Hathor.

			Your most unrelated sister,

			Verity

			“For a person who once proclaimed to know so little of love, you now speak rather confidently on the matter.” I spoke to the letter as if she were able to hear my reply. Glancing over the words once more, I could not help the smallest of smiles that appeared across my lips. I could see the happiness in her words, despite whatever troubles were occurring. The revelation of her relationship with Sir—­then Dr.—­Darrington left me nearly too shocked to speak. I had questioned why Mother even supported the match; they were so clearly unsuited. The answer came at their wedding, for never had I seen Verity grin so wide or heard her laugh so loud.

			The melancholy cloud that seemed to hover over her and her life had burst. She’d been transformed, shining like the sun was always upon her. I believed that was the moment she became my second-­worst enemy. Before Verity, I had only ever been envious of my sister Aphrodite. It was the most unwelcome feeling, and I would not rest until I rid myself of it, but the only way to do so was to find a husband. And a husband I would find, even if I had to roam the countryside on horseback!

			Folding the letter and leaving my painting, I marched out of the study, the butlers and maids shifting out of my path as they went on their way to prepare the rooms for our guests. I did not run, as that would have been improper, but I hastily made my way into the drawing room, where my mother stood in the center of several servants, like a general organizing their troops for battle.

			“I have regained my wits and spirits, Mama!”

			“Good. Do try to hold on to them, for I have just been informed the queen is coming.”

			“The queen? As in the queen?” I gasped out. “Whatever for? But all her sons are . . . are . . .”

			“Do not finish that sentence!” She snapped at me and I closed my mouth quickly. “Her Majesty is coming I presume to make an introduction of her nephew, Prince Wilhelm Augustus Karl von Edward of Malrovia.”

			She lifted the letter in her hand, the one with the royal seal, for me to read.

			But even upon seeing it I still could not believe it. I took the paper and read it not once but twice before glancing up at her, a grin spreading across my face the way fire did across leaves.

			“Mama!”

			“Contain yourself—­”

			“Ah!” I screamed and jumped up and down, holding the letter to my chest.

			“Hathor!” She hollered at me and I quickly ceased all movements but still could not rid myself of my smile.

			“Mama, I very well may become a princess.” That was much much greater than a duchess!

			“Hathor, I beg of you, please do not lose your head or forget that there will be a great number of other ladies in attendance who will also seek his attentions.”

			“Very true, Mama, and I would worry if not for the fact that the queen is coming herself. Do you not see what that means?” I said, taking a deep breath. I read the letter for a third time. “She wishes to introduce him to us, to me, before any other suitors may have my hand. If not, she would simply wait for her end of the season ball to present him to society.”

			I could not believe it. This was perfect! This solved everything!

			“You are losing yourself, my dear,” she said, taking the letter back from my hands. “Royals are very . . . complex. We know nothing of this prince or the queen’s intentions. For her to come out into society surely means there is something altogether not right. Do not, and I mean do not, put much faith in this. It very well could come to nothing.”

			“Mama, is it so much to simply allow me to hope? Must you crush my spirits so bitterly?” I sighed, heavily frowning at her. Just like that my excitement was gone. When she opened her mouth to speak I shook my head. “Never mind, I am tired, please excuse me.”

			I did not wait to hear her before taking my leave. I paused until the doors closed, grabbed on to the sides of my dress to lift it in order to run as fast as I could to my father’s library.

			Grinning wide, I couldn’t wait to learn all about this kingdom I was about to marry into. I could see it written now . . . 

			Princess Hathor Du Bell of Malrovia!

			Oh splendid! Most splendid!

			Take that, Aphrodite!
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			Hathor

			“What are you doing?” Abena said as she burst into my room, dressed in her nightshirt, her light brown curly hair not wrapped for bed but a tangled mess.

			“Nothing. Now go away,” I replied as I scanned the work on my bed. She did not go away. Instead, she rushed, and I quickly grabbed the papers before she could make a mess of them. “Abena, I am in no mood for your antics tonight as I am very busy trying to set the course of my life.”

			“You’ve been doing that forever! Maybe you need help!” she stated as she jumped onto the bed, and I fought the urge to kick her right off the edge. But as I was now the eldest sister in the house, it was my duty to be mature.

			“Even if I did, which I don’t, you are a child, so you are no help to me at this moment, Abena, merely an annoyance,” I replied, sitting up against my pillows.

			“I am not a child. I am twelve years old now,” she said as she continued to jump like a child upon my bed. “I know a great many things.”

			“Yes, you know a great deal about food, getting Mother to call for wine, and sneaking around upon the grounds. I look to do none of those things, and as such, your help is not required. Please go away now, Abena.” Still she did not listen and instead grabbed one of the pages of my notes from me so quickly that I could not stop her. “Abena!”

			“Prince Wilhelm, age twenty-­four—­”

			Taking the pillow, I smacked her so hard she nearly fell off the bed, and instead of taking it as a warning, the mad little squirrel jumped back up on her feet and grabbed my other pillow in defense, a wide grin on her face.

			“Abena, no I—­”

			She smacked me right across my head, the papers in my hands flying everywhere. “Papa says violence brings forth further violence, so you deserve that!”

			“I will show you violence, you little bug!” I hollered, scrambling to get onto my feet as she continued to hit me. Taking the pillow, I smacked her repeatedly, feathers pouring out in every direction until I hit her with such force that she slipped onto the floor with a large thud. Eyes wide, I dropped the weapon in my hands to check on her. “Abena, are you all right—­”

			The words were shoved back down my throat as her pillow hit my face dead on, the pain upon my nose and lips making my eyes water.

			“You lose!” She stuck her tongue out at me, now back on her feet.

			“What you’re about to lose is your hair!” I reached for her, but she ran, so I ran after her. She’d just about made it to the doors when they were wrenched open. I feared it was our mother, but it was only Ingrid, still wearing her day clothes. She held a candle as she glared down at us, something she only ever did in our mother’s stead by her permission, which meant Mother was quite aware of what was occurring but did not have the energy to come down and lecture us herself.

			“My ladies, your mother has asked that I deliver this message,” she said, and both Abena and I stood still, waiting. “She says if she ventures down and finds even one thing out of place in either of your rooms, she will see to it that neither of you sees the light of day till you are her age. And that would be most unfortunate for you, Lady Hathor, as all activities becoming of a lady occur during the day.”

			“It’s not unfortunate for me—­”

			Quickly, I wrapped my hand over Abena’s lips, pulling her back to my chest. “Thank you, Mrs. Collins. We shall tidy up before going to bed.”

			Ingrid nodded before turning from my door and walking down the hall as quietly as a ghost. I stuck my head out to watch when I felt a wetness on the inside of my hand. Then, releasing the wild child, I checked to see that she had indeed licked me. “Honestly, are you a dog, Abena?”

			“If it gets me out of cleaning. Woof!” she said and took off running.

			I gritted my teeth and stomped my foot to stop myself from yelling at her and truly bringing the ire of Mother upon myself. Turning to enter my room, I froze at the sight of the chaos before me: papers, feathers, and bedding all scattered across the floor—­that little evil bug.

			“Do you need help?”

			I startled to see Devana behind me, wearing a dressing gown, her long, curly blonde hair in a single braid to the side of her head. In one hand she held a candle and in the other a bucket. Of all of us, she’d taken the most after Father, including his height, for despite the four years between us, she was nearly taller than me now. In fact, she had blossomed so much in the last two years that one would think we were the same age.

			“Hathor?” she called, tilting her head to the side. “Come, let’s start so you may rest and have energy for the morning.”

			“You have been rather helpful of late, Devana, when you need not be,” I said as I followed her inside, closing the door and eyeing her carefully. Devana was often in her own little world, just her and her piano. Abena and I could be tearing down the castle, and Devana would continue playing as if she had been hired by the queen for a concerto. It wasn’t that she was uncaring. Instead, she preferred to mind her own business quietly. But lately, she’d been hovering about Mama and me, and now, before bed, she’d come ready to pick up pillow feathers. That was very unlike her. “What is going on with you?”

			“Nothing. I merely wish to help my older sister. Why are you so suspicious of kindness?” she said, picking the white feathers one by one off the center of my bed, but in doing so, she lifted one of my papers.

			“Don’t look!” I rushed to her, taking the sheet from her hand, but it was too late. Sadly, she was just as fast a reader as Aphrodite.

			“Are these the notes you’ve collected about the prince?” she asked, staring back with her bright blue eyes.

			“You’ve heard of him?”

			“The entire castle heard of him the moment you screamed in glee,” she teased, and I glared at her.

			“I did not scream.”

			“Squealed then?”

			I tried not to laugh. “I might have done that slightly.”

			She giggled. “Mama has turned the whole castle over to make space for the queen. I still cannot believe she is coming or that you seek to marry a prince.”

			“You do not think it is possible for me either?” Did no one have faith in my dreams?

			“I think anything is possible for you, sister,” she replied, taking a seat on my bed and causing it to bounce slightly.

			“Good, as you ought to.” I nodded, moving to take a seat beside her. “Now, did you come only to tease or is there something the matter?”

			“I came merely to see you because I was interested.”

			“Interested? In what?”

			“All of it. How to court, how to . . . garner attention.”

			“Since when do you care for anything beyond the piano?”

			“I am no longer a child, Hathor, but a lady of sixteen. In two years, Mama will bring me into society as well. So, is this not the time to begin taking an interest?” she asked, and a suspicious feeling crept upon me. I did not know much about others, but I knew my sisters. Devana had only ever had one interest in her life: music. Now, all of a sudden, she wished to know about suitors. I leaned closer and closer until my face was right before hers.

			“Do you like someone,” I said—­not asked—­only to see her pink lips tucked for the briefest of seconds before she shook her head.

			“What? No. Of course not! Not at all! I know no one to like—­”

			“You protest far too much!” I gasped, seeing the look of panic on her face. “You like someone!”

			“Shh! Hathor!”

			“Be honest, Devana.”

			She sighed and hung her head. “You must swear not to say a word, Hathor.”

			My eyes widened while she gripped her white hands tightly. “Have you— Who is— When did— What is happening? Does Mama know?”

			“Nothing is happening, and Mama does not know, as there is nothing to know. It is a mere crush, that is all. The gentleman in question does not even know I exist. But please do not say anything, Hathor. Please.” She grabbed my hand, and I realized then that the sister I thought I knew was gone. Just like Verity, her personality had shifted, all from this force called love, this force that continued to skip over me as if I were invisible.

			“Hathor, swear you will not say anything of it,” she begged again, and the panicked look on her face was the only thing that stirred me from my rising shock.

			I nodded slowly before the words finally made it out of my lips. “I swear. But, Devana, you are not—­”

			“Do not worry. I promise I will not do anything foolish or against the rules, not that I can anyway.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“I told you that he does not know I exist.”

			“You are a Du Bell. Everyone knows you exist,” I reminded her, squeezing her hands to calm her. “What is his name?”

			“You are terrible at keeping secrets so I shall not risk sharing any more information. I’ve said too much as it is.”

			“I very well can keep a secret, and besides, it’s best you tell me. Do you not fear I shall come upon him during his time here and steal him away?”

			“With your eyes focused squarely on your prince? I doubt it.” She giggled and shook her head. “Besides, he shall not be here, for he is currently employed as an officer and serving our great country.”

			“An officer? Is he at war? Where did you even come across such a man?”

			“I will not say any more,” she replied as she released my hands.

			“Why did you say anything at all? Or is this your plot to torment me?” I huffed and crossed my arms as I glared at her.

			She twirled the end of her blonde braid. “I told you because . . . I just felt . . . I felt as if I would combust if I did not speak the words to someone. These feelings in my chest make me feel as if I cannot breathe, and I do not know what to do, so I thought I would tell my big sister. You will not betray me, will you?”

			Who is this person? I thought but instead shook my head no. “I will not betray you. Now, go on to bed. It is late.”

			“What of your room?”

			“That is a problem for the morning,” I replied gently. “Go on and speak no more of these feelings until you are out in society, or Mama will wring your neck.”

			“Thank you, big sister.” She smiled at me before placing the bucket at the foot of my bed and walking to the door.

			I waited until she was just about to leave before saying, “I love you, little sister.”

			“And I you. I pray all your hard work will come to fruition, princess,” she said and closed the door behind her. I stood in my feather-­infested room, unable to grasp the magnitude of what I had just learned.

			My little sister had a love story brewing before me. First, it was Aphrodite, then Verity, and now Devana?

			At this rate, I would not be surprised if Abena had a suitor waiting for her. There was heaviness upon my shoulders, a pressure that grew so strong I slowly sank beside the bucket and pulled my legs to my chest. Had I ever even liked someone? I mean truly liked someone so much I was aching to speak the words aloud as Devana had now? No, I could not say I had.

			At the age of twenty, I had secured no great feelings for any gentleman. Was there something wrong with me? Aphrodite, too, had fallen in love with Evander at sixteen. And if I recall correctly, that was the age at which my mother had wed my father. Was that when we were meant to be in love? If so, did that mean I had missed my chance? No, Verity was eighteen when she wed. Would that mean Devana would wed immediately upon entering society as well? What if I couldn’t succeed in gaining Prince Wilhelm’s attentions? What if I failed this season and still had not found someone in two years’ time? Devana would marry before me. No. Mama would not allow it. She would see me wed first, but that would mean I was postponing another couple’s happiness, would it not? Surely that would not bring forth good karma.

			I gripped the side of my head, an ache growing within. I did not wish to think any longer. I crawled onto my bed and lay down, swatting the feathers from my face before closing my eyes. Hopefully, the morning would bring me relief and renewed energy to figure out my life before it was too late. Just as I felt I had finally drifted off, my name was called as if it were a call to arms.

			“By heavens, Lady Hathor!”

			My eyes snapped open only for a second before I shut them again, the brightness of the light nearly blinding me. Rolling over onto my side, I tried to sleep more when I felt a slight slap on my back.

			“Lady Hathor, you must wake up this moment. And why is your room in such a state!” Bernice, my maid, questioned as she fought to take the bedsheets from me.

			“Abena,” I grumbled, trying to hold on to the sheets and use them to cover my ears. How was it morning already? I had only just closed my eyes.

			“Your mother is already awake and demands you arise at once, Lady Hathor.”

			How mama was always able to wake with the sun was beyond me, but it could not be healthy. I would have to write to Verity and demand that she ask her husband to warn my mother of the harm lack of sleep would cause.

			“Lady Hathor, please, on your feet.”

			“I am so tired. Can I please stay in bed—­”

			“You cannot, for guests are arriving within the hour!”

			I sat up as if hounds had chased me from my bed, turning over to stare at her in shock. “Arriving? Have the queen and Prince Wilhelm arrived? But I am not ready!”

			“No. But this is why you must awake now, my lady,” she said, reaching into my hair to pick out the feathers. Where my headscarf had gone, I did not know, nor did I have time to care. I rushed from bed as she called for assistance, and when I sat at my vanity I saw I would need every bit of it. I was quickly washed and cleared of any feathers before Bernice came to arrange my hair.

			“Shall you keep all of it up, my lady?”

			I thought about it for a moment before shaking my head.

			“No, not yet, I wish it to be presentable but not so it looks forced. This is my home; I ought to look relaxed but not too relaxed, all the other ladies will not be so fashionable after their journey here. I wish not to look as Lady Ellen did last year.” We’d all arrived at her estate dressed rather modestly, for it took us five days to reach her home, and she greeted us with four different feathers in her hair, several rows of pearls around her neck, and the newest of lace-­trimmed gowns.

			The other ladies were not pleased by the display, feeling as though she sought to embarrass them, and therefore snubbed her terribly for the remainder of their stay. It grew so bad that the gentlemen, who were often quite clueless, noticed and chose to distance themselves as well. To them, any lady rejected by her own sex must surely be dreadful in some manner. One simple oversight and it all came to ruin for Lady Ellen. I would not make such a blunder. I doubt any of them had gotten word that the queen was coming, and so for me to be so done up would be even more egregious.

			I could not come off too strong.

			“Yes, my lady, I shall twist it to the side and leave a slight curl over your shoulder,” Bernice said, already at work. The unperturbed focus and dedication on her round freckled face brought calm to my nerves.

			This. This was the week. It had to be . . . but what if it wasn’t? What if this did not work? What if he did not like me? What if . . . what if Mama was right and there was something horribly wrong with him? What if he was mad like the king? Again, what if he did not like me and found some other lady here much better suited for him than I?

			Feeling my nerves build once more, I turned back to my room as the other maids cleaned. “Quickly, hand me my papers. I must go over them once more just in case—­”

			“My lady, you must remain calm.” Bernice placed her hands on my shoulders, forcing me to meet her gaze in the mirror. “No papers shall help now, you must simply go and show him all your greatness.”

			What greatness can be shown to a prince? was what I wished to ask, for he had already seen so much of this world. But I said nothing and let her continue.

			“Worry not. I am certain he will be the man of your dreams and all the world will stop along with your heart at the sight of him.” She giggled.

			“I believe that is called the rapture, not romance,” I replied, playing with the curl she placed over my shoulder, making her laugh. “But I shall be fine with either at this point in time. For if I cannot make him love me with this much effort, let the world come to a splendid end.”

			All the maids looked at me.

			I sighed, rising to my feet. “I jest.”

			Though not entirely.

			Hearing the voices of the footmen, I moved over to my window to see the staff making preparations. If only there were some prayer, some mystical power I could whisper to and have this all done as if it were a fairy tale.

			I wanted us to smile at each other until both of our faces hurt. I wished to dance together until we both collapsed from exhaustion. I desired to hold his hand and . . . and do all Verity said we were meant to do with each other.

			Flirt.

			Hug.

			Kiss.

			And . . . make love.

			Oh, how I desired it.

			“Lady Hathor, we must be going. Your mother wishes for you to be there to greet the guests upon their arrival.”

			Please be the one, please be everything.
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			Hathor

			“Hathor, why are you just standing there?” My mother, dressed in purple with two strands of pearls around her neck, called from the bottom of the stairs, a whole litter of servants behind her. “Hurry, we must greet our guests.”

			“Coming,” I said as I rushed to her side.

			“Now remember, we shall stay to greet just the first six or seven before we join everyone inside.”

			“When will the queen arrive, Mama?” I asked as we began to walk toward the door, though she was still overlooking the entryway for any last-­minute imperfections.

			“Her Majesty will have the good sense to come the very latest possible, so as to make sure no one upstages her grand entrance. Do not expect her . . . or the prince you truly inquire about, to come until the evening or tomorrow,” she said to me and then stopped when she saw Ingrid, who somehow managed to look both stoic and frazzled at the same time. “Ingrid, are all the refreshments prepared?”

			“Yes, your ladyship, everything is already laid out upon trays and they shall be served the moment the guests enter the grand hall.”

			“Perfect.” Mother nodded to her and adjusted the gardenia arranged by the doors to impart a pleasant aroma as everyone entered.

			When we stepped outside, I saw my brother Damon and his wife were standing beside my father. Baby Mini must have been with her nanny or my sisters. Silva fidgeted with her yellow dress, trying to calm herself, though I did not understand why. She had long been married to my brother. She even had a child, so what did she have to fear from the ladies of society now?

			Taking a step beside her, I teased, “I see you’ve sought to outshine me today, sister-­in-­law, but it is in vain, for I shall be the prettiest today like every other day.”

			She glanced at me, eyes wide, but it was Damon who quickly spoke to her defense.

			“I beg your pardon?” he scoffed. “Where is Aphrodite when you need her? Someone has grown rather bold of late. I take it you see yourself as a princess already?”

			“Laugh while you can, brother, for soon you will be bowing and I will not be able to see your face at all,” I replied with my chin lifted. And of course, despite his age, he pushed me. I stumbled and stared back at him in shock.

			“Forgive me, Your Highness.” He laughed to himself.

			I was prepared to resort to the same antics when my other tormentor arrived.

			“Can I push her too?” Abena called now, standing alongside our brother Hector. If not for him holding her arm, she’d have already done it.

			“No, you may not! Damon, as a father, do you not believe you should set a better example?” I snapped at him.

			“No, not at all,” he replied, making his wife giggle as she shook her head at him.

			“Damon,” she admonished him.

			“What? It is her fault for daring to assume she could be the prettiest woman here while you stand before us,” he said to her, making her smile and me wish to throw sand in my eyes.

			“Thank you, my dear, but Hathor is right. She will quite surely be the most stunning today,” Silva replied back and leant over to me. “Do not fret, this is your week.”

			“Quite right. Try not to scare him off, Hathor, Mother’s nerves might not be able to handle any more disappointment this season,” Damon replied.

			“If he should try to flee, big brother, I will call upon your assistance to hold him captive, since you are so concerned.”

			Next to me, our father and younger brother, Hector, both snickered as I lifted my head high.

			“With that statement, I am more concerned for this prince and our reputation at court than I am about you,” Damon said, shaking his head.

			“A brother without loyalty? What a shame. I shall have to count on you then, Hector.” I looked at the boy beside me. He was another person growing beyond comparison and nearly at my height now.

			Hector grinned and nodded to me. “Don’t worry, Hathor. I shall wrestle down whomever you wish. Merely point to the gentleman.”

			“Why don’t we leave this to the traditional methods of introduction and not have all of society under the impression that I have raised wild ruffians,” my mother said. Then, she gave us all a stern glare, forcing us to stand upright and properly once more. The only person unafraid and insensible was, of course, Abena.

			“Mama, if this is all for Hathor, why must I be out here? Devana gets to stay inside and play. I want to go too.” Abena sighed heavily, kicking the gravel.

			The mention of Devana made me feel guilty. Devana was not outside because Mother clearly saw what I did—­she looked increasingly more like a young lady than a child. As she was not yet out in society and Mother wished to see me married first, Devana was forced to stay inside. Part of me was grateful that the attention was solely upon me, but another part felt bad that Devana would be hidden away. If it were me, I would surely be sour over such things. However, Devana did not care in the least.

			“Abena, you are to go where I tell you and I tell you to be here,” Mother stated, and Abena sighed dramatically.

			“Shall we wager how long it will take for Hathor to lose her composure and faint, as the latter has become her signature in society?” Damon asked her, making Silva giggle.

			Abena nodded eagerly. Before she spoke I clasped my hand over her mouth. “Young ladies ought not wager anything. And old men . . . big brother, should not teach children such things.”

			“Father, if I am old, what are you?” Damon questioned and my mouth dropped open.

			“Something older than old is called ancient,” Hector answered him.

			“You turncoat! I thought you were on my side!” I called out to my younger brother as he, as well as the rest of my family, laughed at me. “Mama, do you not hear how they all mistreat me?”

			“No, my dear, for at some point, you all start to sound like squabbling chickens. What was said?”

			My father chuckled the loudest and it was now Damon’s turn to pretend he did not hear. He took his wife’s hand and placed it on his arm. I watched as a smile spread on her lips at us all. None of us could say anything more as we saw and heard the approaching carriages in the distance. It was as if they had all planned to arrive at once. The first group, of course, was my father’s friends Lord Hardinge, Lord Bolen, and Lord and Lady Fancot, along with their daughter, Lady Amity. Mother was expecting Lord Fancot and all his family, as they were still quite set that I marry their son, Henry Par­wens, but they did not know he had confessed to me that he was in love with another. So I knew he would not be in attendance.

			“Charles!” Lord Hardinge rushed up to us, quite excited for a man who had come on such a long journey.

			“Benjamin, what is the haste? I promise not a soul has touched any of the cranberry pies yet.” My father chuckled as he greeted him.

			“While I do always look forward to your kitchen’s pies, Charles, I must speak of something much more important. I have news of the war that arrived to me just yesterday, great battles taking place, they say at this very moment, Nap—­”

			“Benjamin, we shall speak more inside,” my father cut in, and it was only then that Lord Hardinge paused to see the rest of us looking at him with rising concern, especially my mother.

			“Yes, of course.” He nodded to Father and looked at my mother, offering her a polite smile. However, the mood had soured greatly. It was not just him, but every man who arrived seemed to have news about the war, and so instead of going for refreshments in the great hall, they all moved to my father’s study to speak freely amongst male company.

			“You should go see to them now.” My mother frowned and looked at my father. “Have your conversations but do try to coax them from the library into the hall before the queen arrives or it shall be chaos.”

			“I shall do my best, my love, but there is nothing men enjoy more than to become generals of wars they are not fighting in.” My father sighed as he turned back to the castle. He only paused when we heard another carriage approaching. I smiled as I recognized it.

			The moment it pulled to a stop, I stepped forward to see His Grace the Duke of Imbert along with his wife and, of course, Lady Clementina Rowley. She exited last, dressed in a soft bluish lavender, with all of her very long dark hair pulled back high. She stood as tall as ever and had a bright smile on her face.

			I curtsied as my parents greeted them. Clementina immediately came to me and took my arm.

			“How many gentlemen have arrived thus far?” she whispered. And this was one of the reasons I liked her. We shared a clear purpose and goal—­to be wed before the year end.

			“Nine. However, we are expecting eight more for certain,” I whispered back as I led her toward the door.

			“Oh, good. I was right to wear this dress for my arrival then. You know periwinkle is my finest color,” she replied.

			“Let us pray they notice us today, though I doubt it on account of the news.”

			“What news?”

			“You have not heard? Well, we have only just gotten word as well. Apparently, a great many battles have been fought against Napoleon recently.”

			“Have we lost?”

			“We better not have, especially this week of all weeks.” I frowned as we entered, only to watch as my brother and Lord Covington, one of his old friends, headed toward the library. “It shall kill the spirits of everyone here, and who can find a husband under such circumstances?”

			“You never know. It may hasten these gentlemen’s resolve to marry, for doom is a very good motivator.”

			I glanced at her, and she glanced back, then together, we giggled as we entered the hall, decorated with the finest of our roses and glasses upon glasses of port piled together into a tower. A painstaking endeavor that had gone unnoticed as the women whispered amongst themselves . . . however, their conversation was not at all about the war.

			“Hathor, is it true?” Lady Amity, a blur of red hair, appeared right before Clementina and me like a wall, not allowing either of us to step by, with several other ladies behind her.

			“Is what true? The war? I do not know—­”

			“Of course not the war! The prince!” Amity snapped at me.

			“Prince? What prince?” Clementina questioned, looking to me.

			Right. For the briefest of seconds, I had forgotten.

			“My mama has heard that the queen is coming with her nephew, a prince, to find him a wife,” Amity pressed, stepping forward. “Hathor, is it true? Why have you not said anything? Did you mean to hide it from us?”

			I could see their eyes slowly readying to shun me as they had poor Lady Ellen, who was also here. Despite the fact they had only arrived minutes ago and I had not had a chance to say a word. But that would not save me from them. I glanced around as though I were wary of anyone hearing us.

			“It is not yet confirmed but most likely true—­” Just like I had, they squealed, forcing me to lift my fingers to my lips to calm them down. “The queen wished to come as a surprise, so I was not at liberty to say anything. When she arrives, you must still act as if you did not hear any word of it . . . Truly. The last thing we wish to do is upset Her Majesty.”

			They nodded but were now around me as hunting dogs to pheasants.

			“Do you know anything of him, his name?”

			“What country is he from?”

			“How old is he?”

			“Is he the heir to the throne?” Lady Ellen questioned.

			“Do not be ridiculous. If he was to be the next king, he would not be here; young ladies would be sent to his palace,” Amity snipped back and looked at me, waiting. “Well? What do you know, Hathor?”

			“You all do know I am competition, right?” I said to them, folding my arms. “Why would I inform my rivals of anything more than I already have?”

			“Hathor!” They called my name in chorus.

			I sighed. “Very well, his name is Prince Wilhelm Augustus Karl von Edward of Malrovia, he is twenty-­four, from what I have gathered. He’s fourth in line for the throne. His elder brother already has two sons. That is all I know. Now am I free to go?”

			I did not wait for a reply, and arm in arm with Clementina, I managed to escape.

			“Well done on your part for quelling that uprising,” she muttered to me. “Though I wonder how you shall manage when he arrives, and they all block your chance.”

			“What makes you think I care at all for some prince?” I replied, trying to act as if I were completely unaffected by the thought.

			“Is that why you knew exactly his age and place in the line of succession?” she teased, giving me a knowing look.

			“Of course not, you know I have great love of . . . family lineages.”

			“Especially the ones with eligible sons to marry.”

			“Exactly.”

			We both giggled, accepting the drinks the footmen offered. “You truly know nothing more about this prince?”

			“Are you interested in family lineages as well?” I asked her.

			“No, thank you, the last person I need to see again is the queen, just for her to ask me if I was stretched.” She frowned and I winced recalling the words the queen said to her at her debut. It had been two years and she still had not let the word go. “A prince is a little much for me. Is it so wrong to want a quiet life in a nice house away from society?”

			“Well, Verity managed it so I am sure you can as well.”

			“I’m awfully jealous and have sought to discover if there are any other doctors of illegitimate noble birth in society, but alas she found the only one.”

			“I believe there is someone for all of us . . .” My thoughts drifted as I watched all the young ladies, like hive bees around Amity, rushing across the hall to where their mamas were gathering to . . . plot.

			“Mama, I am quite tired. I wish to go rest and refresh myself before the evening,” Amity said.

			“Me too!”

			“Also me.”

			“Ladies, you must wait until the marchioness enters and greets us once more. We cannot rudely retire before that,” Lady Fancot said to her.

			“Mama, we do not know when the queen will come, we must make haste if we wish to look presentable for him—­her.”

			Clementina did her best not to laugh. “They have all lost their wits.”

			I was now grateful Mama had told me yesterday, for I feared if she had not, I too would have been insensible.

			“Lady Hathor”—­the Dowager Lady Covington said my name incorrectly, as always—­“why do you not go check on your mother.” She had big green eyes and a birthmark on the side of her lip, her skin a pale white, which made the darkness of her hair stand out even more strikingly. Her daughter Lady Mary was nearly her twin, despite being a twin already, while her second daughter, Lady Emma, was rather plain-­looking, with red blemished skin she tried to hide with thick white powder. If anyone would strike first at the chance to marry her daughter to a prince, it would be her.

			“Of course, your ladyship, I’ll go find her now. Though once again, my name is pronounced Ha-­ther,” I replied with a smile, curtsying to her before moving to the front doors.

			Just as I was about to walk out, the doors opened, and there alongside my mother was a man who stood much taller than her, dressed in a dark blue overcoat, tan-­colored breeches, and high dark boots. His dark brown hair was cut short, but curly at the top, his jaw clean shaven, chiseled as though it were carved by the Greeks, his eyes the brightest blue I had ever seen and his skin white as polished stone. It was an unforgettable, undeniably handsome face. . . . that I’d already seen.

			This wretched man had stood before me once before.

			“What in heaven’s name are you doing here?” I whispered, shocked that such a man was allowed in my home.

			“Hathor!” My mother shot me the sternest of looks and I did not understand why. She should have been throwing salt to ban him from our doorstep.

			“Mama, this man is—­”

			“Prince Wilhelm,” my mother interrupted me loudly, coming to take my arm as I stared in horror. “May I introduce my daughter Lady Hathor Du Bell.”

			An evil grin spread across his face that sent a chill down my spine, and just like that, all the world stopped along with my heart.

			“It is a pleasure, my lady.” He spoke gently, outstretching his hand for mine, though I could see laughter behind his eyes.

			I did not want to take his hand or speak; I wished nothing more than to hide away in my room lamenting how foolish I was to get my hopes up.

			I did the only thing I could in such a horrid situation. I closed my eyes and forced myself to crumble to the floor, pretending to faint. However, instead of the ground or my mother’s soft arms, I felt the hard embrace of a man who smelled like apples and rosewood.

			“Such antics might afford you a few moments, but know I shall be here all week,” he whispered to mock me, despite how still and tightly closed my eyes were.

			Start the rapture immediately, for the devil has escaped hell!
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