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        London, March, 1822

      

      

      “Almack’s.” The word slipped out of Lady Alice St. Claire on a sigh of resignation that no one heard. She handed her Apollo-gold cloak with plush trim over in exchange for a voucher and turned to peer into the ballroom that, as the Season’s opening event, was already packed with eager faces. Her mother, the Duchess of Carr, went immediately to stand by the side of one of the patronesses, trusting Alice to her sister’s care. Alice was perfectly capable of seeing to herself, but the duchess had yet to become enlightened to the fact.

      Lady Charlotte, her married sister older by four years, preceded Alice into the room. She turned back with an impatient gesture. “Are you coming, Alice? Durstead, you may go play cards if you wish. If I need you, I shall send word, but otherwise, you may come and find us at two o’clock as usual.”

      Charlotte moved forward, not waiting for an answer from her husband and with the full expectation that her sister would follow. Alice did not bother to offer her brother-in-law a sympathetic look. She rather thought his immolation at his wife’s altar was done willingly, and therefore she had little patience for him.

      Trailing Charlotte half-heartedly, Alice entered the ballroom and was immediately engulfed by the crowd, which separated her from her sister. A voice pierced the din on her right, calling, “Lady Alice,” and she recognized the penetrating tone. Bracing herself, she turned to greet the childhood friend, if such a term could be used.

      “Barbara, how lovely to see you,” she said, pasting on a smile. “Have you only just arrived in town?” Alice could not remember a time when she had not known Barbara Gower, née Bowlings. They had shared dancing lessons before their presentation, and their mothers had brought them on morning calls, assuming that a friendship would be the natural result. But it was hard to be friends with someone who was only nice to you because of your title.

      Barbara glanced over her shoulder at the man standing behind her. “Yes, quite. I was married recently, as you must know. Please allow me to present my husband, William Gower. Mr. Gower, this is Lady Alice St. Claire, the youngest daughter of the Duke of Carr.”

      Mr. Gower offered a low, punctilious bow as she curtsied in return. Alice searched the crowd, hoping for the sight of a more promising acquaintance that might allow her to escape without appearing as though she were giving Barbara a cut. There was none. “May I offer you congratulations on your marriage?” she said instead.

      “You may. It was a magnificent ceremony. We were married in St. Paul’s Cathedral with everyone who had come early to London in attendance, many of whom had journeyed just for the event. I was sorry to receive your regrets.”

      “As was I to have to send them. I wish you every happiness for your future together, although I am sure my wishes are not needed for such good fortune.” Alice did not offer her reasons for not attending the wedding because her excuse was, admittedly, flimsy. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I promised Charlotte I would not stray far.”

      With a cordial nod, she effected her escape at last. If nothing else, Alice had been taught the skill of making a graceful exit.

      Charlotte had not waited for her, and Alice could only thank the heavens her sister had rediscovered her bosom friends so they might fall into conversation and forget all but the latest on-dits. Charlotte was much like her mother in that way. Alice ducked out of her sister’s line of sight, satisfied to have made her escape.

      The room was crowded and warm. The candles had been lit in all the chandeliers above them, and two tables holding punch bowls and glasses of orgeat and lemonade were at one end. The lemonade was watery and the orgeat was syrupy, and both were warm. Alice would have to go thirsty.

      She gave civil nods to the guests she knew as she walked by, friendly enough that they could not accuse her of being haughty—although people most certainly did—but distant enough that no one would think she was looking for company. She moved with purpose in the direction of the retiring room, although really, she was just looking for a secluded-enough place to take refuge from the crowds. At the last moment, she found an empty spot on the side of the room in one of the windowed alcoves, and she ducked into its shadow. The crowd milled and talked and danced in front of her, but there was no one else in the alcove with her.

      Alice breathed out and looked at the set forming, thankful she was not required to be part of it. Tonight, as in all of last Season, she had left the train on her dress down. The gesture would serve to discourage all invitations to dance, if her elusive reputation had not done the trick. She was entering her fifth Season, and if she was not already married, it was because there had been no incentive tempting enough—although offers there had been.

      Why, let’s see, she thought as the litany of suitors pranced before her vision. She had been proposed to by Lord Shrewsbury, who’d had the tendency to corner her when she was not quick enough to spot his approach. If that had not been bad enough, his laugh was remarkably like that of a donkey’s. He had made his confidence known that, in possessing the title of marquess, he must be acceptable to her. She had wasted no time in disabusing him of the notion.

      There had been others—like Mr. Morris, a man older than her father. The duke had known his daughter was not likely to accept the man’s suit, and he had not insisted. But since the suitor had possessed wealth enough, and her father had not wished to offend him, he had allowed Mr. Morris to make the attempt. Alice had sent him away without regret.

      Mr. Waynesworth, another possible suitor, had never gathered his courage to ask her to dance. Instead, he had hovered about Alice nervously, quietly solicitous and eager to bring her a drink at every turn until the sight of him had made her long to shriek. She could readily sympathize with the onset of mental illness that some ladies experienced.

      And finally, there had been Mr. Bowing, young and handsome, who practiced his charm on every wealthy woman he met and certainly thought himself charming enough to seduce the daughter of a peer. He had been wrong. It wasn’t youth or elegance she sought, but substance—in character rather than purse. As there was clearly no such man in all of England, she had stopped her search.

      What was wrong with this world that gave a woman no authority or voice of her own to decide what she wanted? If only her parents’ attempts at producing an heir had been successful with her, and she had been born a boy. She would have had all the freedom she could desire.

      A smile hovered on Alice’s lips. But then there would be no Bartholomew. Her brother, the Marquess of Anley, was her favorite person in the world, even if he had grown somewhat distant in recent months as he’d sought his independence. It wanted only a year or two until Bartholomew was a man grown.

      Brought back to the present by the false smiles and artificial laughter that resounded in the space in front of her, Alice continued her internal rant. Almack’s was representative of all she disliked about the ton, particularly in their attempts to achieve a connection with her. Courted from all sides—by women who thought they might improve their social standing if she befriended them, by men who were certain she would succumb at last to their manifold charms. She gazed impassively at London’s finest assembled before her.

      Lady Alice St. Claire was gaining the reputation of being haughty and unattainable. The corner of her mouth upturned at the thought. The reputation was serving her well.

      A familiar face on the far side of the dance floor caught her eye. Miss Gwendolyn Chauncey watched the dance in front of her from the line of young ladies who had no partners. Alice had been given a chance to observe Miss Chauncey at a card party a week ago, where she had been seated at the table next to hers. Alice was older and above her in standing, and Miss Chauncey had not attempted to engage her in conversation—not even when the game had ended and she could have. A woman who did not push her advantage by forcing a connection that would benefit her? How refreshing.

      Miss Chauncey was, just now, standing perfectly still and staring after Mr. Oswald Duckworth—the gentleman she had been paired with for cards, and one of the most hardened flirts on the marriage mart. The crowd he ran with was known for breaking the hearts of hopefuls, as none of them had any intention of settling down. Despite that, Alice had seen a spark of interest in Mr. Duckworth’s attention that night that had gone beyond flirting. Miss Chauncey had substance, Alice had decided from her brief observation.

      She sighed and shook her head as she continued to watch. Miss Chauncey was going about it in a way that was destined to fail if all she did was stand there and stare at him. Alice would have to do something to help the poor girl. The look on Miss Chauncey’s face was one of such longing, Alice was tempted to go over to Mr. Duckworth and drag him to her side, using her social weight to force him to ask the girl to dance. But not only could men not be led in such an overt manner, Alice was afraid it might have the reverse effect of making Mr. Duckworth think she was interested in him, which was very far from the case.

      Ugh. And there was that dead bore, Percival Lloyd, whom no one liked but everyone had to tolerate, approaching Miss Chauncey and making his bow. Alice watched the man’s ponderous steps with dismay, knowing that Miss Chauncey would be forced to say yes to his invitation if she wished to dance for the rest of the night. Still, what a trial!

      “Don’t do it, Miss Chauncey. I beg of you,” she murmured from the safety of the alcove. “It is better not to dance at all than to be shackled to the side of a man such as that.”

      “A man such as what?”

      Alice turned to the owner of the deep voice next to her, startled. Where did he come from? There had been no one in the alcove with her, and she would have seen him if he’d arrived from the dance floor. She was about to ask him how he got there, but one glance behind her answered the question. He had merely been tucked away behind the heavy velvet drapes.

      Alice faced forward again. She would have liked to have condemned him for such lurking behavior as hiding behind velvet curtains while innocent women spoke their thoughts aloud. But everyone knew Mr. George Clavering to be cheerful and harmless, even if he was a gamester. He would never act in a way that was not perfectly honorable.

      “A gentleman is not supposed to address a lady to whom he has never been formally presented, Mr. Clavering.” Alice opened her fan and began to wave it, refusing to look at him but curious to hear what he would reply.

      There was no trace of hesitation or self-consciousness in his voice when he answered—nothing with which she could reproach him of being too forward.

      “I beg your pardon, Lady Alice. It is only that I was taught never to ignore a woman when she is speaking. I could not turn a deaf ear to your conversation.”

      She could hear the humor in his response and decided not to take objection to it, although she was half tempted to be piqued at his having a ready answer. But that would only make her look ridiculous. “Very well. You have graciously responded to my conversational gambit, and I will not accuse you of ignoring me. No one will be able to speak ill of you.”

      In a voice that held hints of teasing inflection, he replied, “That is a dismissal if ever I’ve heard one. I shall not haunt your footsteps, my lady. But since we are holding a conversation, perhaps you might tell me to whom you are referring. Who do you beg not to dance, and with whom?”

      The conversation was just unusual enough that Alice did not give him the polite brush-off she had planned. Instead, she answered. “It is Miss Chauncey. I was counseling her, although she could not hear it, not to accept the invitation of Mr. Percival Lloyd. Better to lose the chance of dancing the entire night than to have to endure two sets with such a man as he.”

      “I do not know Miss Chauncey, but I am much inclined to agree with your assessment of Lloyd. He latched on to my sister a few times, and it was a full hour before she could make her escape.” Mr. Clavering appeared to study the crowd. “Who is Miss Chauncey?”

      Alice looked at him more closely. Mr. Clavering was pleasing to look at, with humorous brown eyes set in a chiseled face. But it was not difficult to see that his comportment was like that of every other gentleman in the ton. A care-for-nothing tulip, a sports-mad Corinthian, a penniless—she supposed—gamester whose only interest was playing with dice and hearts. Eventually, when he was old enough, he would seek a wife who would allow him to continue in that vein. It would not be Alice.

      “Miss Chauncey is the woman dancing with Mr. Lloyd.” She nodded to where they stood, waiting their turn in the set.

      Mr. Clavering sighed and shook his head. “She did not have enough resolution, then.”

      “She did not, unfortunately. If only more women did.” Alice continued to watch them follow the line to the head of the set, her heart beating in sympathy at the look of bored despair on Miss Chauncey’s face. “But to refuse, of course, would mean she could not dance for the rest of the evening.”

      “You appear to have plenty of resolution,” Mr. Clavering observed.

      Alice turned to face him, flicking her gaze up to meet his. “That is easy. I plan never to marry.”

      Mr. Clavering did not immediately respond to that or try to convince her otherwise, and for that she was grateful. Nothing was more tiresome than men who thought they knew what was better for her life than she did.

      He folded his arms, watching the dancing couples before him. “If she had so little resolution, perhaps she deserves Mr. Lloyd. She is not above average in looks, and I cannot say that there is anything in her personality to attract a man. Miss Chauncey must not set her sights too high.”

      Alice looked forward, a flash of irritation heating her cheeks. Men who had nothing to recommend them in the way of looks were able to secure matches with the most stunning beauties. Was it so hard to credit that a woman might not do the same? Alice wasn’t sure why she cared so much about Miss Chauncey’s future when she knew little more than her name. It was only that she had struck Alice as possessing more sincerity than most of her acquaintances. And Alice had met so few people of depth, she could not help but take notice.

      She indicated the set in progress with her eyes. “Percival Lloyd deserves a woman who is as dull as he is, with no sense of humor or finer feelings. That is not Miss Chauncey.”

      “Is that so?” Mr. Clavering considered this. “Then who would you choose for her? What partner would you have her dance with?”

      Alice did not hesitate when she inclined her head toward the gentleman laughing with a group of young men in a corner. He was not dancing at the moment, and was certainly not looking at Miss Chauncey.

      “Mr. Duckworth.”

      This did get a reaction out of Mr. Clavering, as she had known it would. Everyone in Society knew they were close friends.

      “Duckworth,” he exclaimed. “Duck? Impossible. He’s one of the biggest flirts in London. He will end up with a woman who is as full of wit and vivacity as he is.”

      Alice shook her head firmly. “Very often, men do not know what they need. It takes only a little arranging. Mr. Duckworth and Miss Chauncey have already met at a card party, and it was apparent to anyone with a set of eyes how well they suited. If he is led to dance with her once or twice, he will remember how easy she is to converse with and will discover that the pleasure of dancing with her only increases her charms. From there, it is not such a great leap to courtship.”

      Mr. Clavering turned incredulous eyes to Miss Chauncey and shook his head. “Impossible.”

      Alice gave him a pointed look. “Men do not want wit and vivacity at their breakfast table.”

      Mr. Clavering opened his mouth to retort, then stopped. “That is true,” he admitted. Alice could not help but smile at his honesty, until he added a rejoinder. “Men do not want to look at a face that turns them off their breakfast each morning either.”

      Alice pinched her lips together, suddenly furious. She gave a swift curtsy and began to walk away, but he called out to her.

      “Lady Alice.”

      She was tempted to ignore him, and she could not say why she did not, but she turned back. There was no trace of humor in his expression now, and it struck her that—little though she knew him—she had never seen him without his prevailing look of teasing insouciance.

      “I beg you will forgive me,” he said, holding her regard. “That was rude and untrue. I did not do justice to Miss Chauncey.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Alice returned to the alcove.

      He touched her arm lightly. “Thank you for returning to hear my apology.”

      “It was only because I remembered that this was my alcove,” she replied, allowing her lips to twitch.

      He laughed. “You are right. The next time I say something so lacking in feeling, I will see myself out.”

      Mr. Clavering appeared to study the crowd, and she was able to study him. Her eyes came only to the top button of his coat, and when he faced her, she sent him a considering look.

      “Would you care to make a wager on whether Mr. Duckworth will fall for Miss Chauncey before the end of the Season?”

      Now Mr. Clavering studied her, amusement and doubt illuminating his features. “A wager! If you are courageous enough for one, you may be sure that I am. I never turn down a bet. What shall be the terms?”

      It had been a spontaneous proposal, and one Alice had not thought through. Money was so crude. It could not be for money. “If I win, you shall do whatever I ask of you so long as it does not cause permanent harm to a person or reputation—your own or another’s. If you win, the same terms hold true.”

      Mr. Clavering narrowed his eyes as he considered the idea. It was easy to see how one might find him attractive. His speech was natural and his smile ready, which made him easy to converse with. But he had more growing to do before any woman should be forced to tie herself to him.

      He glanced at Miss Chauncey again before replying. “The terms are vague, if you ask me. I would like to have an idea of the sort of thing you would require before I accept them.”

      “I had thought you more of a gamester than that, Mr. Clavering. If the terms can be pleasing to a lady, you can hardly have any objection.” She stopped short before adding, with the glimmer of a smile, “Especially since you are so sure to win.”

      Mr. Clavering’s answering grin awoke something in her—a longing for more of these kinds of playful conversations, where humor carried most of the weight but there were chords of sincerity. She supposed it was a longing for friendship, which Alice did not find as easily as she could have wished.

      “That is true,” he replied. “Then I agree to your wager. If Duck ever manages to see the goodness in someone as…worthy as Miss Chauncey and allows that to trump his dedication to remaining a bachelor, I will own myself beat. I will accept your terms as such, my lady.”

      Alice studied him, wondering if she could press her advantage to gain the one thing that would help her objective. “I would request that you provide me with an introduction to Mr. Duckworth.”

      Mr. Clavering turned a set of laughing eyes her way, even as he shook his head. “I dare not do so. That would be sabotaging my own efforts.”

      Alice glared at him. “Then I shall have to get my own introduction. Never you fear on that score, however. I am somewhat known in the ton.”

      Mr. Clavering laughed again, leaving her with the sensation that he was a restful, easy person to be around. “That you are. I look forward to sparring with you.” He bowed and smiled at Alice with a mischievous glint in his eyes, and then he was gone.

      Alice allowed her gaze to drift back to the object of her attention and felt real sympathy for Miss Chauncey. She was at the mercy of a boring man simply because she had no one to introduce her to more worthy partners. Meanwhile, on the other side of the ballroom, Mr. Duckworth was still in the company of gentlemen rather than doing his duty by asking an available young woman to dance. Alice supposed she had her work cut out for her.

      Then again, for such a hardened flirt, Mr. Duckworth did not seem bent upon conquering any woman’s heart. Alice was not so sure Mr. Clavering knew his friend as well as he thought he did—at least not in matters of the heart.

      She could not stay in the alcove the entire night, as much as the thought pleased her. She walked over to her sister, who at least would not expect her to contribute to the conversation and would shield her from the unwanted advances of certain men. Once she was at Charlotte’s side, Alice turned to gaze at the crowd.

      She was not tall enough to see over the heads of people right in front of her and did not expect to see Mr. Clavering. But she found herself looking for him anyway. In a few minutes, he stepped directly in her line of vision. He glanced at the alcove where she had been, then he faced his friend and returned some answer. She continued watching and saw his gaze seek out Miss Chauncey, whom he was now studying more closely. Good. She had gotten him to think.

      Alice wished she’d had someone to share this encounter with, but her closest friend was in Paris on her honeymoon, and her brother rarely darkened Almack’s door. However, Bartholomew would be sure to find her little episode with Mr. Clavering amusing. She must tell him about it when next she saw him.

      The crowd swallowed Mr. Clavering from her sight, and Alice turned back, half listening to her sister’s prattle. Her conversation was as uninteresting as she had suspected. Despite that, the Season’s opening had been better than she had anticipated, and she hoped it would continue in the same vein. Perhaps she would not endure these months in London hovering, as usual, on the brink of expiring from boredom.
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      It was growing late, and the novelty of the opening night at Almack’s had begun to pall for George Clavering and his friends. For a group of bachelors not quite ready to settle down, Almack’s was not their favorite place to be, but of course, one did not wish to miss the opening. By now, even matrons with their daughters had begun to take their leave, and George and his friends had already remained an unusual length of time.

      “Shall we go?” Duckworth proposed.

      George set his glass on the tray of a servant walking by and followed his friends to the door. He could not help but turn to glance around the ballroom one last time in search of Lady Alice, but she was not tall, and he did not see her in the crowd.

      It wasn’t as though he had never noticed her before. Everyone knew Lady Alice St. Claire. She had a reputation for saying little, though she was nobody’s fool. In fact, her look said everything for her. She was notoriously uninterested in marriage, the gossips said, and she had confirmed this for herself, but George could identify no reason why she should be. As a woman, what did she have to look forward to apart from marriage? And she was a woman who had everything desirable a man could wish for in a wife. In terms of beauty, intelligence, rank, and wealth, she was unparalleled. Lady Alice could have her pick of husbands and need not settle.

      Despite her manifold charms, George had never sought her acquaintance. For one thing, he was not looking for a wife for a number of years yet, and if he were, he would not dare set his sights so high. For a duke’s daughter, even one the youngest of five daughters, she could look much higher than the second son of a baronet. For another, until he had made her acquaintance tonight, George had always assumed there must be something odd about a woman who did not wish to marry. She must be either a bluestocking or insufferably proud. It had only taken their novel exchange for him to realize that there was nothing abnormal about Lady Alice. In fact, their brief conversation had lifted the evening’s pleasure beyond what he had expected from a night at Almack’s. He had actually enjoyed himself.

      Chance had led them to meet. George had not been at Almack’s long when he’d spotted Miss Rachel Baldwin heading his way. Miss Baldwin was a determined flirt and someone he avoided whenever he could, since she was in search of a husband and seemed to think he might be a viable candidate. He had changed his course and ducked into the alcove, taking the occasion to grab a few minutes by the window for some blessed peace and the fresh air that filtered in through the drafty panes.

      In the next instant, he had no longer been alone. George had hesitated before revealing himself, knowing he would put both himself and the other party in an awkward situation. But once he’d heard Lady Alice making observations—actually talking to herself—he could not resist finding out more about what went on in that head of hers. She might not be interested in marriage herself, but she seemed to have definitive ideas on whom others should marry. Lady Alice reminded him of his sister Philippa, come to think of it.

      True, he had made a major misstep when commenting on Miss Chauncey’s lack of beauty. He did not know what had possessed him to talk to Lady Alice about another woman’s looks as though she were a man. A man would agree or disagree on the pronouncement of a woman’s charm or lack thereof, and the conversation would move on from there. He should have known a woman would take it personally, as though he were talking about her.

      Although if he had been, his unfavorable assessment could not have been further from the truth. Lady Alice’s petite frame was charming and perfectly proportioned. Her light-brown hair crowned a round face containing a pert nose and rosebud mouth. She looked angelic, but he suspected that was the last word that should be used to describe her. Another characteristic that reminded him of his sister. He would have to ask Philippa if she knew Lady Alice.

      “Yes, I’m coming,” George called out when his friends looked back down the street to see where he was. He followed them in the dark, accompanied by the noise of drunken gentlemen and the clip-clop of horses carrying people home for the night. He did not need to ask to know they were destined for White’s. This was what they had done last year and the years before that. Almack’s, then White’s. Of course, Almack’s was not their first choice in entertainment, but women—from the young flirts to the mamas of high standing—never hesitated to press George and his friends to come enliven the ball, and the pressure was hard to resist.

      When they arrived at the club, two gentlemen at a table in the middle greeted them loudly. These two had felt no such compunction about missing Society’s opening ball.

      “You are just in time to place your bets.” Ralph Filbert, a thin man with silky whiskers, had the betting book open in front of him, and he waved the quill in the direction of the newcomers. “I am laying a bet that Lord Hicks will snatch up one of this year’s fresh crop. Anyone?”

      Filbert’s companion, Theophile Taylor, took a sip of his drink, then lifted it in encouragement. “I say you should take the bet. It is a guaranteed win. Hicks will never be able to seduce any lady, and heaven only knows he’s been trying for any number of years.”

      Duck sat next to them. “Hicks was at Almack’s tonight, and he was ogling more than one lady.” Entering into the spirit of the bet, he added, “Does it have to be one of the fresh crop, or can it be a spinster?”

      “It has to be one of the new ones,” Filbert answered decisively. “In any case, I wouldn’t bother with the old ones. They are up to his game already. None of them will be seduced by him, so he’s had to look younger.”

      Amos opened his snuffbox. “His title notwithstanding, the only way Hicks is going to find a wife is if a mama forces her girl to it. With those yellow teeth of his and breath that can be smelled a mile away, no girl in her right mind would agree to it willingly.”

      “All this talk and no takers.” Filbert raised an eyebrow. “Do you lay odds or not?”

      George laughed and shook his head as he took a seat across from them. “I am out on this one. To bet on a woman is not a wise course. She is too fickle a creature for a man to lay proper odds. There will surely be some chit who takes no exception to his teeth if they may be exchanged for his title.”

      “There hasn’t been yet,” Taylor retorted. “Besides, that’s precisely the purpose of laying odds. One says a thing cannot be done. Another says it can.”

      At that moment, Lord Hicks himself walked in the door and Filbert exchanged a glance with Duck. Without a word, he signed his name next to the bet and handed it to Duck, Amos, and Taylor, who each signed their names. George shook his head. Filbert closed the book and replaced it on the shelf.

      Lord Hicks went toward his cronies in the back of the club and did not suffer from curiosity over the latest bet, and Filbert glanced in his direction with a wicked grin.

      “So how was Almack’s?” Filbert asked.

      Amos took the remaining chair at the table. “If you’re so curious about Almack’s, why did you not go and see for yourself?”

      “I cannot be bothered. It is the same thing every year.” Filbert called the servant over and ordered a bottle of claret for the table. When the servant left, he added, “Each spring, it’s a new crop of girls angling to find a match in their first Season. They stand there, gazing with large eyes at any specimen that might walk by, their faces filled with hope.”

      George folded his arms, his lips quirking upward. “Did they not cast those large eyes your way often enough?” This was met by laughter. Everyone knew that as much as Filbert protested against the institute of marriage, he needed the money that would come from a good match. And they even knew from his younger days that he possessed a romantic streak. This was nothing more than bluster.

      “Is it just bitterness talking?” Duck added his mite in a friendly tone, although George knew he’d had his own share of bitterness. The mistakes made when he was young and impressionable still smarted, and they kept him unequivocally uninterested in marriage.

      The servant brought the claret and extra glasses, and Duck turned one over for his drink.

      Filbert flushed slightly and folded his arms. “Perhaps. And perhaps not a great many gazes were cast my way, but I still say my penury is more attractive than yellow teeth.”

      George took a sip of the claret. “Some women don’t intend to marry at all, whether for title or a winning smile.”

      “Take Lady Alice St. Claire, for instance,” Duck interjected. “She is firmly off the market, that one.”

      George shot his friend a look, wondering if he had seen George talking with her. He didn’t think Duck had, but it was odd that they had never once discussed Lady Alice and now her name had come up on the same night he had met her.

      “Lady Alice. Now, there is a name I’ve not heard in a while,” Filbert said. “No man in London has any hope of winning her hand. Why, I do not believe she danced even once last Season.”

      “I can confirm she did not,” Taylor replied. “I know plenty who kept their eye out to see if she would. The gel—or lady, I should say—will not marry.”

      “Oh, I am not so sure of such a thing,” George replied, leaning back. He had not intended to respond, but since his mind had been full of Lady Alice ever since their meeting, he could not resist. It was refreshing to enjoy a woman’s company without fearing she would read too much into the attention. And since Lady Alice would not marry, he was safe from such a thing. At the same time, there was something grating about the way his friends had completely written her off. He took a sip of the claret and set his glass down. “Perhaps she has not found the right candidate. After all, she’s a well-looking girl. Someone suitable is bound to attract her notice eventually.”

      “Impossible,” Amos replied. “The woman is a cold fish and has made it clear she is above everyone. She won’t contemplate marriage unless another heir to a dukedom appears on the scene, and I don’t believe there is one of those that has not tried.”

      George was irritated by his friend’s referral to Lady Alice as a cold fish. Had Amos ever exchanged a single word with her? He didn’t think so. She had shown herself to be an exceptional woman, and George could not remain quiet. “I would be willing to lay odds that she will marry—this Season, even. It’s wanting only the right man.”

      “Lady Alice, you say?” Lord Harrowden had come up behind George, having apparently overheard their conversation. The main room at White’s was hardly an intimate location, and one had to be prepared for one’s conversation to be intruded upon. George turned and greeted Lord Harrowden with a civil nod, but he did not like him at all. Harrowden had made improper advances to George’s sister-in-law when she was still unmarried and companion to Harrowden’s widowed aunt.

      As though his presence must be welcome, Lord Harrowden pressed for someone to answer. “Is this a bet you’re contemplating? Did it go in the books yet?”

      “I believe Clavering was just about to do that,” Filbert said with a glance at George. “He has not yet got around to it.”

      Now George was stuck. He had not meant to truly make a bet. “Lay odds” had merely been a figure of speech. But he had said the words and could not back down now. He nodded slowly. “Yes, I am willing to bet Lady Alice will marry this Season.”

      Lord Harrowden lifted his head and snapped at a passing servant. “Bring the betting book.” Turning back to their party, he said, “I will take your bet. Lady Alice is famous for being proud and disagreeable. Even if she were to change her spots, a gentleman would have to think twice before saddling himself with a wife such as her.”

      Duck looked at Harrowden with barely concealed distaste. “If a woman has expressed her desire to remain unmarried, she may do so with my goodwill. However, I say if Lady Alice does not marry, it will not be because she is unable to form an attachment.”

      Harrowden ignored him, and the next thing George knew, he was dipping the quill in the inkwell and shaking the excess ink. He was struck by a flash of conscience when he did so. He had never bet on a woman before if he did not count his bet on Miss Chauncey. He would not count it, though, because it was a bet made with a woman about a woman. Besides that oddity, he did not, on principle, think betting on women a good idea. It had nothing to do with a woman’s fickle nature as he had earlier claimed, but everything to do with the fact that it wasn’t honorable.

      Nor was it honorable to back down from a bet, and he would not do so now.

      “Only fifteen shillings, then,” George said. “This is not a bet that holds my interest enough to put more.” It was a stupid concession, but he somehow felt that making the bet smaller reduced its offensiveness.

      Harrowden scoffed. “Come now. Such a paltry amount? At least make it thirty.”

      George gave him a tight smile and wrote the terms in the betting book, followed by the words, Thirty shillings. He signed his name, and Lord Harrowden signed his name next to it. When it was done, George was left with a bad taste in his mouth. He participated in his friends’ banter and sipped his claret, but his mind was occupied elsewhere. He did not stay long at the club after that.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, George awoke, his conscience slightly eased about the bet he had made the night before. Lady Alice would never find out that he’d made one on her; and if she did, she couldn’t possibly balk at the idea. After all, she had made a similar bet with him regarding Miss Chauncey. Nevertheless, he was unable to sleep as late as he usually did, and a ride in Hyde Park only ate up part of his day. He was in no mood to visit friends, so he went to see his sister.

      Philippa was married to Jack Blythefield, who had recently been appointed Leader of the Opposition in the House of Commons. It had taken him longer than he had hoped to secure the position, although he was still considered young for the role. George was sure that Philippa had been instrumental in her husband’s appointment. She had a good understanding of the issues that came up in the Commons and was able to host parties that created just the right atmosphere to discuss them in a relaxed setting. Philippa had always possessed common sense, but George was proud of her for this additional skill. Besides, he liked being in her company, which was not something he could say for some women who had more hair than wit.

      “George,” she exclaimed when her butler announced him. “What a surprise—and you here so early. What brings you? Jack is not here.”

      He came in and gave his sister a kiss on the cheek. “Can’t a man visit his sister without raising questions?”

      Philippa’s look was dubious. “In general, yes. But with you, it does raise questions, as I know there are a hundred places you’d rather be. Jack is at the Commons. Weren’t you planning to go one of these days?”

      George shook his head. “A life in politics is just not for me. You of all people should know that.”

      “I do know it. I’ll ring for tea if you’d like some.”

      Philippa got to her feet before she had George’s answer, but he called out, “None for me, thank you.” She resumed her seat and waited in expectation for him to state the purpose of his visit. He hadn’t known precisely why he’d wanted to visit his sister until his next words were out. “Do you know a Miss Chauncey?”

      She lifted her eyes in thought and, after a moment, refocused her gaze on him. “No. The name does not sound familiar.” All of a sudden, she gasped and leaned forward. “George, are you contemplating a match?”

      He was too tired to respond with his usual teasing or evasive remark. “No, not with her.”

      She studied him closely, as if sensing that something was weighing on him. She was remarkably perceptive. “Then with someone else?”

      George bit his lip. The answer was no, of course. One day, perhaps. But at the age of twenty-six, he was too young to contemplate marriage. On the other hand, he could not stop thinking about his bet at White’s, and Lady Alice by association. When he returned his gaze to Philippa, she was waiting for his answer. “No. I have no intention to make a match with anyone. However, I have been speaking with Lady Alice St. Claire⁠—”

      “The Duke of Carr’s daughter,” Philippa exclaimed, her tone eager. “You know her?”

      George paused and rubbed his chin. He needed to throw his perceptive sister off the scent quickly. If she thought he was interested in Lady Alice, she would do everything to try to bring them together, and he didn’t want anything to interfere with the easy rapport he had found with Lady Alice. “We were presented, in a manner of sorts. If I can request your discretion on the matter, she appears to think that Miss Chauncey would make an excellent match for Duck.”

      Philippa frowned in confusion. “I wasn’t aware Lady Alice knew Duckworth. I’m surprised that one of her friends should look so far beneath her. Duck has little to recommend him beyond his charms—as much as I love him.”

      George’s friends, including Duckworth, had all been like big brothers to Philippa, and he knew what she meant. “Duck is beforehand in the world though. And I should probably clarify that Miss Chauncey does not have the same breeding or beauty as Lady Alice. Honestly, I do not know how or why they are even friends. Miss Chauncey is the type of person who fades into the woodwork.”

      “Then she will never do for Duck,” Philippa replied decisively. “She won’t keep him interested.”

      “Yes, but it’s the strangest thing because Lady Alice appears to think she will. She bet that Miss Chauncey would be able to attract Duckworth, and I took her bet.” George clapped his hand against his forehead. “I must be bacon-brained. How could I have bet on my own friend?” That made two unwise bets in one night. It must be this bet that was bothering him—more than the one he’d made on Lady Alice. He had really left his wits at home yesterday.

      Then again, the bet against Duck and Miss Chauncey made perfect sense. His friend was nowhere near being ready to give up his bachelorhood.

      “What were the terms?” Philippa asked. She showed no surprise that he had bet against Duck, but George could still not believe he had. For some strange reason, he was reluctant to tell Philippa that he had bet on Lady Alice, too.

      “The terms.” George had to remember the terms. “She said that if she won, I must do whatever she requested as long as it caused no harm to a person or a reputation, and that if I won, she must do the same.”

      “Interesting,” Philippa said in a way that soothed George. It carried no judgment but rather curiosity. “Well, I know the next move you must make.”

      George turned to his sister blankly. “What move is that?”

      “Why, you must find out more about this Miss Chauncey and what makes her so worthy in the eyes of Lady Alice. Point her out to me at the Harrises’ ball a week from Friday—that’s the nearest occasion that is likely to attract everyone in the ton—and I will see if I can’t make her acquaintance.”

      “You won’t say anything though,” George said, suddenly worried. He had not behaved with his usual circumspection, and that could get him into trouble.

      “George,” she returned with mild exasperation. Of course she would not.
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      Alice liked to stay abed each morning. Her maid Daisy knew that and would bring her coffee and a roll and then leave her in peace for another two hours. It was a routine Alice had established and one she quite liked. For one thing, she was not required to face anyone else before she’d had her coffee and had lost herself in whatever book she was currently reading. So little of her time was her own, and it was only after she’d had a chance to do the things that mattered to her that she was able to face others with grace. Morning was, in truth, her favorite part of the day.

      And yet, something about her encounter with Mr. Clavering the night before pushed her out of bed before Daisy arrived and had her going to her wardrobe to select something to wear. It was the first time she had found Society tolerable at an evening event, and it was a novel experience. When her maid brought in the coffee, Alice directed her to assist with her gown and said she would take her breakfast downstairs. Daisy was too well trained to raise her brows at any sudden change her mistress might make, but Alice knew her behavior would likely be talked about downstairs, as it was a departure from her usual habit.

      She chose a dusky rose-colored walking dress with sleeves that gathered at the wrists. Alice’s mother would expect her to accompany her on morning calls later, and she may as well prepare herself now. She left Daisy to return the tray to the kitchen and made her way downstairs.

      In the breakfast room, Alice blinked against the sunlight that streamed in under the azure-blue drapery. Her brother Bartholomew, the Marquess of Anley, was sitting at the table, and Alice raised her eyes in surprise when she caught sight of him. She walked over and ruffled his hair.

      “Bart—what a shock. I had no anticipation you would be here. I was sure you would sleep longer than I did. Why, it is only nine o’clock.”

      “Morning, Lis.”

      The face he presented did not look quite as fresh as she was used to seeing, and she had a suspicion that he had not gone to bed at all. She was sure he had been out late gambling, attending cockfights, or doing whatever else it was gentlemen did. She hoped her brother, at the age of twenty-two, was not foolish enough to get into any sort of real trouble. But she knew she could not be naïve. His honorary degree at Cambridge was behind him, and he was not interested in taking a more personal interest in his estate. It only made sense that he would begin doing what the gentlemen of his acquaintance did.
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