

  

    

  




  Author’s Note




  The Duchess of Devonshire, Lord Alvanley and Lord Worcester were all real people and close friends of the Prince of Wales. Lord Yarmouth, who became the Marquis of Hertford, founded the Wallace Collection, the majority of treasures coming from the collection of George IV as described in this story.




  The rest of the pictures, furniture, bronzes and porcelain from Carlton House are now in the possession of Her Majesty the Queen.




  Paytherus and Company a year or so later became Savory and Moore and are today still in the same shop in Bond Street.




  Chapter One ~ 1799




  “I think you will find that a somewhat precarious position,” a deep voice drawled.




  The girl standing on the balustrade and holding onto an ornamental stone urn gave a little cry.




  Below her on the garden path there was a gentleman. Even in the faint light of the stars she could see that he was very elegant.




  His frilled shirt and high cravat were white against the darkness of the shrubs.




  For a moment she stared down at him and, as her skirts moved in the breeze from the river, she seemed to sway towards the darkness of the water.




  Then she looked away.




  “I am – all right. Please leave me – alone.”




  “I have an uncomfortable feeling,” the gentleman remarked, “that I may have to ruin this new coat that has just come from my tailors. There is a strong tide at this point of the Thames.”




  “I know – that,” the girl murmured almost beneath her breath.




  Then, as the gentleman waited, she said with a note of defiance in her voice,




  “It’s – none of your – business.”




  “It is regrettable,” the gentleman replied, “but I have an irrepressible Samaritarian instinct. I find it impossible to ‘pass by on the other side’.”




  There was silence.




  Then the girl, still swaying above him, said in a voice so low that he could hardly hear it,




  “There is – nothing else I can – do.”




  “Are you sure of that?” he asked.




  “Quite sure.”




  “Let us at least discuss it,” he suggested. “If you have a problem, I am confident I will be able to solve it.”




  “Not – mine.”




  “Are you prepared to bet on that?”




  There was a hint of laughter in the slow drawling voice, which seemed to arouse her anger.




  Once again she turned to look down at him.




  “Go away!” she cried almost rudely. “You have no right – to interfere! Go back to the ball. There will be no reason – for you to get your coat wet.”




  She tried to utter the last sentence scathingly, but somehow her voice was only breathless and rather frightened.




  “I want to talk to you,” the gentleman said. “If you can convince me that what you are intending is right, then I promise I will leave you alone.”




  He stretched up his hand as he spoke.




  There was something authoritative about him that made the girl instinctively put her hand in his.




  Her fingers were icy cold. As he pulled her gently from the balustrade, she released her hold on the stone urn to jump down onto the gravel path beside him.




  She was not tall and her hair, which was frizzed and curled, made her tiny heart-shaped face seem almost too small for a very large pair of worried eyes.




  She looked up.




  “Let me – go,” she pleaded.




  He knew that she was not speaking about the fact that he was still holding one of her hands.




  “When you have told me what it is all about.”




  The gentleman was tall with a slim athletic grace and there was something purposeful about him, which told the girl that it would be useless to run away.




  Somehow, now that he had prevented her from doing what she had intended to do, she felt curiously weak as if her mind was no longer working properly.




  The music in the distance suddenly seemed louder and she glanced nervously over her shoulder as she muttered




  “They may – come and – look for – me.”




  “Then I will take you to a place where they, whoever they might be, will not discover us,” the gentleman replied.




  He turned as he spoke and, taking the girl by the arm, passed through some shrubs to where on the edge of the river, there was a small arbour.




  It was surrounded by syringa and lilac trees in blossom, which hid it from the rest of the garden.




  It had clearly been intended as a sitting-out place for the guests at the ball, because attached to a tree that overhung the hidden place was a Chinese lantern.




  A lighted candle inside it threw a golden glow over the shrubs and was reflected fitfully in the swiftly moving darkness of the river that lay below the balustrade.




  There were soft cushions arranged on the seat inside the arbour and the gentleman waited for the girl to seat herself before he too sat down.




  As he did so, the light shone on his face and she cried almost involuntarily,




  “Oh, you are the famous dandy!”




  There was a faint smile on his lips as he replied,




  “I am honoured that you should know me.”




  “I apologise – I should not have said that,” she answered. “But I saw you in Hyde Park driving the most magnificent pair of chestnuts – and I asked who you were.”




  She remembered, as she spoke, her mother’s scornful laugh.




  “That is Lord Dorrington,” she had said in a voice that expressed all too clearly her dislike, “a lazy good-for-nothing dandy! And I can assure you that looking in his direction will do you no good! He is a vowed bachelor, a fop who thinks about nothing but his appearance and spends a fortune on his clothes.”




  He could, however, as the girl saw, drive with an expertise that was unmistakable and she wondered what Lord Dorrington had done to incur her mother’s wrath.




  “Suppose we start at the beginning,” she now heard him say. “What is your name?”




  “Alyna,” she replied, “and my mother is Lady Maude Camberley.”




  “I have met her,” Lord Dorrington remarked briefly.




  He remembered a sharp-voiced over-painted female, who had challenged him across a gaming table and come off the worse in the encounter.




  He looked at the girl sitting next to him and wondered what she had in common with a mother who was a notorious gambler.




  The heart-shaped face under the fair hair in the light of the lantern was curiously appealing.




  She was obviously very young and her lips, still trembling a little, were soft and sensitive.




  She must have nerved herself to the point of desperation to attempt the act that he had prevented her from executing. And it had left her very pale.




  On her cheeks he could see two small patches of rouge standing out vividly against the whiteness of her skin.




  She was not looking at him, but staring out over the river and he saw the despair in her eyes.




  She was twisting her cold fingers together in the lap of her frilly white gown. It was obviously an expensive garment and yet somehow it seemed tasteless and unbecoming.




  She looked so defenceless that Lord Dorrington’s voice, usually slightly mocking and cynical, was unusually gentle as he asked,




  “Suppose you tell me what is troubling you?”




  “What is the point?” Alyna asked. “You cannot help me – nobody can!”




  “Why are you so sure of that?”




  “Because if I go back to the ballroom they are going to announce – my engagement.”




  “And you don’t wish to marry this gentleman to whom you are to be betrothed?”




  “I would rather die! Why did you stop me? I had made up my mind – to jump.”




  “And yet you hesitated,” Lord Dorrington said quietly.




  “It looked so – dark and – cold,” Alyna whispered with a little tremor in her voice. “But they say drowning is not an – unpleasant death and very – quick if you cannot swim.”




  “It’s not a method I would advocate for someone of your age,” Lord Dorrington said.




  “What does it matter what age I am – if I have to marry – him?” Alyna asked.




  “Who is the gentleman in question?” Lord Dorrington enquired.




  “Prince Ahmadi – of Kahriz.”




  There was a note of repulsion in her voice as if she spoke about a reptile.




  “Prince Ahmadi!” Lord Dorrington repeated. “I have heard of him.”




  “He goes everywhere in London,” Alyna said. “People think he is – charming and he is – rich – very rich.”




  Somewhere at the back of his mind Lord Dorrington remembered hearing that Lady Maude Camberley was always borrowing money.




  “Is money so important to you?” he asked.




  “It is to Mama,” Alyna answered. “She wishes me to marry someone wealthy. She told me so before I went back to the Seminary.”




  “The Seminary!” Lord Dorrington ejaculated. “How old are you?”




  “I am seventeen and a half,” Alyna answered. “But Mama and I visited Bath last holidays. I was taken to balls and assemblies – and then I think she found me a failure and a nuisance, so I was allowed to go back to the Young Ladies Seminary for another term.”




  “Did you wish to do that?”




  “Yes. I would much rather be at the Seminary – than have to go to parties. At least I can learn there.”




  ”Do you like learning?” Lord Dorrington asked in surprise.




  Alyna sighed.




  “It was so wonderful – when Papa was alive. He taught me himself. We read together, we studied subjects that were really interesting. At the Seminary I can continue to learn more – about the subjects we studied together.”




  “But you cannot stay at a Seminary for ever,” Lord Dorrington pointed out.




  “No, I know that,” she answered. “But when Mama sent for me so soon after the term had started, I felt that there was something wrong.”




  “Wrong?” Lord Dorrington enquired.




  “She wanted me to meet – the Prince.”




  Again there was that note of fear and disgust in the young voice.




  “I cannot marry him – do you not understand? I hate him! There is something – horrible and – beastly about him!” Alyna said passionately. “I think it’s the way he – looks at me, almost as if I was – naked. And I know that if he touched me – if he tried to – kiss me, I would scream.”




  Her voice seemed to throb in the night air.




  “Have you told your mother that you feel like this?” Lord Dorrington asked.




  “I have told her a hundred times – I will not marry the Prince!” Alyna answered. “But she will not listen to me. She keeps on telling me how lucky I am. She says the Prince will be kind to me and – give me wonderful jewels. As though I want such things!”




  “Most women are grateful for them,” Lord Dorrington remarked dryly.




  “Besides,” Alyna went on as if he had not spoken, “I don’t believe, whatever Mama says, that I will be officially his wife. Or even in his own country considered to be married to him at all!”




  “What makes you think that?” Lord Dorrington asked.




  “Papa was very interested in the East,” Alyna answered. “We read about Kahriz at one time. Do you know where it is?”




  “On the borders of Persia and Afghanistan,” Lord Dorrington replied.




  He noticed that she looked at him with a faint air of surprise.




  “Most people don’t know that,” she said. “It’s a small state, but very wealthy. The mineral resources are enormous.”




  “And the Prince will inherit when his father dies,” Lord Dorrington said.




  “He is not really of Royal descent,” Alyna said scornfully. “According to the Constitution, if the Ruler does not have a son in the direct line to inherit, he can nominate a child – of one of his concubines.”




  “And does the Prince’s lack of Royal blood perturb you?” Lord Dorrington asked.




  “I don’t care who he is,” Alyna declared. “But, according to the religion of Kahriz, a man can have four wives. He can also divorce them under Muslim law. That means he only has to say three times that they are divorced and they no longer have any claim on him.”




  “But surely – ” Lord Dorrington began.




  “Mama says all this is nonsense,” Alyna interrupted. “She says that the Prince will marry me according to our laws and he has told her that we will spend at least three quarters of the year in Europe. But I don’t believe him.”




  Lord Dorrington did not speak and after a moment she went on,




  “They have – many horrible customs in Kahriz. I thought I remembered some of the things Papa and I had read together, so I went to the British Museum. They did not have many books on the country, as it is so small, but there were enough to tell me that what I had remembered was accurate. They are a savage – uncivilised race.”




  “Feeling as you do and knowing what you know,” Lord Dorrington said, “you must refuse to marry the Prince. No one can force you to the altar.”




  “Mama is determined I shall marry him!” Alyna answered. “I think that he must have promised that he will help her in some way.”




  Lord Dorrington thought this more than likely, but he merely said,




  “It is you who will have to say the words ‘I will’ in front of a Clergyman.”




  “I tried to talk to Mama this afternoon,” Alyna said, “when she told me the Prince wanted our engagement to be announced tonight. Lady Glossop, who is giving this party, is my Godmother and Mama felt she would be pleased – that the announcement should be made in her house.”




  “And you told your mother quite firmly that you would not marry the Prince?”




  “I told her that I would rather die than do so,” Alyna said. “But she merely replied that, now Papa is dead – she has the power and authority to arrange my marriage. I have no say – in the matter.”




  Lord Dorrington knew this to be true. By law a parent or Guardian could arrange a marriage without the consent of the parties concerned if they were under age.




  Alyna gave a little shiver.




  “What is the time?” she asked.




  Lord Dorrington drew his watch attached to a gold fob from his waistcoat pocket.




  “It’s a quarter to midnight.”




  “And the announcement is to be made – at midnight!” Alyna cried with a note of panic in her voice. “Do you understand that, if I am not back in the ballroom in a few minutes – they will come looking for me? That is why your Lordship must go away and forget – that you have ever seen me.”




  She rose to her feet as she spoke and added with a touch of irony,




  “You will doubtless be able to read about it in The Times the day after tomorrow. I shall perhaps merit – a line or two such as,




  ‘It is with deep regret we announce that on the night of May 3rd 1799 the body of a young woman was recovered from the Thames near – ’”




  Her voice died away as Lord Dorrington also rose and she looked up into his eyes.




  “Are you really so cowardly?” he asked scathingly, “that you run away from the first battle?”




  “Cowardly?”




  Alyna repeated the words beneath her breath.




  “I am sure I am right in thinking that your father was at one time a soldier,” Lord Dorrington said slowly. “I know at any rate that one of your relatives was a General.”




  “That was – my uncle,” Alyna said. “He commanded the Grenadier Guards and my father also served in the Grenadiers.”




  “Then I cannot believe that they would be very proud of you at this moment,” Lord Dorrington said.




  There was a long silence.




  Then Alyna gave a deep sigh that seemed to come from the very depths of her being.




  “I will – try once again to make Mama – understand,” she said hesitatingly. “But, if the engagement is announced at midnight, she will never listen. She will say it’s too late – however much I try to persuade her.”




  “Yes, I can understand that,” Lord Dorrington remarked, “and therefore you must leave immediately.”




  “If I go back to the house,” Alyna said, “they will be looking for me. I am sure the Prince will be – waiting.”




  She shuddered as she spoke and Lord Dorrington saw the gleam of terror in her eyes.




  “Why does he frighten you so much?” he asked.




  “I wish I knew,” Alyna answered. “I tell myself that it is stupid and childish and yet every time he comes near me I feel as if there is a cobra in the room. I want to scream and run away and yet sometimes I am unable to move. There is some power in him – something almost – hypnotic.”




  “Then you must make every excuse not to be alone with him,” Lord Dorrington said.




  “I know,” Alyna agreed, “I have told myself that. But I think he orders Mama to do what he wants. And she wishes so much – to please him.”




  Lord Dorrington appeared to be about to ask another question and then he changed his mind.




  “I must help you to escape,” he said in a matter of fact voice. “It would doubtless compromise you if it was known that I drove you home in my carriage, but that is a risk we must take.”




  “He must not see me leave,” Alyna said quickly.




  “No, I realise that,” Lord Dorrington replied. “So what I am going to suggest is this – follow the balustrade along the bank of the river until you come to the end of the garden. Beyond it is the main road.”




  He paused and went on,




  “I think, if I remember rightly, it is bordered not by a wall but by a yew hedge. I have the feeling that you will be able to negotiate it.”




  “Where shall I meet you?” Alyna asked.




  “I am going back to the house,” Lord Dorrington replied. “I shall make my farewells to Lady Glossop and thank her for a very pleasant evening. I will then stop my carriage on the road near the bridge. Keep in the shadows of the yew hedge and don’t come forward until you see me alight from the carriage.”




  “I will do that.”




  “You promise?” Lord Dorrington asked sharply. “I trust you to meet me there.”




  “If you mean that I might throw myself in the river when you have left me,” Alyna said in a low voice, “I will not do so. You are right, I have been a coward. But it’s difficult – very difficult!”




  “I will meet you on the road in four to five minutes time,” Lord Dorrington said. “Now do as I tell you, Alyna, just follow the balustrade.”




  She looked up at him, her eyes wide and questioning in the light from the lantern.




  “You are very kind to me,” she said softly. “Why?”




  “I have a feeling that I shall ask myself that very same question before the night is out,” Lord Dorrington said with a faint smile. “In the meantime, Alyna, as it is drawing near to midnight, I suggest that you start moving quickly towards the road.”




  At his words Alyna gave a nervous glance over her shoulder as if she were afraid of someone appearing from the direction of the house.




  Then without speaking again, with her hand on the grey stone of the balustrade, she walked through the fragrant shrubs and disappeared.




  Lord Dorrington walked in the opposite direction.




  He moved slowly with an air of fashionable languor across the lawns and in through the open French windows of the ballroom.




  The tapers in the huge crystal chandeliers shed their light on the elegance of the Beau Monde dancing sedately on the polished floor of the ballroom.




  The women guests shimmered with jewels, tiaras surmounted their elaborately arranged hair and their full-skirted, draped, embroidered, fulsomely trimmed gowns also glittered with gems.




  The men were equally magnificent, bestrewn with decorations, and on some silk-stockinged legs beneath the conventional white satin breeches there glittered the Order of the Garter.




  The younger men, following the fashion set by Beau Brummel and the Prince of Wales, were less ornate, but their high intricately tied cravats were a decoration in themselves.




  In 1799 wigs were no longer worn, except by the powdered flunkeys with their gold-braided heavily-buttoned liveries, as they carried great silver trays laden with crystal glasses of champagne amongst the guests.




  Lord Dorrington, moving purposefully through the throng, managed to avoid conversing with a number of people who wished to engage his attention.




  He found his hostess. Lady Glossop, in an anteroom off the main ballroom talking to a lady he recognised as Lady Maude Camberley. Beside them was a dark skinned, over-decorated stranger, who Lord Dorrington guessed was the Prince.




  “My dear Lord Dorrington,” Lady Glossop gushed, holding out her gloved hand, “you cannot be leaving us!”




  “It is with deep regret that I must do so,’’ Lord Dorrington replied. “But I have an appointment to meet His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales at Carlton House and I am afraid I am already late.”




  “Then, if His Royal Highness is expecting your Lordship, I must not detain you,” Lady Glossop said. “But his gain in the pleasure of your company is certainly our loss.”




  “You are very gracious,” Lord Dorrington murmured.




  “I am only sorry you cannot stay for a little ceremony that is just about to take place,” Lady Glossop said.




  As she spoke, she turned to Lady Maude Camberley.




  “I think, Maude, you know Lord Dorrington.”




  “We have met,” Lady Maude said coldly.




  “We have indeed.”




  Lord Dorrington gave her so brief a bow that she instinctively stiffened as if at an insult.




  “And, of course, you must know Prince Ahmadi,” Lady Glossop went on. “Your Highness, may I present Lord Dorrington, who is without exception the best dressed man in London.”




  “I have heard of your Lordship,” Prince Ahmadi said with a flash of his white teeth.




  “I am flattered,” Lord Dorrington drawled in a tone that conveyed the opposite.




  He looked the Prince over as he spoke and thought that he could understand Alyna’s fear of him.




  Prince Ahmadi was handsome in a fleshy flamboyant fashion. He was taller than might have been expected and had an assured polished manner that could only have come from a Western education.




  At the same time there was something exotic and very Oriental about him.




  Perhaps it was the boldness of his black eyes, which were too close together. Perhaps it was the sensual fullness of his lips, which had a touch of cruelty about them.




  It was not difficult to understand that anyone as young and sensitive as Alyna would find him terrifying.




  “May I thank you once again,” Lord Dorrington said to Lady Glossop.




  He turned and walked without appearing to hurry from the anteroom across the marble hall to where the linkmen were calling the carriages.




  “I dislike that man!” Lady Maude remarked when he was out of earshot.




  “I cannot imagine why you accord him the importance of even thinking about him,” the Prince said. “After all, like so many ineffectual Englishmen, he is nothing but a clothes peg!”




  “I find him delightful,” Lady Glossop said firmly, as if she resented her guests being criticised. “I have known Ulric Dorrington for many years and, despite his addiction to fashion, he has, I believe, a great deal of intelligence.”




  Neither of her guests however was listening to her.




  “I wonder where Alyna can be,” Lady Maude asked sharply. “I told her to come back to my side as soon as each dance ended.”




  “I last saw her about twenty minutes ago,” the Prince said. “She was with a vacant-looking fop whose cravat was already wilting in the heat.”




  “I expect they have gone into the garden,” Lady Glossop said. “It’s very hot.”




  “Alyna is not supposed to go into the garden,” Lady Maude snapped. “If I have told the child once, I have told her a thousand times that girls who sit out at dances earn the reputation of being fast.”




  “After tonight I shall have the privilege of looking after Alyna for you,” the Prince said suavely. “I shall be very attentive. When she is in my care, Alyna will not make mistakes.”




  Lady Maude smiled at him.




  “No, Your Highness, I am sure you will look after her perfectly. After all the poor child needs the protection of a man like yourself. It has been hard for us both since my dear husband died.”




  She made her voice sound quite plaintive.




  The Prince, however, was not listening, while his dark eyes were searching the crowd of dancers moving back into the ballroom from the garden for the beginning of another dance.




  There was no sign of Alyna.




   




  *




   




  Lord Dorrington’s well-sprung carriage, drawn by a fine pair of perfectly matched roans, came to a standstill just before the bridge.




  A footman jumped down from the box, but almost before he could open the door a small figure in white came running from the shadows of the yew hedge to clamber into the carriage.




  “You have come!” she said breathlessly. “I was so afraid – you would change your mind.”




  “I think those are the words I should be saying to you,” Lord Dorrington said with a faint smile. “What is your address?”




  “36 Hertford Street,” Alyna replied.




  The footman arranged a rug over Alyna’s knees and the carriage started off.




  It was not far from Chelsea to Hertford Street, where Lady Maude had rented a small and uncomfortable house for the Season. But the roads were narrow and the carriage could not proceed at any great speed.




  “Did you see Mama?” Alyna asked.




  “She was waiting for you with Lady Glossop,” he replied, “and Prince Ahmadi was also with them.”




  “You met him?”




  “Yes, I met him.”




  “Can you now realise what I – feel about him?”




  “I think perhaps I can,” Lord Dorrington said. “But, Alyna, you will have to marry some time. Even if you evade the Prince, there will be other men.”




  “I shall never marry, never!” Alyna replied. “I hate men! Do you understand, I hate them!”




  “Have you much experience of the species?” Lord Dorrington enquired with a hint of laughter in his voice.




  “I know you think that I am very ignorant and perhaps foolish,” Alyna said, “but I met a number of young men when I was in Bath. There was even one gentleman who offered for me, but, as he had no money, Mama would not entertain the idea of my marrying him I am thankful to say.”




  “Perhaps you have been unfortunate in the men you have met,” Lord Dorrington suggested.




  Alyna shook her head.




  “I talked about it with Papa,” she said, “and he agreed that I would not be happy married to the type of young man who was most likely to wish to make me his wife.”




  “Why should your father have thought that?” Lord Dorrington asked in surprise.




  “Because I am too clever!” Alyna said.




  In the light of the lantern that lit his carriage, Lord Dorrington looked at her in astonishment, then threw back his head and laughed.




  “Forgive me, Alyna,” he said, “but it’s really most extraordinary to hear a remark like that from a young lady of fashion.”




  “I am not a young lady of fashion,” Alyna retorted crossly. “And I know that I could never be happy with a fool or make him happy either.”




  “Why should you only meet fools?” Lord Dorrington asked.




  “Because those are the only sort of men I am likely to encounter,” Alyna replied. “You don’t suppose that any man of intelligence would wish to perambulate round ballrooms all night or sit talking nonsense at long drawn out dinner parties to girls of my age.”




  “I must say you surprise me,” Lord Dorrington replied.




  “Papa and I talked about it,” Alyna said, “and he agreed with Mama that no man in the Social world wants a clever wife. Mama, of course, was angry with me for spending so much time in learning, but Papa said that when he was dead it would be a compensation to me in my dotage.”




  “So they both made up their minds that you are to be an old maid!”




  “Not Mama.”




  Alyna paused a moment before she said bitterly,




  “Mama is determined that I shall be married and quickly. It costs a lot of money to keep me at the Seminary and even more if I am to appear in the Social world. Besides, as Mama says, to have a daughter hanging around spoils her own chances with men.”




  Lord Dorrington frowned, but he did not speak and after a moment Alyna said in a low voice,




  “It was vulgar and – ill-bred of me to – speak like that. Will you please forget it?”




  “I want you to speak frankly to me,” Lord Dorrington said, “because I feel that somehow I must find a solution to your problems. They are indeed, I grant you, rather more difficult than I suspected at first.”




  “I thought you might think that,” Alyna said. “If I had any money, I could go away and live by myself.”




  “By yourself?” Lord Dorrington asked.




  “Well, with an older woman, perhaps my old Governess who is retired or even with Martha, a maid who has been with Mama since I was a child.”




  “Do you think you would be happy living alone?”




  “If I had lots of books to read, I would not worry about anything else,” Alyna answered. “You see Papa made me realise how one can journey round the world and still be sitting at home in an armchair. We made so many wonderful discoveries together. I learnt about people, their customs and their relationships. We read books in French and Italian and he promised me that, when I left the Seminary, he would take me to Italy.”




  Alyna sighed.




  “I suppose now I shall never see the glory of Rome.”




  “It is a place you might easily visit with a husband,” Lord Dorrington suggested.




  “You are still thinking I might get married,” Alyna said accusingly. “You are as bad as Mama! How could I tolerate living day after day with the type of young man who never reads a book and is interested only in gaming and drinking?”




  “You are very critical,” Lord Dorrington said. “You must have met only unusual men.”




  “The ‘crème de la crème’ of Society!” Alyna said with a scathing note in her voice. “Tonight the young gentleman who took me down to dinner thought that Magna Carta was a horse running at Ascot!”




  Lord Dorrington threw back his head and laughed.




  “You must have a penchant for picking out the ignoramuses. I will guarantee to find you some men who are not only intelligent but well educated.”




  “And do you really think that your friends would be interested in the unattractive penniless daughter of Lady Maude Camberley?”




  There was a pause.




  Then Lord Dorrington repeated,




  “Unattractive?”




  “Look at me!” Alyna said.




  He turned sideways in the soft-cushioned carriage to do as she had asked him.




  It was difficult to distinguish her features under the elaborate coiffure that must have taken a hairdresser hours to achieve.




  Curls hid her forehead and the outline of her cheeks. Only her eyes were clear to see, frightened, defiant and still starkly desperate.




  “Do you really imagine that I would shine in the smart fashionable world?” she asked as he did not speak. “Mama was right when she said the only quality that I have is that I am young and the Prince in particular likes women to be young, fair-haired and blue-eyed.”




  The voice was bitter.




  Then Alyna added,




  “It’s extremely unfortunate that I can do nothing about my eyes. They are sometimes green, sometimes grey, and nothing can make them a pretty bird’s egg blue.”




  “You are a very unusual person,” Lord Dorrington remarked.




  “Because I face the truth?” Alyna asked. “Papa said to me a long time ago, ‘never lie to yourself, Alyna, never pretend to be what you are not’.”




  “I think the truth, as you see it, is perhaps unnecessarily harsh,” Lord Dorrington said slowly.




  “Are you suggesting that I should believe it likely that I could become the toast of St. James’s?”




  She lifted her chin defiantly.




  His eyes seemed to search her face and then he said,




  “Everybody has a different idea of beauty. To one man it means one thing, to another something quite different.”




  Alyna turned her head away from him.




  “You asked me why I shall never marry,” she answered, “and I have answered you. All that concerns me is how I can avoid having to – wed the Prince!”




  “I think that is a battle you will have to fight on your own,” Lord Dorrington said. “But I want you to make me a promise.”




  “A promise?” she asked quickly.




  “A promise that you will have to keep,” he said his voice very firm.




  “What is it?” Alyna asked.




  “I want you to swear to me on the memory of your father, whom I think you loved, that you will not attempt to take your life again unless I give you permission to do so.”




  There was silence in the carriage.




  Alyna was looking down at her hands.




  “And if I do – not give you my – promise?” she asked at last in a very small voice.




  “Then I shall turn the horses round,” Lord Dorrington said, “and take you back to your mother.”




  Alyna gave a little cry.




  “You could not do anything so cruel! So treacherous!”




  “I shall most certainly do so if you don’t give me your promise,” Lord Dorrington asserted.




  There was a touch of steel beneath his voice that told Alyna that he was not threatening her idly.




  “I thought you were being – kind to me,” she murmured.




  “I am, although you may not realise it,” he answered. “Do you give me your promise?”




  He put out his hand as he spoke and almost unwillingly she put her fingers in his.




  “Swear to me, Alyna,” he prompted. “Say what I have told you to say, so there can be no mistake.”




  He felt her fingers tremble and then hesitatingly in a low voice she said,




  “I swear on the – memory of – Papa that I will not take my – life until you give me – permission to do so.”




  “Thank you, Alyna,” Lord Dorrington said and released her hand.




  “It’s not fair! You have no right!” Alyna cried.




  “I think I have every right. When one saves another person’s life, it is well known that one assumes responsibility for them. I am afraid that I have no choice but to make you my special responsibility.”




  “I don’t want your help. I don’t want – anyone’s!” Alyna said passionately. “I just want – to be dead!”




  Lord Dorrington did not answer and after a moment she went on defiantly,




  “I know you think me a – coward, I know you think I am a foolish, inconsequential – schoolgirl, but I cannot – help being afraid.”




  As her voice broke on the last words, Lord Dorrington covered her cold fingers with the warm strength of his own.




  “Courage, Alyna,” he urged. “I have a feeling that things are not so black as you fear, somehow there will be a way of escape.”




   




   




  Chapter Two




  After he had dropped Alyna, Lord Dorrington proceeded to Carlton House.




  As the horses drew up in Hertford Street outside number 36, Alyna had, as soon as the footman opened the carriage door, sped up the steps.




  Then, before raising her hand to the brass knocker, she had waited for the carriage to drive away.




  Alone Lord Dorrington sat back against the cushioned seat with a serious expression on his face.




  He did not notice that lights in the Club windows were blazing brightly as they drove down St. James’s and that linkmen were calling carriages with lighted torches in their hands.




  Nor did his Lordship see that bucks resplendent in their finery were moving from White’s to Brooks’s, from Brooks’s to Watier’s




  It was indeed with quite a start that Lord Dorrington realised his horses had come to a standstill outside Carlton House.




  There were still a number of coachmen outside the brilliantly lit porticoed entrance and he proceeded without hurrying through the hall with its Ionic columns of brown Sienna marble and up the graceful double staircase to the Chinese room.




  He found the Prince of Wales with four other gentlemen, wine glasses in their hands and several footmen in attendance waiting to replenish them.




  As Lord Dorrington was announced, the Prince of Wales looked up with an expression of pleasure on his handsome face.




  ”Dorrington! You are damned late!” he exclaimed. “I began to think that you intended to ignore my invitation.”
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