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THE SWEETEST GIFT

Seraphina smiled up at him and he felt the breath knocked out of his very experienced, entirely masculine body. He was dizzied at the effect Seraphina had, given the fact that he was himself no greenhorn among the fairer sex. She was more beautiful than anyone he had ever encountered, but the attraction was more substantial than that. She understood his music and therefore his soul stripped bare. He understood her wiles and her mischief—had he not those selfsame impulses deep within himself?

The stars twinkled in the deep, dark sea of sky. Their lustre was reflected in Seraphina’s eyes as she looked at him, missing a step as she did so. He helped her correct her balance, pulling closed the coat that had opened during the stumble. He trembled a little at the sight that greeted him. Pure white on delicate cream, her pearls shimmering and dancing like a veritable constellation of heavenly stars.

“Angel, my angel,” he breathed. . . .
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ONE

Miss Seraphina Camfrey yelped as two stray pins wedged their way into her person. She knew it was useless to complain. Cordelia could be so unfeeling when she had her mind fixed on a task.

“Stand still!”

Seraphina squirmed and did her best to oblige. The cream satin felt delectably soft, but she was mindful of the sharp points that held her in their thrall.

“I can’t see why we can’t simply send for Miss Davenport! ”

Her sister looked scornful. “And pay an excessive amount for something I can throw together in an afternoon? If you ceased fidgeting, we would have this done in no time.”

Miss Camfrey sighed and allowed her thoughts to wonder to the pleasures of her first truly grown-up soiree. She wondered if it would be any more entertaining than her court presentation had been. Deadly dull, she had thought it, despite having been in a passion of anticipation for months.

“Do you think the Prince of Wales will attend?”

Cordelia, her mouth full of pins, shook her head and reached for some of the pastel riband she’d procured from a delightful little shop just south of Conduit Street.

“I think not.” She jabbed the pins into their cushion and looked up for the first time. “He is taking the waters in Bath, though what good that can do the man I am sure I am at a loss to fathom!”

Seraphina giggled. “I hear it is really terribly nasty.”

“Oh, excessively! One gulp has me choking.”

“I am glad we are safely in London then!”

“So am I. You may step out now. I think I have the measurements.”

With relief Seraphina exchanged the satin for her morning dress of pale muslin. She waved away her maid, who was hovering in the background, and wrestled with the ties herself. When she’d done, she turned inquiring eyes on her sister.

“Who will attend this evening?”

Cordelia, abstracted and a little teasing, fluttered her hands vaguely.

“Miss Caroline Daventry, Miss Jane Sneddon, Lady Charlotte Sinclair . . .”

Seraphina threw the button box at her sister. “Don’t be so provoking! You know what I mean!”

Cordelia’s mouth curved. She thought she did. “With the war at an end there will be any number of beaux to take your fancy! Lord Rochester, Captain Cardross—”

The younger Miss Camfrey did not wait for her sister to continue. “They say the Duke of Doncaster has returned.”

Cordelia’s brows shot up. “Roving Rhaz? I should think you are setting your sights too high.”

Seraphina shrugged her shoulders dismissively. “I do not seek to marry the man, only to meet him! Lady Guss-ington says—”

“Far too much!” The words were prim, but Cordelia’s shoulders shook in silent amusement. How her sister, just out of the schoolroom, came by her snippets of gossip she never could tell.

“Did you call him Roving Rhaz?”

Cordelia’s fine grey eyes lit with ready laughter. “Awake to every suit, are you not? Yes, I did and I take leave to tell you it was quite shocking of me!”

Seraphina waved this aside airily. “I hope you do not intend to turn missish, Delia dear! Roving Rhaz sounds so delectably—”

“Wicked?”

“Yes . . .” Seraphina was not sure. She imagined someone tall with compelling eyes and a magnetic charm. Not wicked perhaps, but sinfully attractive nonetheless. She shivered in anticipation, her eyes glazing over in a pleasant daydream.

“Seraphina!” Cordelia’s eyes were laughing as she scolded her errant sister. “Have done with mooning, I beg you! You would do well to practice on your harpsichord if you have so little else to employ your time.”

Seraphina made a terrible face and grimaced quite comically. “I’d rather be dragged backward across St. James’s Square! You know the cacophony I can make!”

“If you practiced, it would not be a cacophony! Besides, all young ladies need to play. This very evening is a case in point. Think what the soiree would be like without entertainments from the guests. Hideous, I assure you.”

“Yes, well, thank heavens I am not being called upon to play! If ever I am, I shall simply claim a genteel headache and make good my escape.”

“Hmm?” Cordelia deftly turned the hem and affixed a pearl rosette to the border. Truth to tell, her own thoughts were wandering, though not in as errant a direction as those of the irrepressible Seraphina. It was Lord Winthrop with his bluff country air that occupied most of her thoughts.

Whilst she wished that his bushy red whiskers were not quite so thick, it mattered not a whit to her that his tailor was not quite of the first elegance. Henry Winthrop did not need close fitting greatcoats of the first stare, for he spent more time in the stables than he did in the drawing rooms. This, Cordelia conceded, was just as well, for the gentleman had neither the wit nor the address to prosper among the bon ton. Still, he was good-hearted and had the noted distinction of offering for her hand. Since she was one and twenty, this was no small consideration. Cordelia fingered the ring that encircled her finger and sighed.

The time for romantic nonsense was over and done with. She must have done with her foolishness and marry the good Lord Henry. He might take an unflattering interest in her horses and her housekeeping, but he would undoubtedly be kind. Besides, it had been arranged for an age. Henry must not have been out of leading strings when her mama and his planned the match. It would be churlish to cry off now when she had the advantage of three seasons behind her. Unaccountable, then, that a little voice at the back of her head protested.

Cordelia pricked her finger and winced. Better she concentrate on the job at hand. She held her handiwork up to the sunny window and nodded. If Seraphina did not turn heads, she would eat a mongoose. The cream satin was just perfect. Demure enough for a debutante, but also an engaging foil to her rich auburn hair.

“Cordelia!”

She was startled to find her mama had entered the room.

“I wish you would not waste time cobbling gowns together! Miss Davenport should be sent for. I am sure she could do with the work.”

Cordelia nodded, but continued her stitching nonetheless. No point bothering Lady Ancilla with financial concerns. She’d simply shrug her fine-boned shoulders and disdainfully recommend the bills to be consigned to some bureau drawer or other. Though marvellous in her own way, Ancilla had no notion at times. Cordelia fleetingly wondered how her poor father had coped. No doubt he’d simply indulged Ancilla shamefully, meekly making good the outrageous debts as they were incurred. This satisfactory state of affairs might well have continued had his life not been cut short by a hunting accident. Since the land and title had been entailed to the next heir, the Camfreys had been obliged to take up the dower house and curtail much of their expenditure.

It had been this consideration, of course, that had led Cordelia to accept Lord Winthrop’s most obliging offer. As Lady Winthrop, she would be able to sponsor Seraphina into society and maintain her mother’s own standard of living. If she sighed for something more, she was simply succumbing to an unusual fit of the dismals.

“I hope you are wearing something utterly divine tonight, my darling!” Ancilla smiled fondly. “You should be the belle of the ball with your high cheekbones and natural ringlets. If I were not so positively in my dotage I would envy you, Cordelia, my love, for no one could have a trimmer figure or neater pair of ankles than you.”

Miss Camfrey flashed her mother a brilliant smile. “Don’t say that or Seraphina might take a pet! Besides, you, my dear mama, are hardly in your dotage.”

Whilst Ancilla was evidently pleased, she was not to be turned from her subject. “What are you wearing, Cordelia?”

“I thought the pink crepe. I could sprig it with lemon—”

Mrs. Camfrey threw up her elegantly gloved hands in horror. “Not the spencer again! I told you to get rid of it!”

“So you did, Mama, but I thought, with a little refurbishing—”

“No!” Ancilla’s tone brooked no argument. “You will come with me, if you please! If you are absolutely hell bent on refurbishing—and I see you are—I daresay I have any number of gowns I’d be glad to see the back of.”

“Yes, Delia! Do say you will!” Seraphina, naturally good-natured, allied herself to her mother’s cause. Faced with such pressing encouragement, the elder Miss Camfrey had little alternative but to submit gracefully. Truth to tell, the thought of draping herself in a shimmering satin with an overlay of dove grey lace did much for the restoration of her humour. By the time Lord Winthrop’s ponderous barouche was announced, she found herself to be in perfectly good spirits, her strange fit of the dismals all but gone.

 


 



The elder and younger Miss Camfrey did not have long to wait before being announced and making their curtsies. Lord Winthrop, with obvious relief, scratched his name on both their dance cards, performed his obligation manfully and disappeared into the card room for the remainder of the evening. Ancilla, seeing that her chicks were in high fettle and excellent looks, adjured them to have a merry time and dismissed them summarily, the role of chaperone wearisome to one who still felt young and deliciously carefree herself.

That being so, it was up to Cordelia to ensure Seraphina was well seated in the anteroom, where the entertainment was to begin. This she did, whispering brightly under her fan to nod to Lady Bricknell, acknowledge Lord Eddington and outstare, if she could, the odious Countess of Glaston. This Seraphina applied herself to with much relish, for there was nothing she liked better than a good spat. Forced to be sorry she had spoken, Cordelia nudged Seraphina to behave.

Downcast but not entirely subdued, the irrepressible Miss Camfrey turned her attention to some of the soiree’s notable oddities, commenting with ceaseless appreciation on the fall of Sir Charlton’s cravat, the luminescence of the candles, the remarkable resonance of the room, the ice carvings laid out at table, the elegant footwear of the Marchioness of Slade and the intriguing features of Lord Byron, who seemed to possess a brooding presence that was entirely at one with his strikingly handsome features.

She caught his eye once, and he slightly inclined his head, causing a shiver of delighted anticipation to course through her veins. Cordelia smiled indulgently at her sister, loath to dampen the high spirits. She remembered exactly how she’d felt three years ago at her first social gathering. There was a hush as their hostess, Lady Dearforth, clapped her hands and called the gathering to attention.

Out of the corner of her eye, Seraphina caught sight of Miss Lila Mersham and visibly recoiled. Lila had been a venerable bully at Miss Caxton’s Seminary for Young Ladies. She wondered fleetingly if age had improved her and thought not. She was gowned in an unflattering shade of violet, and her scowl seemed quite prodigious. Seraphina inclined her head regally and turned her eyes to the hostess. She was aching to laugh, for Lila looked most put out by her presence, especially since the Camfreys took precedence in the seating arrangements. Lord Winthrop, it appeared, was not entirely without uses!

Lady Dearforth outlined the programme in a ringing voice and politely called upon Lord Stanley’s distinguished tenor to edify the audience with a rendition from Purcell’s secular motets. This he did, much to the company’s polite enjoyment. Lord Byron was next, reading an extract from Childe Harold with such potent vigour that both Miss Camfreys were moved to tears.

It was fortunate that the Misses Wexford were up next, for their technically perfect rendition of Bach’s Toccato and Fugue in F Major proved most satisfactory in calming—not to say boring—the younger Miss Camfrey in particular.

Perhaps it was the heat of the room or the lateness of the hour, but whatever the reason, it seemed to Seraphina that the organ was a singularly pompous instrument. As her eyes drooped, even the lilting tones of the harp and spinet, coupled with the exacting melodies of the harpsichord, seemed dull to her untried ears. All around, she was aware of a ceaseless, excited hum, but she was struggling too hard not to yawn to pay much attention.

Cordelia looked anxious. Lord Winthrop had disappeared into the bowels of the card room. If she knew him, he’d not give either of them a passing thought for several hours or more. This in itself did not bother her, but the sight of Seraphina, slightly swaying, did little to alleviate her concerns. Just as she was casting her eyes about for a footman, she felt the most unnerving sensation shoot through her being and rock her to the very core.

In the centre of the room, looking for all the world as though he owned it, stood quite the most magnificent man Cordelia had ever had the felicity of noticing. His stark black evening coat yielded faint glimmers of light where a thread of silver laced its way through superfine fabric. His knee breeches—a skintight confection of doe’s leather—were almost indecent. Cordelia tried not to notice how every muscle of his impeccable body was outlined for those interested enough to look. It appeared that most were, for every eye in the room seemed to fall upon his person.

For an instant, their eyes locked—silver grey on deep, dark black. She felt a strange light-headedness creep through her being and wondered, for an instant, if the heady sensation was shared. She thought it was, for the man raised his gloved fingers to his lips and saluted her silently. She blushed furiously and chided herself for being such a shatter-brained widgeon. Still, when the programme recommenced, her back felt warm as if by a glance he could strip her naked. She was perfectly certain he was entertaining himself with the sight of her derriere, for the burning sensation remained with her throughout Lady Kemble’s recital and the Air on G that followed.

Three seasons—three seasons—and she had never met this paragon—or was he a rogue? She was indignantly inclined to think the latter, but then, thinking was rather difficult as she was currently circumstanced. She mentally crossed off all the possibilities. Not Captain Peters or the Earl of Pemberton, not Lord Fallow—he was away with the prince regent. Sir Epsom Curruthers was said to be rotund; the Barnaby twins were far too young. He could be a captain of the dragoons or an envoy of some sort—he had that air of authority.

Her thoughts teased at her, not the least because next to this absolute nonpareil, poor Lord Henry Winthrop came up far the worse for scrutiny. Still, she fingered her ring. Artifice, charm and unholy good looks did not always make for exemplary husbands. Her lips twitched ironically. On the contrary . . .

Several simple madrigals followed, sung unaccompanied by a series of select young ladies both solo and in unison. At last, the end of the programme was reached. Both sisters clapped automatically as Lady Dearforth thanked the last formal participant, Lady Amelia Trent. Her singing had been passable, but what her voice lacked was made up for abundantly in her skill at accompaniment. Her fingers had flown across the keyboard, her eyes oblivious to the pages of music obligingly being turned by Lord Kilpatrick. As the audience applauded, she gathered up her score in a flutter of self-consciousness and made to resume her seat.

Cordelia turned to Seraphina, anxious to get her moving before she was caught in the crush.

“Wait!” The loud, familiar and unmelodious voice of Lila Mersham rang out through the throng. Lady Dearforth, understanding that she was being addressed, indicated to her guests to resume their seats.

“Miss Mersham?”

The eyes of the crowd were upon her. Not even her mother, the Countess of Glaston, could bid her be silent. Lila’s eyes sparkled with the sudden attention. She curtsied and adopted an admirably coy expression that both Camfrey sisters found quite sickening.

“Beg pardon, ma’am! I thought I might introduce to your attention our newest debutante, Miss Seraphina Camfrey!” Lila’s eyes narrowed slyly, but she maintained her simpering stance. She smiled effusively across the room, her eyes meeting those of her victim with a strange, menacing gleam. “Seraphina was wont to sing to us at Miss Caxton’s Seminary for Young Ladies. Perhaps she might favour us with a madrigal? Byrd or Gibbons was ever a favourite!”

Miss Seraphina sat stock-still, her fan quivering appallingly in her hand. It seemed hours before she stirred, or Cordelia made faint protesting noises, but of course, it could have been no more than a matter of seconds. By that time, every jewelled head in the audience was unremittingly turned in her direction. There could be no crying headache—it would be churlish when her hostess was smiling at her with such gracious encouragement and half the room were clapping politely, murmuring, “Hear, Hear,” in spirited tones.

Cordelia thought she ought to take out the smelling salts, for Seraphina looked deathly pale and unusually anguished given her devil-may-care nature. As she was opening her reticule, Seraphina stood up and made an acknowledging curtsy. She was nothing, if not brave, the youngest Miss Camfrey! Cordelia bit her lip and prayed for the best. Not Byrd! Seraphina only ever practiced Handel, for she adored his counterpoint and had a strange aptitude for that which she admired.

In the event, it turned out to be a Purcell that was suggested to her. “Lost Is My Quiet Forever” was forwarded as a suggestion from Captain Sanderson, who also offered to play the opening bars. As Seraphina made her way to the front, Cordelia felt her fan snap between her fingers. Whilst she could still overwhelmingly feel the scorching scrutiny of the gentleman behind her, she no longer cared. All her thoughts were concentrated on her sibling. Cordelia prayed that the younger Miss Camfrey’s first season was not to be her last, for an outright humiliation would be something she would surely not bear. She prayed, too, that against all odds Seraphina could live up to her name and sing like an angel.




TWO

Seraphina thanked Lady Dearforth and took the score from her hands. It was a complicated piece, hand inscribed, but she was, at least, familiar with the rudiments. She glanced at it frantically again, trying to recall the words, key and register. All eyes were upon her and it made not a whit of difference that, apart from Cordelia, she could easily be regarded as the most becoming young woman in the room. It was probably this very fact that had set off Lila’s malicious lark, so even if she had been aware of her appearance, it would have been cold comfort.

She was surprised how steady her hands were in the circumstances. She would dearly like to have caught Cordelia’s eye, but Captain Sanderson had taken up his position and was waiting for her nod. Her heart thumped quite dreadfully and she hoped that the lump in her throat would make little difference to her performance. She looked at the notes again and they seemed to be swimming in front of her. She tried to remember the advice of her string of singing masters, but could recall none, save that she should keep her hands at her side and take a deep breath before she began. Impossible! She could take the breath, but she needed her hands to read the score. Time seemed to be racing by and the whole chamber had become significantly silent:

Feeling as if she was rushing headlong over a precipice, she turned to the elegant Captain Sanderson and inclined her head.

The music began, and suddenly shaking from head to foot, the younger Miss Camfrey opened her mouth to sing. Too late she realised how unsuitable the melancholy piece was for her own, untried soprano. It required suspensions between melody and bass that even the most gifted singer would have found challenging. After striking the wrong key, far too high for the accompaniment, she faltered, of a mind to begin again. Her face was whiter than the cream satin she’d chosen to effect and several of her auburn tendrils had worked their way loose from her pearl pinned topknot. Only her eyes were defiant as she trembled on the low notes and sang, “Forever,” hopelessly flat.

Cordelia ached for her sister and turned, hoping to make her way quietly to the front. When the performance was over, she would take Seraphina briskly in hand and urge Lord Winthrop to have the carriage sent round. Her eyes flickered upward to meet the unwavering ones of the nonpareil she’d encountered earlier. She caught a hint of amused sympathy in his expression, before he quietly gestured her to resume her seat. Cordelia never did know why she obeyed, but unhesitatingly she did.

With a few short strides, the stranger somehow forced his way through the riveted throng. A startled Seraphina found her hand gently clasped in a grip of comforting strength. Then, before she had a moment to take a single disastrous note more, the gentleman smiled eloquently and set the key, his tenor a fine mask to the lady’s halting attempts. The duet prospered, Seraphina taking enormous comfort from the dark stranger at her side. When she missed a bar or could not catch the text fast enough, he covered for her with smooth, unfaltering aplomb.

Finally—it seemed forever—the ordeal was at an end. Miss Camfrey held her head high and bit her lip, for she was in full expectation of being society’s little joke for the rest of the season. In this, she was mistaken, for the burst of applause that met her ears seemed quite unaccountable. Cordelia was by her side in an instant, bewildered and unutterably grateful for the gentleman’s intervention.

He would brook no thanks, however, claiming it as his privilege to have served such a beautiful maiden. At this, Seraphina positively preened, but Cordelia looked at the gentleman suspiciously, the hint of a blush on her personable cheeks. The gentleman’s eyes had never left her own and she had the giddying sensation that she was the maiden of whom he spoke. She shook herself sternly, for there was no good to be gained by such speculation.

“I must add my gratitude to my sister’s, sir!”

“Must you?” His eyes looked whimsical and intensely black. Cordelia felt he must see her heart hammering through the dove grey satin and intricate lace overdress. He didn’t, for he was concentrating on the pink flesh that spilled becomingly out of the gown rather than on the fabric itself.

He drew her slightly aside and lowered his voice. “I trust you intend leaving?”

Cordelia nodded.

“May I ask that you stay, rather?” He drew her aside confidentially and Cordelia felt the warmth of his hand through his fine leather gloves. When he released her, the warmth remained, a burning patch on her satin clad arm.

“After this debacle I feel we should leave. Perhaps it is a matter of the least said, the sooner mended. If we stay, we are bound to invite malicious gabble mongering.” Cordelia could not for the life of her discover why she was making these confidences to a stranger. Perhaps it was his warm regard or the quiet, authoritative confidence he exuded.

She was surprised to see the gentleman smile a little wryly. “At the risk of sounding odiously puffed up in my own consequence, I am prepared to wager a sennight’s wage that your sister’s musical debut will be considered a vast success.”

“Surely that is doing it a bit brown, sir? Why, you heard—”

“Sometimes what one hears and what one sees are two entirely different things.” Cordelia looked mystified at this cryptic remark, but the gentleman did not see fit to enlighten her. Instead, he suggested again that the sisters stay to brave out the evening, for that was surely the best strategy to quell catty tongues.

“So you noticed, sir?”

“Lila Mersham? She has nothing but my contempt. A spiteful, ill-bred lass, but a troublemaker unless I miss my mark. Stay and the dust will settle.”

The gentleman refrained to say that his own hand would probably raise more dust than Lila’s ever had. He sighed. No doubt the ladies would discover that of their own accord. He only hoped he had not done anything precipate enough to raise expectations. On this thought, he politely returned Cordelia to her sister and made a charming bow. Bidding them both a fair evening, he vanished into the throngs, leaving the more sober Miss Camfrey to face her bright-eyed sister and dampen some of her overhigh spirits.

Seraphina, it seemed, was an instant success. She was being hailed far and wide as society’s newest diamond. The fact that she could not sing did not seem to weigh too high with the gentlemen, each of whom assured her fulsomely that either her voice was heavenly—a tarradiddle even Seraphina could not, with equanimity, accept—or that entertainments at soirees were deadly dull and not, on any account, to be taken seriously.

Cordelia could accept this, for there was no doubt her scamp of a sister was in excellent looks. What she was more puzzled about, however, was the interest of the various high sticklers, who made a point of introducing themselves and issuing select invitations. Lady Jersey herself did them the honour of a conversation, admonishing them to present themselves to Almack’s the following session. It did not signify, for the ladies had already come by vouchers through Ancilla’s friendship with Lady Cowper, but nevertheless Cordelia was fully sensible to the honour done them.

The evening flew by without further incident. Lord Winthrop handsomely offered another dance to his betrothed, who had not the heart to refuse. As Cordelia tucked her graceful hand in his, she was overcome by a slight depression. She should not be making comparisons—they were unkind—but next to that of the enigmatic dark gentleman, Lord Henry’s padded frame seemed rather square. He still affected a wig and powder, choosing to adorn his frogged coat with all manner of seals and furbelows that, rather than increasing his consequence, diminished it. Cordelia could not help but feel that the austere simplicity of her captain—for she thought of him as that—spoke volumes for his taste. As she executed an exceedingly pretty entrechat, she could not help wishing things were different.

Vivaldi’s poignant notes hung in the air as the dance finished and Lord Henry drew her from the circle. For the first time, he seemed to notice her shimmering gown with its low-cut front and high waistband, drawn together skilfully by a ribbon of dove grey satin sprigged with silver.

“You look ravishing tonight, Cordelia!” Miss Camfrey smiled and murmured thanks. Lord Henry appeared to be regarding her as though seeing her for the first time. “Shall we take a stroll in the gardens?”

Cordelia glanced outside. The night was starry and refreshingly cool. The offer was tempting but slightly improper, given the fact that Ancilla was nowhere at hand. Still, Lord Henry was her betrothed, and if she could possibly stir up a spark in him, she would be glad.

“Seraphina . . .”

“Oh, leave her!” Lord Winthrop sounded rather abrupt.

Cordelia raised her eyebrows somewhat at this incivility. Seeing this, Lord Henry emitted a short laugh and apologised, explaining that he was a deuced new hand at doing the pretty and should not Mrs. Camfrey be minding her youngest?

It was useless to explain that she should, but was hardly likely to. Cordelia had long since assumed the mantle of responsibility for her family, finding Ancilla in just as much need of a watchful eye as her sister. Ancilla at forty had just as much vitality as she had at seventeen. High spirits, bounteous good looks and a comfortably good nature made her sought after wherever she went. She was proud of her two magnificent daughters, but just a little puzzled that they should be so grown-up or that she, Ancilla, should have charge of them. Whenever she furrowed her brow and contemplated the matter, it always came down to a laughing shrug of the shoulders and a concentrated attempt to dismiss the matter from her mind entirely.

Cordelia was loath to share this state of affairs with this stranger who was to be her husband. Instead, she replied amiably that Seraphina would probably be anxious for company, this being her first come-out soiree.

At this, Lord Henry chortled rather rudely but with a good deal of amusement. Taken aback, Cordelia could only ask him what the jest was, for certainly she could see nothing in her words to have elicited such a response. She noted that Lord Henry looked a good deal pleasanter when his eyes smiled and was glad.

“That demmed sister of yours has no need of company, Cordelia! I may be rather behind hand with society, but I do have eyes and ears you know!”

“How so?” The older Miss Camfrey was still puzzled. She smiled politely and moved aside as a couple made their way back indoors.

“She is feted with admirers! Greville Winters positively scowled at me when he thought I was engaged for the waltz! I told him I’d already done my duty by her and I have, what is more.”

Cordelia ignored the smug tones of one who has sanctimoniously performed a distasteful task. She was used to Lord Henry, by now. If he had been talking of a horse, no doubt his eyes would have shone with ardour. Too much to expect him to muster up enthusiasm for a mere female. Still, his words were curiously interesting.

“I have not seen her this age, being caught up in first the quadrille, then the Scottish reel and . . . oh! any number of dances! She has admirers, you say?”

“Being treated like a demmed diamond of the first water! No accounting for tastes if I may make so bold.”

Cordelia bit off a sharp reply. No sense in coming to odds with her beau or expecting him to have the gloss of social finesse high society usually demanded. Lord Winthrop had clearly not meant to insult her sister. It was just his offhand manner of expression that offended her sensibilities. She determined not to refine too much on what was, after all, a small matter.

“I am glad to hear it, though I am at a loss—”

Lord Winthrop snorted. “Talk of the card room, it is! I may be a little green about the gills but I am not a clodpole entirely!”

Cordelia politely inclined her head and assured him the thought had not entered her head. He looked at her sharply, but seeing no hint of irony in her wide grey eyes, he nodded in satisfaction.

“Seems that Doncaster fellow has taken a fancy to the chit. Of course, that is enough to set the whole ton on their heels! The man is such an arbiter of fashion that every dandy must needs follow his lead! ” Lord Winthrop shook his head at the unfathomable nature of society.

Light—a tiny, dim lantern glow of light dawned in Cordelia’s brain. “Are you saying that her popularity is due, not to her own vastly entertaining nature but that of . . . Doncaster, you say?”

Her companion tapped his foot impatiently. “Exactly so! You have the right of it, my love.”

Cordelia could not quite like the term of endearment. Still, as his betrothed, she must needs grow accustomed. His lordship, fond of the sound of his own voice, grew expansive. He helped her through the narrow, gilded door and followed her into the shadowy night. Clouds were cloaking the stars, so it was darker than Cordelia had expected. She shivered a little, but Lord Winthrop failed to notice. He was warming to his theme.

“Doncaster seems to have the most extraordinary effect on all he encounters! He has not been back from Paris above two months and the whole demmed world is falling about trying to tie their neckerchiefs in the Doncaster Dash! I have no time for it, I say, not but that he does have the most promising stables! Bought Redmond’s greys for an unholy sum but he had the right of it. An excellent matched pair if ever I saw one. Hasn’t stinted on the bloodstock either. Took over the entire Charleston stable saving a few feeble beasts that found their way in there God knows how. I saw him at Newmarket and again at Tattersall’s. Cool as a cucumber he was, as if he were not bidding for six matched stallions, jet black and high steppers if ever I saw them!”

His tone took on an excited pitch of indignation. Cordelia, whilst not sharing his preoccupation, nevertheless found herself listening avidly to every word that fell from Lord Winthrop’s lips. This was a novel experience, for she had not, up till now, found much to arrest her interest in his conversation. She stifled the lowering suspicion that her polite attention stemmed not from maidenly interest in her betrothed but from a most unmaidenly interest in the man of whom he spoke.

Lord Winthrop continued. “Mind you, I don’t approve of the Four Horse Club and that I tell you straight! They turned down my membership, which only proves to you what a feckless, nohow sort of a bunch they are. Notable horsemen indeed! If they can’t recognise a bruising rider when they see one, they are not worthy of their standing. I shall talk to Doncaster about it directly.”

Cordelia, with admirable restraint, refrained from the rather obvious retort that hung from her lips. She smiled and touched Lord Henry’s arm placatingly.

He looked down in surprise, far too caught up in his indignation at the infamous Four Horse Club to recall the reason he had brought her out here in the first place. The sight of her creamy flesh reminded him anew. Cordelia noticed the direction of her glance and smiled. Like all young women—even those past their last prayers at the grand old age of one and twenty—she was not averse to appreciation in a gentleman’s eye. Lord Winthrop raised his quizzing glass to her, then commented she was like to catch her death of cold in that “newfangled fribble.”

His words were like a dash of cold water to the older Miss Camfrey, who could not help replying that whilst the gown was in the latest mode, it was by no means newfangled, her mother having worn it to Lady Dennington’s masquerade an age ago at least. Lord Henry snorted and considered the point won. “If Ancilla has had a hand in the gown I daresay it is dashed too fast!”

Cordelia felt her cheeks stain red. Her delicious bosom rose and fell as she attempted to answer mildly. Whilst she had much to say to her mama in private, she would not have her gossiped about, even if the man doing the talking was her intended.

“Recall to mind, your lordship, that it is my mother of whom we speak!” The severe tones were lost on Henry, who was looking past her towards the footmen setting up impromptu trellises outside.

“Dashed if I don’t have a mind to one of those ices!”

Cordelia gave up in disgust. When Lord Henry, quite forgetting her presence, ambled off to secure his place in the long line of waiting guests, she shook her head and made her way inside.

 


 



“I see you took my advice!” The voice nearly overset Cordelia, for it so neatly matched the one in her head. She whirled around to find Doncaster negligently propped against a wide, alabaster pillar. If possible, he was more handsome than she remembered him, though his nose was straighter and his mouth slightly wider than she had first supposed.

“Indeed, sir! Though I now find I have more to thank you for than I had immediately imagined!”

He looked amused. “There is no accounting for tastes, is there?”

“Possibly not, though I suspect that in this case society is more discerning than it usually proves to be.”

His eyes softened. “May I take that as a compliment? It is refreshing for I am so used, you see, to being served Spanish coin.”

“A sore trial, I am sure! Yes, I did mean it as a compliment though I am sure I may have overstepped the bounds somewhere!”

“You mean beautiful young women do not usually commend admiring gentlemen?” His tone was suddenly flirtatious and Cordelia looked up, colouring.

“Don’t talk flummery to me if you please!”

“Is it flummery to say I admire you? I could have said your eyes shimmer like candlelight and the curves of your mouth are infinitely”—there was a hushed pause before his dark eyes burned into hers, and, in a low, breathtakingly intimate tone, he whispered—“kissable.”

Cordelia felt as though she was stunned. All her three seasons had not prepared her for such brazen, flagrantly romantic and quite unsuitable conversation.

She decided to ignore the wild fluttering of her heart and the intimate smile that lurked in the depths of bold, black eyes. “Now that would be flummery, sir!”

A decided twinkle entered my Lord Doncaster’s eyes. “A sense of humour, too,” he murmured, quite unrepentant and in just as familiar a tone.

“Do stop it, sir!”

The twinkle turned into a gleam. “I do believe, Miss . . . ?”

“Good heavens! We are not yet introduced!” Cordelia’s hands flew to her mouth. “Miss Camfrey, sir!”

“Excellent! I do believe, Miss Camfrey, that you must be the first among your sex to depress my pretensions!”

“You must lead a charmed life, then, Sir . . . ?”

“Lord, actually!”

“Yes, I had suspected as much. At first I thought you must be in the military—your authoritative air, you know—”

His lordship cocked his head to one side and folded his arms, a distinct light of enjoyment flitting across his near perfect features. “And now?”

“Oh, now I am certain you are a lord, for all the world is kowtowing to you! Besides, I have it on the best authority you are a member of the Four Horse Club.”

“True, though it is extraordinary how fast word travels.”

“Yes, well, that is so, of course! Society is bound to gossip—so very diverting.”

“I am glad to hear I am a source of amusement, ma’am!”

“No, that is not what I meant—”

“I am teasing!”

Miss Camfrey dimpled and she peeked outrageously at the impeccably clad gentleman. “I suspected as much. It is tremendously refreshing to have someone understand my irony.”

“Tremendously refreshing to hear it, Miss Camfrey! The world takes itself too seriously!”

“I think so, too. But come, sir! I have very prettily exchanged names with you, but you have not, I believe, returned the favour!”

“Only because it would be improper to be so forward!”

Cordelia wrinkled her nose. “Shall I fetch my mama to introduce us? I hope you don’t intend being so absurd, my lord!”

“I revel in absurdities, Miss Camfrey!” She rewarded him with a smile that shook him to the core. Their elegant repartee was going farther than he had first intended, but he wondered, rather ruefully, whether that mattered. “Well then, since you insist—and I defy you to suddenly kowtow to me—I am Rhaz, Lord Doncaster.

Cordelia’s head felt as though it was spinning. She did not know why she should feel so faint with surprise, for it was no secret that the duke was back. He was looking at her rather wistfully, so she recovered her poise in an instant and allowed the laughter to shine through her speaking, misty grey eyes.

“Ought I to curtsy, your grace?”

“Quite probably. It seems to be what every young lady does when she sees me. Quite unaccountable, really, when I stand six foot two in my stockinged feet. You’d think they would try to stretch, rather than sink!”

“Perhaps I should stretch then!”

His ready laughter was tinged with a hint of devilry as he murmured subtly and with a wealth of unspoken innuendo, “How eminently suitable, for then our lips will be practically touching!”

As Cordelia registered his meaning, the words hung like dew between them. A heartbeat of wild yearning, then the light went out of Cordelia’s eyes. The duke saw it and raised quizzical brows.

“I was funning, Miss Camfrey!”

Cordelia waited until her heart was beating at a more manageable pace.

“Your grace, I think I should tell you I am betrothed.” She was in an agony that he should think her forward for making too much out of his flirtatious gallantry. He seemed to understand something of her feelings, for he took her hands lightly and maintained the same rallying tone.

“I should think so! The men of England would not be such slow tops to let a diamond like you pass through their fingers!”

Cordelia smiled, relieving that she had set the tone for their dalliance, if such this could be called. More like the unbridled enjoyment of one mind’s wit meeting with an answering comprehension.

“I must go.”

The duke nodded, though for once he was silent.

Cordelia hesitated, then addressed him with sad finality. “Good-bye then.”

Once again, his grace nodded. As Cordelia made a small, self-conscious curtsy, she heard a faint, self-mocking murmur. She could swear he had reverted to French, erasing her firm farewell with a warmer, more promising, “Au revoir.”
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