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        He lost a wager . . . but won a treasure.

      

      

      Due to a lost wager, the Duke of Ravenham is obliged to bring a pretty little nobody from the country into fashion among the high-sticklers of London Society. Ravenham would never refuse a debt of honor, no matter how unorthodox, so he overlooks Miss Gordon’s vulgar relations to do what is necessary, escorting the unsophisticated chit to balls, etc. But what he expects to be an irksome duty turns out to be something quite different as he falls under the spell of his protege’s innocent charm. When he lost that wager, he definitely never counted on losing his heart as well!

      
        
        First impressions can be deceiving

      

      

      Miss Gabriella Gordon only came to London at her mother’s and sister’s insistence, for she’d much rather assist in running her father’s veterinary practice than attempt to fit into fashionable society. No sooner has she arrived in London than the exalted (and exceedingly handsome) Duke of Ravenham comes to call. The reason is less than flattering, however: due to a lost wager, the Duke is forced to bring Gabriella into fashion, a “favor” she would certainly refuse if her family would let her. But the more time she spends in the dashing Duke’s company, the more conflicted she feels— particularly when she discovers they have more in common than she ever dared dream.

      

      Book 1 of Brenda Hiatt’s bestselling Hiatt Regency Classics collection.
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      "GABRIELLA, I insist," said Mrs. Gordon firmly, smoothing out the letter which lay before her on the breakfast table and flicking an imaginary crumb off its well-perused surface. "It is extremely kind in your sister to make the offer at all, with you already past the usual age for a girl making her come-out in Society."

      "An offer she has been most persistent in making these three years past," replied the girl across from her, impatiently winding a strand of her long, golden brown hair about one slim wrist. "You know very well that it was never my wish, nor Papa's, that I accept one of Angela's invitations."

      "It is my wish, however," snapped her mother, "and your papa, being dead, God rest his soul, no longer has any say in the matter."

      "And that's another thing, Mama," continued Gabriella in a carefully reasonable tone. "I will not yet be out of mourning next month, and so would be unable to attend any of those glittering social functions which Angela describes at such length, even if I were to go." She tried not to sound smug as she delivered what was surely an unanswerable argument.

      "Nonsense!" Her mother dismissed such reasoning with a flick of her fingers. "You know as well as I that your papa would never have wanted you to deny yourself pleasure as a way of remembering him. Who in London is to know that he died in July rather than April, unless you see fit to bruit it about? I doubt that Angela will wear mourning through the Season."

      "I rather doubt it, too," responded Gabriella with a touch of sourness that her mother, thankfully, did not notice. She had not seen her sister in nearly five years, even their father's funeral having been unable to drag her from her busy social schedule, but could not remember that young lady ever bowing to any consideration which might interfere with her own pleasure. She could not at all understand why Angela was so determined in her efforts to present her to the London ton but suspected, from what she knew of her sister, that Angela would find far more amusement in the endeavour than she would.

      There was no point in telling her mother this, however. Angela had always been the apple of their mother's eye, with her fairylike blonde beauty and cultured airs. Mrs. Gordon had predicted, almost from her birth, that her eldest daughter would go far in the world; nor had she been mistaken. At nineteen, Angela had managed to catch the eye of Sir Seymour Platt, a young and tolerably wealthy baronet, who had married her and whisked her off to London to be (if her letters were to be believed) the reigning toast of the Town, and one of its leading hostesses. Mrs. Gordon was completely unable to fathom how her younger daughter could fail to dream of a similar conquest.

      "But what about the practice?" Fifteen-year-old Gabe, whose presence both ladies had hitherto been inadvertently ignoring, broke into the lengthening silence. "We'll never be able to hold on to it if Brie leaves. Why, already more than half of the farmers are sending to Mr. Bennet over in White Rock instead of to us. What about that, Ma?"

      Gabriella winced. While grateful for her brother's support, she was well aware that this was hardly the argument which would be likely to sway their mother. Mrs. Gordon had objected, even while her husband was alive, to her daughter's interest and involvement in his veterinary practice, and Brie considered herself lucky that her mother had not gone so far as to forbid her continued involvement in it since his death. What she didn't need right now was Gabe's reminding their mother of her unfeminine interests; if anything, it was likely to strengthen her determination to bundle Gabriella off to London!

      "I spoke to Mr. Bennet yesterday," stated Mrs. Gordon calmly, causing both her children to gape at her in astonishment. She had never involved herself in the practice any more than was absolutely necessary, and not at all since their father died. "He has agreed to purchase the practice from us, along with all of your father's medicines and equipment, for a very useful sum. That seemed the wisest course since, if we wait, he will no doubt acquire most of it, anyway, with no compensation to us for poor Gabriel's years of work at building it up."

      Gabe and Brie stared at their mother in stricken silence. Brie managed to find her voice first.

      "Mother, how could you?" she asked in a horrified whisper. "The practice was to have been Gabe's! You know that was always Papa's intention."

      "Your papa, God rest him, expected to carry on the practice himself until Gabe was of an age to become his partner. None of us could have foreseen the accident which took him last year. Why he couldn't have left the dratted lamb on that ledge... But that is over and done. What matters is how we are to live now." Two sets of eyes continued to accuse her, and she straightened her shoulders defensively.

      "You said yourself that many of the farmers are already taking their business to White Rock. I fail to see how you thought we could possibly hold the practice together for several more years. Why, Gabe has not even finished his apprenticeship! Which reminds me—Mr. Bennet said if Gabe were to go to school for a year or two, get some formal education, that he would be willing to take him on as an assistant afterwards. So it's not as though I had forgotten you." This last was delivered almost pleadingly to her son.

      "Perhaps you are right, Mama," said Brie. She was beginning to recover from her shock, though Gabe was still looking rebellious. "I suppose we were deceiving ourselves to think we could go on as before without Papa. The farmers trust me, and Gabe, too, but there is no denying that neither of us is strong enough for the really heavy cases." Her eyes turned to her brother.

      "Can you blame them for calling in Bennet for a difficult calving? You know as well as I do that in those cases knowledge is no substitute for plain brute strength." She still felt betrayed by what her mother had done, but had no desire to see a permanent rift in the family because of it. Gabe met her eyes, and some of the tension went out of his face.

      "Maybe, so," he said reluctantly. "But I tell you to your head, Ma, that I want no part of being Bennet's assistant. I'll go to school if you want, but I'll apprentice elsewhere. Then maybe I'll come back here and give old Bennet some competition!"

      "Does Mr. Bennet take over immediately, or are we to have a grace period?" asked Brie, her tone sharp in spite of her efforts at peacemaking.

      "We decided on a two-week delay," answered her mother. "That should give us time to notify all the farmers of the change and to tie up the loose ends of the business. Now, if you will excuse me, I have correspondence to attend to." She rose swiftly and vacated the room, leaving Brie and Gabe to hash out the details themselves.

      "Us!" sputtered Gabe sarcastically. "When has she ever concerned herself with the farmers or any other part of the practice which didn't come right into the house?"

      "Now that's not fair," said Brie, though her feelings were much the same. "Don't you remember that pair of kids last spring? Mama went out to the barn to bottle-feed them twice or thrice a day for weeks. I'm not sure she didn't become a bit attached to them."

      Gabe snorted. "She only did it because Papa asked her to." He caught his sister's look and relented. "Perhaps she did like the goats a little. But surely you can't think it right that she sold the practice right out from under us without a word!"

      "No, I don't think it was right," agreed Brie with a sigh, "but I have to admit I can see why she did it. She knew we would never have agreed to it if she had asked us, though it has been increasingly obvious, even to me, that we really cannot handle it ourselves. Oh! I miss Papa so!" Her eyes suddenly filled with unshed tears, as her loss overwhelmed her again, as it did at odd moments.

      Now it was Gabe's turn to take charge, showing a maturity beyond his years. "There, there, Brie, I miss him, too," he said, patting her shoulder comfortingly. "What we need to do right now, though, is work out which of us will go to which farms to spread the word. And, who knows? Maybe I'll like going to school. Where do you think I should go?"

      These topics successfully diverted Brie from her incipient tears, and they fell to making plans for the day, the week and the year to come. Both carefully avoided the subject of Angela's invitation, although Brie knew her mother had by no means forgotten it and would bring it up again at the first opportunity.

      In this she was not mistaken. Two days later, Gabe having left them alone while he went to help at a protracted lambing, Mrs. Gordon cornered her daughter in their small parlour and reintroduced the topic. This time she was well prepared, strategically outlining the advantages which would accrue to the whole family as a result of Gabriella's debut, and systematically overriding every objection brought forward. Brie's final defence was that she felt certain her father would not have approved, but her mother waved that consideration aside again.

      "He only refused before because he needed you here in the spring to help with the birthings," she asserted, contrary to what Brie believed to be the truth. "Besides, you must remember his saying that one of these years you should go. This must be the year, before you are old enough to be considered a spinster."

      "Surely, twenty is too old already," said Brie, but without much spirit. She knew her mother had won. Her mother knew it, too, and fell happily to discussing the particulars of her daughter's debut. Brie contributed little to the conversation, nodding or murmuring when some response on her part seemed called for, but Mrs. Gordon apparently had no fault to find with her subdued manner and continued to plan aloud.

      "Angela will no doubt take you shopping at once, and you may trust to her excellent taste to outfit you in style. To fill the gap, we can have one or two of my old things altered to fit you, I suppose."

      As soon as she could break away, Brie threw on a shawl and climbed to her favourite thinking spot, a low hill crowned by a flat stone outcropping within sight of the house.
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      Watching Gabriella's progress from a window, Mrs. Gordon marvelled again at the difference between her two daughters.

      Angela had never been difficult to understand. Her dreams had been those of any normal young lady: a good match and a life of leisure. Those had also been her own dreams, when she had married Gabriel Gordon, second son of Viscount Chapin. While she had never admitted it to herself, and certainly would never have wished for her brother-in-law's death, it had nonetheless been in the back of her mind that he might conceivably die without heir, leaving the title and the comfortable estate that went with it to her husband.

      That, of course, had never come to pass. Instead, it was Gabriel who had died, while his brother had two healthy sons. The families had not been close, though once or twice, when the children were much younger, they had been invited to visit Lord Chapin and his wife. The journey had been tedious, as the estate was located near the Scottish border, and Lady Chapin had treated Mrs. Gordon, who was herself granddaughter to an earl, with such condescension that the connection had been all but dropped.

      Mrs. Gordon had truly loved her husband, however, and, once resigned that she would never be a viscountess, had drawn what contentment she could from her lot in life, especially when the opportunity to live out her girlish dreams through Angela presented itself. Her eldest daughter's letters, although more infrequent than she could wish, were ever a source of delight to her and proudly circulated among her few friends in the district. It rankled somewhat that an invitation to herself was never included, but with both girls in London, she hoped that oversight might soon be remedied.

      Gabriella, on the other hand, had always been a puzzle to her mother. She seemed to want no more out of life than to spend her days tramping round the nearby farms and few estates tending to sick animals—hardly a fit occupation for a lady. And a lady she was—Mrs. Gordon had seen to that. Brie could stitch, draw, play the pianoforte and speak French with the best of them, though one would never guess it to look at her. A Season in London would be the very thing for her. It would take her mind off of her unladylike pursuits and turn them into proper channels. She felt she could trust Angela to see to that.
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      Seated atop the knoll, Brie was also considering her coming Season in London, though with considerably less complacency. These rolling Cotswold Hills in northern Gloucestershire had held a firm grip on her heart for as long as she could remember, as had the animals she had grown to know and love during her years of immersion in her father's veterinary practice. Of course, there would be plenty of horses in London, and perhaps a few dogs, but she would hardly be allowed to concern herself with them. And what of the sheep and cows which dotted the beautiful landscape here?

      It would only be for two months, she reminded herself. Then, no matter what arguments Mama and Angela put forth, she would return to this, her true home. She drew her knees up to her chin and gazed lovingly at the small manor house and its attendant outbuildings; more than a farm, but not quite an estate, it had always been the centre of her world. They received rent from some half dozen farmers, but their real income had come from her father's practice. Where was it to come from now? Her mother had not named a sum, but Brie doubted that what Mr. Bennet might be willing to pay would support them indefinitely.

      The sun had set, flinging its last bright rays across the evening sky in a beautiful panorama which Brie never tired of watching. As the air grew cooler, she drew her thick hair, which grew past her waist, about her shoulders as a second shawl. Papa had always loved her hair, she recalled fondly, and had always overruled Mama when she insisted that it was high time it was cut. Her glory, he had called it. Brie herself had always considered it her one and only claim to beauty.

      Flinging the golden brown mass behind her, she stood up, recognising Gabe's tuneless whistle as he returned from Mr. Donelly's farm. She ran lightly down the hill to question him about the lambing, her "glory" streaming out behind her.

      "How did you fare?" she asked as she reached the bottom, though she knew that if any lambs had died her brother would not be whistling.

      "Well enough, but some work to it," replied Gabe with a smile. "Old Donelly had been trying and trying to get that lamb to come. Turned out that lamb was twins, and he had the nose of one lying on the hind feet of the other. Of course they wouldn't budge!"

      Brie chuckled along with him. "I wish I'd been there instead of here," she said wistfully.

      "Ma still on at you?" asked Gabe in quick concern.

      "I'm afraid so. Worse, I've finally given in. Without the practice to keep up, I don't have much reason to hold out anymore."

      "Oh, Brie!" Gabe gave her a startled glance. "But London—you know what Papa always used to say: that all the wickedest people in England are gathered there."

      "But he let Angela go," replied Brie defensively, although Gabe was only echoing her own thoughts.

      "Only after she and Mother plagued him to death about it. He always did give in to Mother about Angela, you know. But it was different with you."

      That was true. There had always been a special closeness between Brie and her father, and she had drawn her view of the world, and life, from him rather than from her mother.

      "Besides," Gabe continued, "Papa always said that we could never be as truly happy in London as we are here." He had often disagreed with their father on that point, Brie recalled, but no doubt found it a convenient one to bring up now.

      "Yes, but he also said it was up to us to make our own happiness in this world,” she pointed out, though with an inward sigh. "If I stand by everything he taught us, I suppose I can work at that in London as well as here. Besides, it's only for two months." That thought was rapidly becoming a talisman against her dread of the great city.

      "You know, I'll wager London ain't half so bad as Papa always painted it," said Gabe, suddenly reversing his position after a moment's thought. "Do you suppose Angela would let me come, too?"

      "I wouldn't think so, Gabe. She has never mentioned it, at any rate. Besides," she said more forcefully as a sudden thought struck her, "if you came, Mama would certainly come, as well, and then she and Angela would conspire against our ever returning to the country. You know Mama always said she preferred Town life and only agreed to live here for Papa's sake."

      "She wouldn't sell the manor and all without telling us, would she?" asked Gabe in sudden alarm.

      "She can't," replied Brie simply. "It is entailed, which means it is yours by right—and you can't sell it, either," she concluded with some satisfaction.

      "As if I would!" exclaimed her brother, obviously hurt that she could think him capable of such villainy.

      "Come on," said Brie, taking his arm and steering him towards the house. "You must be famished. Tell me all about the lambing."

      Chatting comfortably about the subject dearest to both of their hearts, the two young Gordons turned the corner of the house to enter the well-lighted kitchen at the rear.
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      LADY PLATT put aside the letter from her mother with mixed feelings. She supposed she should be glad that little Gabriella was finally going to accept her kind offer to bring her out, but after three years of asking and being refused she had become complacent about doing the proper thing— offering— without having to go to the trouble of following through.

      In truth, Angela had only offered in the first place because it had come to her well-shaped ears that she was acquiring a reputation for hardheartedness. That was undoubtedly because of the public set-down she'd been forced to give to that callow Mr. Jenkins, who had been driving her to distraction with his declarations of undying love. Certainly, he had deserved it; he had begun to take up time she would much rather have spent with more agreeable admirers.

      It had occurred to her then that if the world could see how generous and kind she was to sponsor her poor, homely little sister into Society, such unjust rumours would be overset. And who could tell? It was even conceivable (albeit barely) that Gabriella might make a creditable match and draw off their mother's increasingly broad hints about money troubles.

      Angela told herself that these reasonings held as good now as they had three Seasons ago. She hated to admit it, but her position in Society had slipped a bit lately and could use just this sort of boost. Perhaps Lady Jersey would even take one of her eccentric likings to Gabriella and forgive Angela the criticism she had made (with the kindest intentions, of course!) about that lady's dreadful purple turban the spring before last. The Platts' vouchers to Almack's had somehow failed to be renewed after that little incident, a situation Angela would give much to remedy. Rising gracefully, she rang for the housekeeper.

      "Mrs. Madsen," she said decisively when that worthy arrived, "my sister Gabriella will be joining us in a week's time to make her bows to Society. Pray have the maids prepare the Blue Room for her stay." She smiled to herself as the housekeeper left to carry out her orders. No one was going to accuse Lady Angela Platt of hardheartedness this Season!
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      The month of April had fairly flown by, it seemed to Brie, as she bounced along with the other passengers on the London-bound stage. There had been so much to do over the past weeks, what with turning over their records to Mr. Bennet and reassuring each individual farmer that his stock would still receive the best of care (which she devoutly hoped would be true), that there had really been no time for the nervousness she had expected as the date of her debut drew near.

      Perhaps it was just as well that she was already on her way, she mused. After all, the more quickly she got this wretched Season out of the way, the more quickly she could return home. She resolutely refused to consider what she would do at home now, with the practice out of their hands.

      Looking ahead to the Season in London, Brie bent her thoughts to how she could most profitably use her time there. She had already promised Gabe that she would put in a good word for him with anyone she met that might conceivably have influence at one of the schools. That must be her first concern, obviously. She foresaw no difficulty there; after all, how much time could parties, balls and the theatre possibly consume? No doubt she would have ample time left over to devote to the arrangements of Gabe's schooling.

      Brie looked out of the coach window at the passing scenery; they had now moved beyond the environs known to her, and the countryside was subtly changing. In spite of herself, she felt an unexpected surge of excitement at the thought of experiencing the new and unknown.

      She glanced over at Molly, her mother's maid, who had come along for propriety's sake and was to return to Gloucestershire once her mistress's daughter was settled in at Lady Platt's. Brie could only be glad that the maid had finally fallen asleep, as her incessant chatter had prevented any thought on her own part and revealed a lack of any such ability on Molly's part.

      "Are we 'most there yet, Miss Brie?" she had asked less than half an hour ago.

      "No, of course not, Molly," Brie had replied with a laugh. "We've only been on the road a few hours and it is at least a two-day journey to London. We shall be spending the night at some inn or other and shall continue on in the morning. If the distance were so short, I daresay Mama would have consented to let me come alone."

      Molly had merely nodded, unembarrassed, and continued to describe every object they passed as though the other occupants of the coach were blind. "There's less trees now than there was," she announced, "and the land is flatter. The roof on that there stone barn is rotted out. Someone ought to see to fixing it." On and on she had rattled, but finally, mercifully, her voice had dropped to a murmur and then to silence as the swaying of the coach rocked her to sleep.

      The sun was setting when the stage stopped for the night at a large posting house and inn proclaimed to be the Ruby Crown by a gaudily painted sign hanging above the front entrance. Brie wakened Molly, who had continued to doze fitfully, before stepping from the coach to stretch her cramped limbs. After speaking with the coachman to ascertain the time that their journey would continue in the morning, she took the groggy maid by the arm and proceeded into the inn in search of sustenance and a room for the night.

      Having bespoken a meal in the common room in an hour's time (the private parlour, the innkeeper had proudly informed her, was already engaged by one of the nobility) and having sent Molly up to the room they were to share, Brie wandered back outside to pass the time until dinner. Irresistibly, she was drawn to the rear of the inn, where the stables were located, along with a small piggery and poultry yard. She watched the antics of a large litter of pigs for several minutes, laughing aloud as they cavorted and tumbled about the sty. No one paid her the least bit of attention; dressed for travelling as she was in her serviceable brown homespun, she might easily have passed for one of the menials employed at the inn.

      She was just turning to go back inside, as the dusk was deepening, when she noticed a smartly liveried groom leading a horse in such appalling condition that she instinctively paused for a closer look. The animal had once been a fine bay gelding, its superior breeding still showing in the well-shaped head and legs. Now, however, the poor creature was little more than a walking skeleton, while welts and cuts showed that it had been severely beaten as well as starved. Without stopping to consider the fact that no one here knew anything of her background with animals, she rounded angrily on the unsuspecting groom.

      "This kind of abuse is an outrage!" she fairly shouted in his startled face. "Anyone who would treat a horse like this has no business owning one!" The groom began to stammer some response, but Brie would listen to no excuses. "Take me to your master at once and he shall be told what ought to be done about people who find it amusing to mistreat the poor creatures that trust to them for care."

      Shrugging helplessly, the groom led her through the inn. As they went, Brie heard him mumbling under his breath that his master wasn't going to welcome any interruption, but for himself, he was done trying to reason with a fire-breathing termagant. He stopped at the door of the private parlour, where he tapped diffidently. The moment the parlour door opened, the groom cravenly fled to the kitchens.

      "Yes, what is it?" The man who stood before her was obviously the "one of the nobility" the innkeeper had referred to, so proclaimed by the fashionable and expensive cut of his midnight blue coat, the fall of his neckcloth and the studied disorder of his curling brown hair. He was very tall, very handsome and, apparently, very impatient. The cause for that impatience lounged seductively on a sofa behind him: a plump, raven-haired beauty in an outrageously low-cut red satin gown. This deterred Brie not at all; in fact, in her anger, she scarcely noticed the woman.

      "I have been informed that you are the owner of the bay gelding out back which is at death's door owing to your abuse, or that of your underlings," she stated without preamble, her chin held high. "I wish to tell you, as apparently no one yet has, that such treatment of a poor dumb beast is inexcusable. I would not have thought anyone with the pretension to consider himself a gentleman could be capable of such behaviour!"

      At another time, this particular gentleman might have been amused at the situation. Just now, however, he had been interrupted in the middle of a most promising tête-à-tête with Mademoiselle Monique, whom he had high hopes of persuading to become his mistress, as her most recent protector, Lord Gillings, had left the past week for the Continent. This being the case, he did not feel disposed to banter words with this obvious nobody at the door. Her accent was cultured, to be sure, but her manner and attire appeared to be that of a servant.

      "The condition of my horses can hardly be any business of yours, young woman," he said in the icy tone which had frozen more than one presumptuous London dandy where he stood, and which had never failed to send its unfortunate target cringing abjectly away. It failed now.

      "Preventing cruelty to animals should be everyone's business!" flared the presumptuous girl. "You are obviously a man of high position. Think of the example you are setting, when others see how poorly you treat your beasts. I should think you would be ashamed! You must have it in your power to influence a great many people for good or ill, and this is how you use that power!"

      "That will be quite enough!" he snapped, perilously close to losing his legendary control. His eyes narrowed as he took in the upright little figure before him. The girl was nothing out of the ordinary, with brown hair scraped severely back from her freckled brown face— a common country wench, no doubt. Who did she think she was to be taking the Duke of Ravenham, undisputed leader of Society and well known Corinthian, to task for the treatment of his horses?

      "If you feel so strongly about the fate of that gelding, you are free to purchase him. Discuss it with my groom. The price is fifteen pounds six." That, after all, is what he himself had paid for the poor beast not two hours ago to prevent its further abuse by the tinker who had owned it. The girl's expression confirmed his surmise that she was not in possession of such a sum, and he smiled slightly.

      "Now I must ask you to take up no more of my time. Good evening." So saying, he shut the door firmly in Brie's affronted face.

      She stood irresolute outside the parlour for a few moments, strongly tempted to knock again, but finally decided against it. She had the disconcerting feeling that she might, just possibly, have been in the wrong but she quickly shrugged it off. The man was simply too arrogant to admit to any fault, she told herself. Suddenly realising the lateness of the hour, Brie went off to the common room for her dinner, still feeling that she should somehow have done more.

      The next morning, she awoke well before daylight and her thoughts went immediately to the poor gelding in the stables—and his infuriating master. Moving quietly so as not to wake the sleeping Molly and perhaps provoke a lengthy questioning, she dressed quickly and slipped out of the room.

      Brie made her way to the stables without being observed and walked along the length of the low building until she found the stall which housed the maltreated bay. Speaking softly to alert him to her presence without alarming him, she let herself into the box and gently began to examine the horse's wounds. He had obviously been abused over a long period of time, as old, badly healed cuts were visible along with more recent ones. As far as she could tell in the dim light, he had been beaten with whip, stick and chain! Her temper began to rise again at the thought of such atrocities, but she quickly forced her mind back to the task at hand.

      Tearing into thin strips the old petticoat she had brought with her, Brie expertly cleansed the more recent weals and applied the salve that her father had always used, and which she was never without. One never knew when one might come upon an animal (or even a person) in need of emergency care, and she had been well trained to be always prepared. She considered stitching one particularly nasty cut, but regretfully decided it would be too risky without an assistant to hold the horse's head.

      She thought that what little she had been able to do should at least allow the existing cuts to heal without infection, assuming, of course, that no further abuse occurred. She hoped her little lecture last night might at least have done that much good. Perhaps the nobleman's lovely wife, who had overheard the entire exchange, would be able to influence him to be kinder, although she had not looked especially soft-hearted, Brie had to admit. At any rate, she herself could do no more at present.

      She fervently wished she had carried more money with her on the journey. How she would have loved to throw fifteen six (preferably all in coins) in that arrogant peer's face! The memory of his mocking grey eyes had haunted her dreams, and she hoped that by tending to his poor horse she would sleep better in future. It would no doubt be best if she never saw Lord Whatever-His-Name-Was again.

      The inn was astir when Brie returned, and Molly was frantically looking for her. She quieted the maid's concern with a tale of having stepped out for a breath of air, then hurriedly broke her fast while Molly ran to fetch her trunk from upstairs.

      "We'd best scurry, miss," she said breathlessly upon reentering the common room. "The trunk is already stowed and the coachman is anxious to start."

      "Of course, Molly," replied Brie, drinking the last of her milk. "Did you have a chance to eat?"

      "Yes, miss, in the kitchen, while you was out breathin' the air. There's some real handsome servants here, valets and such-like. One in particular, a groom, I think he was—"

      "That will be enough." Brie cut her off, knowing that the maid would willingly describe every person she had met in the past four-and-twenty hours if encouraged. "We need to hurry, I believe you said."
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      The Duke of Ravenham was not in happy spirits as he drove back to London some hours later. His negotiations with Mademoiselle Monique had not gone as planned. She was currently experiencing no lack of funds, and obviously wished to wait until she had several offers to choose among. Thus, the closed carriage he had brought in hopes of furthering their acquaintance during the journey back to Town was empty; he held the ribbons himself, as he found it easier to think while his hands were occupied, while his groom was left to lead the poor bay at a walking pace.

      Unaccountably, he blamed the interruption by that serving girl, or whatever she was, for his lack of success. She had certainly put him out of humour with her unfounded accusations and her refusal to be put in her place. Small wonder that he could not properly carry on a seduction after such a scene.

      Who could she have been? he wondered again. Whatever training she had received had obviously not included a proper respect for her betters; he could still barely believe her effrontery in presuming to lecture him on his care of horseflesh! Perhaps he should have told her the truth at the outset, and so shortened the confrontation, but he had not felt at the time that she deserved that consideration. Now, however, he was feeling the tiniest pang of regret for that omission.

      Despite her common appearance and dress, she spoke as though she had some degree of intelligence and education. Her spirit and determined love for animals were things he couldn't help but admire, and those eyes, at least, were not quite ordinary. They were well shaped, he recalled, and of a deep turquoise colour which was most unusual.

      Perhaps he had been a bit harsh, the Duke decided. If he ever saw the girl again, he would apologise. Though fully aware that such a chance would almost certainly never present itself, he allowed his conscience to be assuaged by this resolution and turned his thoughts back to the more pressing matter of the delectable but undecided Mademoiselle Monique.
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      ARRIVING AT the imposing Platt residence just at tea-time, Brie was shown directly into the front drawing room by Madsen, the Platts' properly portly butler and (she was later to learn) husband to the worthy housekeeper. She had barely a chance to take in the expensive, if slightly tasteless, clutter of artwork adorning the numerous gilt tables in the large apartment before she was accosted by her sister.

      "Dearest, dearest Gabriella, here you are at last!" exclaimed Angela in a carefully cultivated, mellow voice. Rising gracefully, she fairly glided across the room to embrace Brie lightly, kissing the air an inch from each cheek, before turning to her companions.

      "Ladies, this is my dear sister Gabriella, who is come to stay with me for the Season, as I told you, and whom I haven't seen in simply years! Darling, you must make the acquaintance of two of my dearest friends, Lady Mountheath and Mrs. Gresham."

      Polite murmurs had barely been exchanged before Angela continued. "You must know, when Gabriella and I were children people constantly commented on the likeness between us, and I assure you no two sisters could ever have been closer. Come, darling, and sit here on the sofa with me," she invited, patting the spot as if she were calling a dog.

      Brie moved slowly to join her, a bit taken aback at the two bold-faced lies her sister had just told. No one could fail to notice the stark contrast between Angela's plump blonde beauty, currently swathed in amethyst silk, and Gabriella's thin, drab brownness, but the two ladies merely smiled politely. Brie suspected that her sister's comment had been uttered for the sole purpose of forcing a comparison.

      "Tell me, my dear," said Angela sweetly when Brie was seated, "do you still tramp about the farms among the livestock as you used? You must spend a great deal of time out of doors to have grown so brown! How very healthy, to be sure!" The smile she turned on her dear friends clearly communicated that they were not to expect too much from her poor, bucolic sister.

      "As a matter of fact, I do," answered Brie, attempting to mimic Angela's tone. "Or, at least I did until a week ago. We've had to sell the practice, I'm afraid, as Gabe and I were unable to keep it up alone. By the way, we missed you at Papa's funeral, my dear, but I understood that you were too busy to attend." Turning to her sister's guests, she began confidentially, "As I'm certain dear Angela has told you, our father was a—"

      Angela's face turned a shade pinker, and she hastily stood up. "How thoughtless of me, Gabriella!" she broke in. "You must be quite worn out after your long journey and I have not even allowed you to take off your travelling things, I was so overcome by seeing you again. Madsen!" The hovering butler appeared at the door. "Pray take my poor sister to her room so that she may rest and freshen up a bit. Dinner will be at seven, my dear, as we are going to the theatre tonight. No doubt you will find that quite a treat."

      Having been pointedly dismissed, Brie followed Madsen out of the room after politely taking leave of Lady Mountheath and Mrs. Gresham. She was both satisfied and disappointed to find that Angela had not changed in the least; she had expected that would be the case, and she now knew the lay of the land, but still, it would have been nice . . .

      The Blue Room, into which she was presently shown, was far grander than anything Brie had expected— though just what she had expected she was not certain. The room was done in every conceivable shade of blue, from the striped fabric covering the walls to the sky blue counterpane on the large four-poster. The two gilt chairs were upholstered in deep royal blue and the carpeting was of a floral pattern in which turquoise and robin's egg blue predominated. The total effect was actually rather soothing, although it would take her some time to become accustomed to such elegant surroundings.

      Crossing to the large window, Brie pulled aside the curtains, which were of the same striped fabric adorning the walls, and was rewarded by a panoramic view of South Audley Street. She watched the comings and goings of all manner of carriages, curricles, phaetons and pedestrians with interest, until a tap on the door pulled her attention away. Molly entered to hang up Brie's scant wardrobe in the clothespress and to prattle about everything that she had seen in Town thus far.

      Brie interrupted her before she could describe the various Platt footmen. "Thank you, Molly," she said firmly. "I believe I will try to rest now. Angela— Lady Platt, that is— wishes me dressed for dinner and the theatre at seven, so please return to assist me at six." Brie was just as glad the maid would be going back to Gloucestershire in a day or two.

      Molly left quickly, and Brie managed to relax somewhat, though not to sleep, and renewed her resolve to give Angela the benefit of the doubt, in spite of their inauspicious beginning. After all, she had given her this lovely room for the Season, so her intentions, at least, must have been good, Brie reasoned. She would try to help her sister to carry them out.

      When Molly returned, the two of them surveyed in mutual dismay the six dresses Brie had brought along. None of them appeared even remotely appropriate for an evening at the theatre, as Brie's wardrobe had always been more serviceable than fashionable, even by country standards.

      "It was Angela's idea that I accompany them tonight," said Brie finally, with a slight shrug. "She must have known I could have nothing suitable as yet, so it is on her own head if she finds me an embarrassment. I suppose it will have to be the yellow, Molly. It is the only silk."

      She donned the gown with Molly's help, then surveyed herself critically in the glass. It fit well enough, as it had been taken in for that purpose before her departure, but still it was hardly flattering. The dress was an old one—a very old one—of her mother's and, unfortunately, it looked it. As if the unfashionable cut of the gown were not enough, its dull yellow colour made Brie look positively sallow and seemed to steal the sparkle from her eyes.

      Turning quickly away from her reflection, she seated herself at the pretty blue-and-white dressing table and allowed Molly to restore some semblance of order to her hair— the severe bun again, as Molly was capable of no other style. Finally, picking up her ivory shawl, which did not match the gown in the least, and her reticule, which was too large for fashion, Brie descended to dinner, pointedly refraining from another look in the mirror.

      In the imposing dining room, which was not, Brie thought, decorated as tastefully as her own chamber, she was presented to her host, Sir Seymour Platt.

      "So this is little Gabriella, all grown up!" he drawled in the affected nasal whine Brie had done her best to forget. The overabundance of lace at his throat and wrists, as well as the rich (and brightly coloured) embroidery of his waistcoat proclaimed Sir Seymour one of the dandy set. Raising his quizzing glass to one slightly bleary eye he examined his sister-in-law curiously.

      "No chance to go shopping yet, I take it? You may be wondering how I could tell," he went on loftily. "Well, I daresay you could search all of London and not find another chap who knows so much about the current fashions as myself. And that gown, my dear, ain't it! Take the neckline, for example—"

      "Do stop blathering, Seymour," his wife broke in dampingly. "You must know that I intend to take my sister to the shops before the Season gets under way. Any fool can see that her gown is atrociously dowdy, but it will do for the theatre tonight, I daresay, as long as she doesn't leave the box."

      "Of course, dear, er, quite," replied the self-proclaimed arbiter of fashion, and gave his attention to his soup.

      Brie listened with more amusement than embarrassment. It was obvious, if not surprising, that her sister kept her graceless husband firmly in his place. She wondered idly how he comported himself when out from under his wife's watchful eye. Angela's blunt categorisation of her gown, as accurate as it was tactless, she refused to dwell on.

      Dinner passed slowly, it seemed to Brie, the overly rich dishes but little lightened by her brother-in-law's aimless chatter. Finally, as he concluded a maundering tale about a wager he had won last month, owing entirely to his incredible skill in handling a snuffbox, the ices were cleared away and the meal was at an end. Leaving Sir Seymour to his port, she followed her sister out of the room.

      "I suppose that was the best you could manage for tonight?" enquired Angela in bored tones as they entered the drawing room. Actually, it suited her quite well that Gabriella's first public appearance should be in such a gown. The transformation she intended for her sister would thus be the more obvious, and would prove to all observers that Lady Platt was charity itself. In truth, she rather regretted the money which would have to be spent to make her sister presentable, but if it restored herself to the forefront of Society, no price could be too great.

      "It is the only silk I have with me. It was Mama's, as you might possibly remember."

      Angela regarded her sister sourly at this reminder of her neglect of the family in recent years.

      "Before we go, I thought it best that we have a talk about how you should conduct yourself in Society," she said, changing the subject. "I could not fail to notice you were quite outspoken this afternoon, and I must tell you that such candour is neither necessary nor appreciated among the higher circles, which I had hoped you might aspire to." Her tone indicated that she was now doubtful of such an achievement. "I will undertake to prepare you for the best society, and I tell you to your head that the time and money involved will be no small thing, but your clothes are only a part of the entire effect. It will do your credit no good for it to be generally known that your father was a common farrier. If asked, you may say that he was the second son of Reginald Gordon, Lord Chapin, and leave it at that."

      "Papa was not a farrier, and well you know it, Angela," her ungrateful sister broke in indignantly. "He did very little blacksmith work, and that only as an occasional favour. He was a veterinary surgeon, and proud of his skill, which saved more than one farmer from ruin. I am not at all ashamed of that! Are you?" She regarded Angela keenly.

      "Be that as it may, you may take my word that his profession is not highly regarded among the haut ton." Angela chose to ignore that last question. "You will oblige me by not speaking of it again. Nor would it be good form to let on that a full year has not quite passed since his death. There are a few high sticklers who might look askance at your participation in the Season before the formal mourning period has passed."

      Brie considered commenting on the fact that her father happened also to be Angela's, but decided it would do little good. It was quite true that her sister was going to bear the total expense of her come-out, whatever her motives might be, and equally true that Angela was far wiser in the ways of Society than she was. Though it did some violence to her feelings, she forced herself to be somewhat conciliatory.

      "Very well," she said finally. "I will do my best to say nothing which seems likely to embarrass you. Though," she continued, with a firm set to her chin, "if I am asked direct questions I will not undertake to lie."

      Angela regarded her narrowly for a moment, then abruptly donned a glittering smile. "That is settled, then," she said brightly. "Let us fetch our wraps, for if we are to catch the first act we must be off directly."

      The theatre was a novel experience for country-bred Brie. Not only had she never seen so many people under one roof before—or, indeed, so many people anywhere— but the variety of dress and manners, from that of the lowliest commoner on the floor to the titled leaders of Society in their boxes, was well worth observing. She almost felt that the play would be superfluous, with such a show already in progress.

      Their own box was fairly crowded as well, rather to Brie's surprise, for she had expected to share it only with the Platts. Mr. and Mrs. Ancroft, a dashing young couple recently married, were introduced to her, and Brie could not help noticing that Mrs. Ancroft, a petite brunette whose face looked suspiciously painted, wore a gown every bit as immodestly cut as Angela's. Also present were three apparently single gentlemen. By far the handsomest of these was Sir Frederick More, a tall, distinguished-looking man with fair hair and a small, clipped mustache. The other two were as dandified and affected as Sir Seymour, and Brie found them more amusing than attractive.

      It soon became apparent that the three unattached gentlemen were there for the sole purpose of flirting with the two married ladies, who, as far as Brie could tell, made no effort to discourage their advances. Nor did their husbands seem to take offence at the particular attentions being paid their wives, though Sir Seymour might very well have been too foxed to notice.

      Sir Frederick, however, after paying her sister a few outrageous compliments, drifted over to sit next to Brie. "It is lonely, I know, to be so new to Town, Miss Gordon, but I hope you will believe me when I say that a young lady so personable as yourself will have no difficulty making friends quickly."

      Brie looked up quickly to encounter Sir Frederick's charming, and surprisingly kind, smile. "Why, thank you, sir," she said in a low voice. "You are very perceptive, for I was feeling a bit out of things."

      "Perfectly understandable," he assured her. "I believe I understood from your sister that you have never been to London before?"

      Brie admitted this to be true, and he proceeded to tell her of some of the sights in store for her, as well as to warn her against certain places— and people— that she would be prudent to avoid. As the curtain rose, Sir Frederick lowered his voice but showed no sign of relinquishing his place by her side, which Brie found both flattering and agreeable. There was nothing of the flirtatious in his manner; rather, he seemed genuinely concerned that she should enjoy her stay in Town.

      Brie could not know that Sir Frederick was an accomplished judge of women, and had divined immediately which approach would be most likely to win this inexperienced girl's confidence. He had correctly guessed that the suggestive flattery Lady Platt thrived on would only cause her young sister to withdraw into herself like a snail into its shell and conducted himself accordingly.

      His solicitude did not escape the notice of the other occupants of the box. While the others were amused at the unusual sight of the notorious Sir Frederick whiling away his time with a rustic schoolroom miss, Lady Platt was less than diverted. For over a year Sir Frederick had been her most devoted admirer, taking her husband's place as escort when Sir Seymour was incapacitated by drink (some of the more unkind gossips hinted that he also took Sir Seymour's place in other ways, though this last was not—as yet— true) and she was ever jealous of any attentions he might bestow on another.

      Not that Gabriella could possibly be a serious threat, she thought. Why, just look at her! Not only was her dress atrociously dowdy, but her manner was also completely unsophisticated, and that bun would be unfashionable on a scullery maid. To distract herself from Sir Frederick's possible motives (the most obvious being a desire to gratify her, of course) Angela began to calculate just what would need to be done to render her sister presentable.

      Brie, meanwhile, was watching the play, the first she had ever seen, although her complete attention was not claimed. Having read The Taming of the Shrew more than once, however, she was not concerned that she would lose the thread of the plot. Sir Frederick had asked to take her driving on the morrow, and it was this which was currently occupying her thoughts. She had not missed the slightly sour look Angela had directed at the pair, and wondered whether she might refuse permission for such an outing.

      She hoped not. She was aware of a purely feminine thrill of gratification at Sir Frederick's attentions, which helped her to forget, for the moment, her sister's barbed comments about her appearance. Sir Frederick seemed not to find her dowdy at all! Though, she admitted to herself, that could be simple politeness, for even she realised how démodé she was. Thus, her thoughts began to parallel her sister's.

      During the drive home, Brie tentatively brought up the subject of Sir Frederick's proposed outing. "May I go, Angela?" she asked hopefully.

      Lady Platt had feared something of this nature, but luckily a ready excuse presented itself. "Why, certainly I have no objection to your driving out with Sir Frederick, who is, after all, one of our closest friends" (which stretched the matter slightly, as Sir Frederick and Sir Seymour were barely nodding acquaintances), "but you must agree that your wardrobe must be our first consideration, before you can afford to be seen so publicly."

      Brie murmured that she supposed this was so.

      "I had thought to spend the greater part of tomorrow at one or two of the better modistes, and perhaps to stop by one of the bookstores on the way home."

      As she had expected it would, this last item successfully diverted her younger sister's thoughts.

      "A bookstore! I should love that!" she exclaimed. "There is one in particular I wish to look for, as I promised Gabe to try to find it." After a moment's happy consideration of the treat in store, she returned to the original subject. "I suppose you are right, anyway, about the drive. I shouldn't wish to embarrass you by appearing in the Park dressed like this."

      "Nor would I wish you embarrassed," said Angela, with artful sincerity. "Since that is settled, I shall just send a note round to Sir Frederick first thing in the morning with your excuses." As well as a few pointed remarks on her own behalf, she thought.

      "Thank you, Angela. You're being very good to me," said Brie and, to her surprise, she meant it. Perhaps it would be as well if she allowed herself to be guided by her sister, at least in some things.
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      "GADSLIFE, DEX, it's good to see you back in Town!" exclaimed Lord Garvey, rising from the table at White's where he awaited luncheon. "Will you join me?" He motioned towards the empty chair opposite him.

      "It was with that intention that I followed you here," returned his friend with a smile. "I barely missed you at your lodgings, but your man told me I would find you here."

      "Yes, Graves is invaluable. Keeps better track of me than I do myself." Lord Garvey brushed back his perpetually askew fair hair with one hand. "So, what news? Were you successful with the beauteous Monique, or do I win the wager?"

      "I'm afraid you do, damn your luck, Barry!" Ravenham favoured his companion with a twisted grin; he had not yet fully recovered from that blow to his pride.

      "Luck had nothing to do with it, m'boy!" crowed Garvey. "Told you she was holding out for royalty— not that she'll necessarily get it, mind. Though something I heard night before last about one of the Dukes—"

      "Cut the gossip, I beg you," broke in Ravenham hastily. "You've won your wager, but as I recall, you have yet to name the stakes. Couldn't it just be money this time?"

      "Too dull, Dex! Can't be getting a reputation for conformity!" said Garvey with the boyish smile which certain ladies had been known to find irresistible. He put a thoughtful finger to his chin. "I have it! The next man through the door shall determine your penalty— you'll owe him a favour of his choosing."

      "I only hope it's someone more reasonable than yourself." Ravenham turned towards the door. "Of course, my odds of that are excellent."

      A scant minute later a figure entered which caused one of the watching gentlemen to stifle a groan and the other to chuckle quietly. "Of all the accursed luck!" muttered Ravenham. "Why is that nodcock allowed in here in the first place?"

      "Joined before the bottle claimed him, I believe, though I'll admit he was a nodcock even then," returned Garvey. "Fact remains, though, you owe Sir Seymour Platt a favour of his choosing!"
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      Angela and Gabriella returned to the house from an exhausting day of shopping just before tea to be informed by an obviously curious Madsen that Sir Seymour was closeted in the library with the Duke of Ravenham, and had been so for nearly an hour.

      "Did he say what his business was?" enquired Lady Platt, feeling the liveliest curiosity herself.

      "No, my lady."

      "Was my husband— er—in a condition to receive him?" she then asked almost tentatively. Why the illustrious Duke might have called she could not imagine, but it was to be devoutly hoped that he might carry away a good impression. His patronage could mean everything —he was thick as thieves with most of the patronesses of Almack's, for one thing— and his censure could lead to social ostracism, so high was the Duke's standing.

      "I believe so, madam," returned Madsen, much to her relief. "He had arisen but an hour before, and had not had time to fortify himself with more than a single glass of wine, to the best of my knowledge."

      Thus reassured, Angela seemed to suddenly recall her dignity. "Thank you, Madsen. Tell Mrs. Madsen to serve tea in the front drawing room in a quarter of an hour."

      "Very good, madam," replied the butler as the ladies mounted the staircase.

      "Whatever can he want, I wonder?" At a time like this, Lady Platt found her sister's ear adequate, as a servant's obviously would not do.

      Brie, who had gathered from the exchange below that such a visit was very much out of the ordinary, had no theory to offer. "No doubt Sir Seymour will inform us once the Duke has departed," was the best she could do.

      Angela favoured her with an impatient glance. "You can be sure he will! We had best change for tea immediately. And do try to look your best, for the Duke of Ravenham will likely be joining us. As you are new to Town, I suppose I must inform you that the Duke is one of the highest sticklers of the ton and must not be offended."

      "I shall be most careful," said Brie, hoping her sister heard the edge to her voice. She went at once to her room to avoid any further such advice.

      When the ladies descended a few minutes later, Brie in a lilac muslin bought just that morning (which needed taking in but was more presentable than anything else she owned), Sir Seymour was waiting for them, a satisfied smile upon his dissipated countenance. The duke was not in evidence.

      "My dear, you will never guess who was just here," were his first words, uttered in a tone which implied an intention to keep the ladies guessing as long as possible.

      "What? Has Ravenham gone already?" was his loving wife's reply. "Never tell me that you neglected to ask him to tea?"

      Sir Seymour looked crestfallen that his great secret was no secret after all, but quickly recovered his spirits upon recollecting the good news he would still be able to share with his lady. "Indeed I did invite him, but he would go. However, I have some information to impart over our own tea that I am persuaded you will find most agreeable."

      This was sufficient to pique even Brie's interest, and Angela seemed nearly beside herself with curiosity. Without a word, the ladies followed Sir Seymour into the elegantly gaudy parlour and seated themselves.

      "Well?" demanded Lady Platt, when her husband showed no immediate sign of unburdening himself. "What is this wonderful news? I don't suppose the Duke came to offer for my sister, sight unseen?" she asked sarcastically.

      But Sir Seymour was enjoying the rare treat of being in control of a situation and had no mind to give it up so easily. "Not quite that, my dear, but perhaps you are closer to the mark than you realise," he said tantalisingly.

      Brie paled slightly at this, but made no comment; Angela was not to be put off, however. "Enough of this tiptoeing about the edges of the issue, Seymour!" she exclaimed. "What did the man want? And pray tell us in plain words."

      "Oh, very well, my dear," replied her husband almost regretfully. "In short, it was a matter of a wager."

      "What?" Lady Platt fairly shrieked. "Never say you have lost our livelihood to the Duke of Ravenham! You promised not to wager beyond the monthly amount I set for you, and you could never be such a fool as to think you could best someone like him. Why, the man's luck is legendary!"

      "Not this time, apparently," returned Sir Seymour smugly. "No, my dear," he said to his wife's suddenly hopeful glance, "I did not game with him, but I still seem to have come out the winner." Both ladies gazed at him in perplexity. "Lord Garvey, with his odd wagers, appears to be our benefactor. He and Ravenham wagered over some matter, the details of which I was not told—" he pursed his thin lips over this omission "—and the Duke lost. Garvey insisted that he do a favour for the next man to enter White's, and that lucky fellow happened to be myself!"

      Now Angela's eyes fairly glowed. "A favour, from the Duke of Ravenham! Why, it is in his power to restore me— us— to the very pinnacle of Society! Almack's! You must tell him to speak to Lady Jersey to have our vouchers restored—"

      But Sir Seymour was speaking again. "It is already settled, my dear, and I flatter myself that I managed to hit on the very thing. The Duke has agreed to help us fire off little Gabriella in style— establish her in the forefront of Society. That way she will have the best possible chance of marrying advantageously. There! Did I not do well?" Sir Seymour sat back, awaiting his wife's praise.

      "You...he... When I could have..." Incoherent as this speech was, it nevertheless conveyed to her listeners that Lady Platt was less than overjoyed. Brie had no trouble understanding this, but her brother-in-law seemed perplexed.

      "But my angel!" he exclaimed anxiously. "Is this not exactly what you wished for your sister? You have said time and again that if only she might marry a man of fortune you should never have to listen to your mother's importunings again."

      Angela quelled him with a glance; clearly, it did not suit her to have her motives so openly discussed. "That was not what I said, and you know it, Seymour." He did not dare to contradict her. "I only meant that it would please my mother prodigiously to see Gabriella well settled, which is perfectly true. Is it not, my dear?" she asked, turning to her sister.

      Brie nodded mutely. It would not please her prodigiously, but she saw no particular point in saying so at this juncture.

      But Angela had now had time to consider some of the ramifications of the Duke's "favour" and began to see ways to turn it to her own advantage. After all, Gabriella could hardly attend any social functions (or even Almack's) alone, and what more obvious chaperone could there be than her loving sister, who had brought her to Town in the first place? If she played her cards right, she herself would be reestablished at the pinnacle of Society along with her drab little sister. And who could tell? Perhaps Gabriella really could manage a respectable match with Ravenham's patronage, and Lady Platt might well receive a large part of the credit.

      With a sudden, blinding smile at Brie, she said, "But of course you did the right thing, Seymour! I was merely overcome by surprise at first. This will be the very thing for Gabriella. When does the Duke propose to start this, ah, project?"

      "He said he would call upon us in two days' time, to meet Gabriella and to discuss the particulars— that means who's going to come up with the ready, I expect."

      "Pray try to refrain from vulgarity, Seymour," said Angela absently. She was thinking hard. "Two days. We'd best get an early start again tomorrow, Gabriella. We have a great deal to accomplish in that time."
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      Brie had thought that first day of shopping with her sister was gruelling, but it was as nothing compared to the second. Not that it involved much in the way of physical exertion— that she was well used to and could have managed —but the tediousness of shop after shop, measuring after measuring, with all decisions taken out of her hands, took its toll on her. To be sure, some lovely fabrics had been purchased, to be worked into very fetching gowns, if the drawings shown her by the modistes were to be believed, but she couldn't help but wonder if they could possibly be worth the effort— and expense!

      The first real conflict between the sisters occurred late on that second day, when Lady Platt introduced Brie to her personal hairdresser, Monsieur Philippe, with the announcement that he was to cut Miss Gordon's mane to a fashionable length. Miss Gordon adamantly refused.

      "But Gabriella, dear, you must know that no one is now wearing hair so long as yours! It went out of fashion quite five years ago, and even then very few were to be seen thus." Angela's tone was that of a reasonable adult trying to persuade a sulky child, which was less than conciliatory.

      "I'm sorry, Angela," said Brie firmly. “Your monsieur may style my hair in any way you or he sees fit, but it shall not be cut. Papa told me many times that he loved it long, and I feel that it would be disrespectful to his memory to cut it."

      To Brie's surprise and Angela's clear disgust, Monsieur Philippe agreed instantly, with all the fervour of a Frenchman. "But of course, mademoiselle, with such a reason as this we must not shear you of your memories. So fine a thing, to honour the memory of one's papa! Come, be seated, and I shall see what I may do with these glorious tresses." He let them fall through the fingers of one hand, considering. "Perhaps if I may thin it a bit? But to leave the length as it is, I assure you!"

      Brie cautiously agreed. The man certainly seemed understanding enough.

      "But Monsieur Philippe, the pictures I showed you..." began Lady Platt indignantly, to be waved to silence by the artist as he contemplated.

      "Non, madame, " he said loftily. "I am the last man you would find to dishonour the dead. Perhaps you would leave us a moment while I create." With a strangled exclamation of outrage, Lady Platt flounced out of the chamber, pointedly leaving the door open. Barely seeming to notice her exit, Monsieur Philippe returned to the task at hand.

      A scant hour later, Brie had been transformed. The majority of her hair had been gathered up on top of her head in an intricate knot which left the ends to curl about her shoulders. She had consented to have a few wisps about her face cut short and they now formed carefully careless ringlets which framed it charmingly. She gazed into the mirror finally handed her by the hairdresser with admiring disbelief. How could a mere hairstyle effect such a transformation? She felt as she looked: elegant, dainty, ladylike. It was a completely unfamiliar feeling, but she found that she liked it.

      Her sister strode in a moment later, and the surprise which wiped away her aggrieved expression was comic. She opened and closed her mouth several times before saying, "Monsieur Philippe, I believe you must be a magician! Who would have believed it? Gabriella, little as I like to say it, your stubbornness may have served you a good turn in this instance. I dare swear you shall start a new fashion, once Ravenham is seen to notice you."
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      The next day, precisely at four, the Duke of Ravenham was announced.

      Brie was clad, for once, in a gown which actually fit, thanks to Angela's persistence in alternately bullying and bribing the dressmaker. The day dress was charmingly constructed, with several flounces at the hem, but the colour was an insipid yellow which did nothing for Brie's complexion. She couldn't help wondering if this was intentional on the part of her sister, as she herself was wearing an outrageously low-cut gown of vivid blue, making the contrast between them nearly as striking as it had been on Brie's first day in London. She could not bring herself to voice such a suspicion, however, for the vast (to her) amounts of money her sister had lately expended on her behalf had engendered both awe and gratitude.

      All such speculation was abruptly cut off by the entrance of the gentleman they awaited with varying degrees of eagerness. The past two days had given Brie ample opportunity to picture to herself the probable appearance of her benefactor. He would be a distinguished-looking man of middle age, possibly with a strong reputation in politics, who would publicly treat her as a niece or some other connection, thus assuring the world of her respectability. A paragon himself, he might even drop a hint to the other paragons of Society that Miss Gabriella Gordon would be an asset at any of their gatherings. She had not thought to verify these surmises with her sister, and thus was herself partially responsible for the shock she now sustained.

      Looking up as he was announced, Brie felt the polite smile she had donned for the occasion stiffen as she froze in disbelief. The Duke of Ravenham was none other than the arrogant nobleman with whom she had crossed verbal swords at the Ruby Crown!
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      AS THE introductions were made, it first appeared that Ravenham did not recognise Brie from their previous encounter. His glance slid negligently past her and Sir Seymour, coming to rest on Angela's opulent charms, so vividly displayed. Brie was unsure whether the slight lift of his brows at the sight denoted amusement or distaste; it certainly did not appear to be the admiration her sister so obviously expected.

      The Duke's entire demeanour upon entering implied a strong desire on his part to be anywhere else, and Brie's discomfort increased. Of course, the man was here as the result of a lost wager and not by his own inclination, she reminded herself. But did he have to make it so obvious?

      "And this is my wife's sister, Miss Gabriella Gordon, whom you have agreed to sponsor, your grace," Sir Seymour was saying. Brie murmured an acknowledgement of the introduction, determined to betray no recognition if the Duke did not.

      At the sound of Miss Gordon's voice, Ravenham swung his gaze away from Lady Platt's cleavage and fixed it on her young sister's face in a disbelief which matched her own of a moment before.

      "Your servant, Miss Gordon," said Ravenham before his silence could be considered rude. That low, musical voice, those unusual turquoise eyes— surely he could not be mistaken? Could there be two such girls in England? But the dress, the hair... surely this could not be the serving wench who had so boldly accosted him at the Ruby Crown! More likely a chance resemblance, he finally decided.

      So, thought Brie, he recognises me but chooses not to acknowledge it. Very well, I shall play along— for now. She felt her composure returning as the memory of the anger she had felt at the Duke's treatment of his horse— and of herself— came to her aid. This might well be a perfect chance to bring him to a better understanding of his responsibilities, after all.

      "Perhaps you would care to pour out for us, Gabriella," said Angela smoothly, seating herself and gesturing Ravenham to the chair next to her. Her tone was condescending, and Brie seethed inwardly that her sister would treat her so in front of their guest. She gave no hint of her feelings to the others, however, but proceeded to obey what had been little short of an order. His grace, she noticed, ignored the indicated chair and placed himself at her own side instead; while not actually desiring his attention, she could not suppress a small surge of satisfaction at Angela's barely concealed discomfiture.

      "Yes, this is the young lady we spoke of, Ravenham," drawled Sir Seymour into the silence, apparently feeling it high time they got down to business. "Still think you can pull it off?"

      Brie squirmed at her brother-in-law's vulgar insensitivity, and even Ravenham had the grace to look embarrassed at such plain speaking, but he answered readily enough.

      "I foresee no difficulty whatever. I must say you hardly did your sister-in-law justice in your description. She is even lovelier than you led me to believe." This last was said gallantly, and a bit belatedly, as though he had suddenly realised what the first part of his sentence had implied.

      For her part, Brie could well imagine the unflattering picture Sir Seymour, ever guided by his lady's judgement, had undoubtedly painted. The thought did not trouble her unduly, but she almost grudgingly appreciated the Duke's tactful handling of the situation. Looking sidelong at his handsome, masculine profile, such a stark contrast to Sir Seymour's effete one, she wondered if it were vaguely possible that she might have misjudged him. Her thoughts went involuntarily back to their confrontation at the inn, which caused her to wonder uncomfortably what his beautiful wife's opinion of this bargain might be.

      "Am I to understand that you are but lately come to Town, Miss Gordon?" asked Ravenham, cutting off whatever Sir Seymour had been about to say.

      "Yes, I have been here but three days, your grace," she replied, not meeting his eyes. Suddenly, unaccountably, she felt shy of him and assiduously stirred her tea, hoping that perhaps he had not truly recognised her, after all.

      "So you can well understand, your grace, that we have had little time to outfit my dear sister fashionably," broke in Angela at this juncture, refusing to be ignored any longer. "The gowns she brought with her were simply decades out of mode, so it may be a few days yet before she will be ready to spend much time in public. Only a few things have been purchased so far."

      "If this is an example," said Ravenham, his gesture taking in the yellow muslin Brie wore, "I can hardly fault the style, though the colour might have been better chosen."

      Brie barely managed to conceal a chuckle, while Angela's bosom swelled with silent indignation, as this gown, along with the other recent purchases, had been her own choice. Before she could swell completely out of the top of her bodice, as Brie was beginning to fear she might, she managed to control her resentment, apparently realising that she could scarce afford to queer the game so early.

      "What colours would you deem more appropriate, your grace?" she asked sweetly after what must have been a brief but ruthless battle with her feelings.

      The Duke turned to examine Brie with a thoroughness which caused her cheeks to warm slightly. "Blues, I think," he replied at length, "but not the pale insipid ones you see on so many debutantes. Her colouring demands richer shades, perhaps of aqua, to match her eyes. Deep rose should look well on her also, and... have you ordered her a habit yet?"

      Angela shook her head. "There hasn't been time…”

      "A golden brown velvet would be just the thing," he said decisively, not waiting for her reasons. "Perhaps a hat to match. Her hair..."

      "I tried to have it cut, your grace, but she would have none of it, I fear. Some sentimental rubbish about our father. Perhaps your word will carry more weight than mine in the matter."

      "I was going to say that such a habit as I suggested should set off her hair to advantage. I believe we should consider her hair a definite asset. Under no circumstances should it be cut."

      Angela's expression was chagrined. "But the fashion, your grace," she began uncertainly, but he shook his head.

      "Short hair has been the fashion these three years and more, and I predict that to change no later than next season. Already the styles are longer in Paris, and you know what that means." Angela nodded vigorously. "Far better to be ahead of the styles than behind them, you must agree."

      Brie was beginning to tire of the way she was being discussed as though she were not present. A portrait of her would have done quite as well as her actual presence, she thought with some irritation. Before she could say something of the sort, however, the Duke turned to her again, and she was forced to catch her breath at the impact of the smile he suddenly bestowed on her.

      "There, Miss Gordon, we must not forget your feelings in this," he said, as if he could read her mind. "If you would care to ride out with me tomorrow, we can discuss these things further as well as begin our campaign to take London by storm. Would that be convenient?"

      She nodded wordlessly, the intensity of his grey eyes having a disturbing effect on her pulse. Had he recognised her? Now she wasn't so sure.

      "That would be splendid, your grace," Angela answered for her. "Is it too much to hope that you could see your way clear to obtain the entrée to Almack's for my sister?" she asked then.

      "I already have the matter in hand, my lady, I assure you," he replied, suddenly appearing bored again. "And now, I must take my leave, I fear. I am expected at White's."

      Brie tried to ignore the obsequious manners of her brother-in-law and, to a lesser extent, of her sister as they bade the Duke farewell, with many protestations of gratitude for something he was clearly doing against his will. Embarrassed, she tried to compensate by taking leave of him as quietly and composedly as was possible without actual coldness. As her eyes were downcast, she missed the look of approval he cast at her before he turned to go.

      "Almack's!" Angela exclaimed, almost before the front door had closed behind him. "'Tis too good to be true, I declare! You did very well after all, Seymour!" She seemed in charity with all the world at that moment. "If Ravenham requests vouchers for us, Lady Jersey will never let that little misunderstanding we had stand in the way. Why just everyone knows she positively dotes on him. Almack's," she concluded dreamily.

      Turning to Brie, she continued in a more businesslike manner. "First thing tomorrow we must order you that brown velvet riding habit which the Duke recommended. His taste is absolutely impeccable, you know; we must let him guide us as far as possible in matters of dress."

      Brie wondered if this would apply to Angela's dress, of which his grace obviously disapproved. She doubted it.

      "Perhaps I can change some of the gowns we have already ordered to blue and rose," Angela continued. "Madsen! Bring me paper and pen and send for a footman at once." She engaged herself with writing notes to the dressmakers, and Brie was finally able to slip up to her room to think.

      Settling herself upon the chaise among the soothing blues of her bedchamber, Brie carefully reviewed the Duke's visit. On reflection, she was not at all certain that he had recognised her as the shabby girl who had berated him at the Ruby Crown four days earlier. She had changed quite a bit since then, she had to admit. And so had he. Oh, he was as handsome as ever, with his powerful build, curling chestnut hair and cool grey eyes— which had warmed once or twice today. That was just it. He hadn't resembled the cold, arrogant beast at the inn in the least, and she did not know what to make of that.

      Remembering the inn, a vision of the Duke's poor mistreated horse jumped unbidden to her mind. Could the man she had met today be capable of such cruelty? It seemed incredible, but she recalled that he had not even attempted to deny her accusations at the time. No doubt he was so affable today simply because he was among people he wished to impress. From what Angela had told her, the Duke held an extremely high position in Society, and no doubt that position would suffer if his true nature became known. She smiled to herself. Perhaps here was a weapon which, properly wielded, could force his grace to treat his animals better.
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      The next morning was another whirlwind of activity throughout every shop in London, it seemed to Brie, as her sister sought feverishly to comply with the Duke of Ravenham's recommendations. Half-made-up gowns were disposed of in favour of others of similar style but in hues more flattering to Miss Gordon's colouring. Now despised were the whites and pastels which had been so imperiously demanded but two days before; these were pronounced impossibly passé, and summarily replaced by the deep roses and rich blues his grace had decreed.

      Brie could not help feeling that all of this was entirely frivolous, as well as ridiculously expensive. Why, the amount of money being spent, nay, even that being wasted on the changes, would feed most of their small Gloucestershire village for several years!

      Even so, she could not bring herself to be displeased with the new riding habit which was ordered, though it alone cost more than some horses would. Surely, if anything was worth the expense, this was: a rich, golden brown velvet that exactly matched her hair, even to its changing highlights. She knew she would look well in it, and could scarcely wait for it to be finished. Its completion would also mean that she could resume riding, which had always been a large, and beloved, part of her life, though most had hitherto been in the course of helping with her father's practice.

      Upon leaving the last of the shops, that of the particularly exclusive (and expensive) modiste, Madame Boujais, the sisters encountered Sir Frederick More. He immediately turned to walk with them, as charming and affable as ever. Angela preened under his compliments and possessively took his arm, though he still managed to bestow a flattering amount of attention on Brie. She still found him every bit as pleasant as she had at the theatre, and could not but be pleased at his comments about her changed appearance.

      "Gadsteeth, 'tis like a miracle, Miss Gordon!" he exclaimed almost at once. "You were pretty enough the other night, but now you have added fashion to your other charms. Once the Season is well under way, I dare swear I shall have to stand in line to so much as speak with you." She was quick to deny this, replying that no amount of popularity could cause her to forget his kindness on her first evening in London. He took his leave as they reached their carriage, his smile bestowed equally upon the sisters.

      "I must warn you against taking Sir Frederick's flattery too much to heart, Gabriella," said Angela abruptly as the coach began to move. "He is very pleasant, to be sure, but it can do you no good to encourage him, nor to be seen too much in his company."

      Brie looked at her sister in surprise, for she herself had treated Sir Frederick as a close friend. One look at Angela's discontented face, however, told her that jealousy, rather than concern for propriety, had motivated her speech.

      "I was not aware that I was 'encouraging' the gentleman," she replied stiffly, embarrassed that it might have appeared so. "Surely, though, as he is your friend, there can be no harm in my being seen with him?"

      "As long as it is in that context, no," said her sister, softening slightly. She did not wish to antagonise Gabriella just now, she remembered. "I only advise you to be cautious. You would not wish to be considered fast, you know."

      "Certainly not!" exclaimed Brie, even more embarrassed. "I thank you for the advice, and will endeavour to abide by it." And she almost meant it.
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      That afternoon, as promised, the Duke of Ravenham arrived to take Brie driving in the Park. Before she left, Angela drew her aside for a parting admonition.

      "For pity's sake remember to say nothing about our father's profession! Ravenham is one of the highest sticklers in Town, and would no doubt wash his hands of the entire bargain if he were to discover that."

      Brie was unwise enough to roll her eyes at this repetition of previous advice, at which her sister hissed, "I mean it! If you ruin this chance for me, I shall never forgive you!" At that moment, the Duke strolled within earshot, making a reply impossible, but her sister's final words lingered in Brie's mind as they departed for their drive.

      The high-perch phaeton was a new experience for Brie, but soon she bethought herself to make a close inspection of the matched greys which drew the conveyance.

      The Duke watched her closely for a moment, as though expecting some sort of reaction, but once she settled herself, he simply said, "Shall we be off?" She nodded, watching the paces of the greys as they began trotting. These horses, at least, had obviously been well cared for, to judge by their sleek coats and smooth gaits.

      They drove in silence for some way, Brie enjoying the sight of London from this new vantage point. As they entered the gates of Hyde Park, the Duke began to outline some of his plans for her debut. His tone was cool and formal, as though to contradict the warmth she thought she had detected in him yesterday. She tried to listen as he spoke of certain balls and routs that she had to be seen at, but her senses were all but overwhelmed by the scene before her.

      Why, half of the fashionable world, and some not so fashionable, must be out driving in the Park at this hour! Not all the horses, she noticed, were as healthy as the Duke's; some were little better than broken-down nags. For the most part, though, these were driven or ridden by men who could hardly be considered members of the ton, though that certainly did not excuse them.

      "...by the middle of next week," Ravenham was saying. Brie realised with a start that she had completely lost the thread of his conversation —or lecture, to be more precise.

      "I beg your pardon, your grace?" she asked in some embarrassment. "I fear I was not fully attending."

      He raised an eyebrow at this, but merely repeated, "I said that I hope to have your voucher to you by next Wednesday or Thursday. For Almack's, you know."

      "Oh! Thank you, your grace." She felt that some show of gratitude must certainly be called for here. Angela had thoroughly impressed her with the importance of being seen at that holy of holies, and she knew that her sister would be pleased.

      "I will escort you there the following Wednesday, and to Lady Bellerby's ball and one or two other dos. By the end of May, if your brother-in-law agrees, we can consider this matter at an end. You should be quite firmly established by then, I imagine, and should do very well for yourself." His tone was cynical, and Brie coloured uncomfortably.

      "I wish you to know that I had no part in this whatsoever, your grace." It seemed imperative that he understand that. "My opinion was not sought before this…agreement was entered upon. If it had been, I would have refused, I assure you."

      "But you do not draw back now, I notice," he drawled, the half smile playing about his lips belied by the coolness in his eyes.

      "Your grace, you may consider yourself released from any obligation to me or my family as of this moment!" she exclaimed hotly, stung by his look. "Pray return me to my sister's house at once."

      "If that is your wish," he replied equably, turning the horses. She could not help but notice the strength in his large hands as he effortlessly controlled the ribbons. "We cannot, however, end the agreement yet. I have never been a man to go back on his word, and do not intend to change now. I have not yet paid my losses."

      She favoured him with an eloquently indignant glance at his phrasing but said nothing and they completed their drive in silence. She forbore to invite him inside, even though she knew this would vex her sister, and bade him a cool farewell at the door.

      Brie next saw Angela when she and her sister were descending to dinner that evening. Lady Platt was attired in an evening gown of pale pink gauze with gold leaves strewn across the tight-fitting and low-cut bodice, as she and Sir Seymour were to go out after dinner.

      Brie was not to accompany them, which suited her completely, as she had managed to obtain two books for Gabe at one of the booksellers the day before and wished to read them herself before sending them off to him. One was Sir William Moorcroft's treatise on horseshoeing, which she had purchased not so much because she felt that there was more that she or her brother needed to know about the subject as because Sir William had been a contemporary and friend of her father's before Sir William had left England to become a celebrated explorer in India. The other was a general anatomy of the horse, which looked as though it might be very useful.

      Upon meeting Brie at the head of the stairs, Angela bombarded her with questions. "How went your ride with Ravenham?" she asked eagerly. "What did he say? What are his plans? Does he mean to squire you about himself, or merely to be seen talking to you?"

      "Apparently he intends to escort me to at least two evening functions, as well as to Almack's a fortnight hence," replied Brie, certain that this information would put her sister in the best possible mood. Nor was she disappointed.

      "It is true, then, as he said! Did he give you our vouchers today?" Angela's eyes fairly glowed.

      "No, he said he would send them round next week. He also mentioned Lady Bellerby's ball, I believe, as well as a rout at a countess's house— Levy? Something like that."

      "Lieven," breathed Angela, almost reverently. "The Countess Lieven, one of the patronesses at Almack's. My— your— social position is assured, dear Gabriella." They had halted by the double doors to the dining room. "Come, let us tell Seymour the good news!" she exclaimed, as Madsen belatedly opened for them. The butler evinced surprise when, instead of the scold he clearly expected for his tardiness, his mistress favoured him with a dazzling smile.

      The Platts could talk of nothing else during dinner, Sir Seymour congratulating himself on his own good sense and quick thinking three days prior and his lady chattering excitedly of the social triumphs she confidently expected. There was even some talk of giving a ball herself for her sister's come-out, something she would not have dared to consider a few days earlier, for fear of being snubbed by the more highly exalted.

      "Perhaps by the fourth week of the Season," she mused aloud. "We shall just see how things develop. Who knows? By then it may even be an occasion to announce your betrothal, Gabriella!"

      Brie quickly changed the subject with a question she had been meaning to ask. "I was wondering, Angela, whether I will meet the Duchess of Ravenham at one of these events, or whether I should perhaps call on her first. I wish you would advise me in what would be proper."

      "The Duchess?" asked Angela, obviously perplexed. "Ravenham's mother? She died before his father did, I believe. Perhaps it is his sister you mean, the Lady Elizabeth. I believe she is still abroad but, even were she in Town, I am afraid it might be thought presumptuous if you were to call on her. After all, it is not as though Ravenham is doing this out of the kindness of his heart."

      Lady Platt resumed planning for her hypothetical ball, but Brie was not attending. Her thoughts were completely taken up by what she had just heard. So there was no duchess? Her feelings vacillated between embarrassment at the implications of the scene she had witnessed at the Ruby Crown and a definite sense of relief.

      But why should she feel relief? she asked herself. This only went to prove that the Duke of Ravenham was as immoral as he was cruel. So telling herself, she gave her attention to the sweetmeats being served and resolved to put the man out of her thoughts entirely— at least until the next time they met.
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      "NO, BARRY, I can unequivocally say that neither Sir Seymour nor his wife improve in the least upon closer acquaintance. Rather the opposite, in fact."

      The Duke of Ravenham was lounging at his ease in the study of his own town house, with his friend sitting across from him and one of his famous hunting hounds curled up at his feet. He was entirely unconcerned that the damp nose resting on his right boot might dull its dazzling shine; it was well known to his intimates that his dogs were the one thing which took precedence over fashion with the fastidious Duke.

      "Not even Lady Platt, eh?" returned Lord Garvey sympathetically. "I seem to recall her as a taking little thing when she first came to Town— was it five years ago?— as a new bride. Haven't seen her about as much lately, though."

      "Having been subjected to her version of the social graces, I'm not surprised. She's bold as brass, and not very polished brass, either, for all she is still physically attractive enough. I daresay she has offended more than one of the higher sticklers."

      "Yourself, for one," stated Garvey, surveying his companion's expression of distaste. "But what of the sister? Is she the drab country bumpkin Sir Seymour described, or a younger version of her lovely but tasteless elder sibling?"

      "Neither, I would say," replied Ravenham thoughtfully. "In fact, I can detect no family resemblance whatsoever, which is all to the good, in my opinion."

      "Speaking of the family, I suppose that is all right? No tradesmen in the background or anything of that sort?"

      "No, no, I did a bit of research there. Father the second son of a viscount, mother granddaughter to the fourth Earl of Wyndover. Only thing a bit off is that the father was a veterinary surgeon, but that's perfectly respectable— not as though he were a blacksmith, after all. Besides, he's dead, so his profession is hardly likely to become common knowledge." He decided against confiding the date of that gentleman's death, as neither of his daughters appeared to be observing mourning.

      "Your campaign sounds quite hopeful, then. If she were completely outré, I would have to consider your debt paid with an honest attempt at establishing her. As it is, perhaps the girl should have to contract a respectable marriage for full payment."

      "Not in the bargain, Barry! However, I think I shall have a fairly easy time getting her to take, if I can successfully keep her relatives out of the way. I hear that Lady Platt is no longer welcome at Almack's, so that problem is already disposed of."

      "Who will act the chaperone, then? Elizabeth?" Garvey's tone was careless.

      "Of course. She's back in Town now, after finishing at that seminary and spending the past year or so with Aunt Charlotte in Paris. She hasn't had much of a chance to meet anyone as yet, and should enjoy the companionship."

      "This Miss Gordon must be to your liking if you're willing to have her intimate with your sister," conjectured Garvey, blatantly probing for more details.

      "So far," replied Ravenham, with a look that told his friend he was perfectly aware of what he was about. "Still, she is Lady Platt's sister, and will bear watching. Already she has not been as honest with me as I could wish."

      "Oh?" Garvey was alert. "What has she done?"

      "It's what she hasn't done— or said." He briefly recounted the meeting at the Ruby Crown, and had Garvey howling with laughter at the end of it.

      "You, of all people!" he gasped. "To have that laid at your door! But if she was dressed as a serving wench, as you say, it's no wonder if she's hoping you haven't recognised her. Just trying for a clean slate, I should say. Nothing particularly dishonest in that— not as women go."

      "I suppose you're right, Barry. I shall give her the benefit of the doubt, for the present at least. I'll keep my eyes open, however."

      "One always should," returned his friend philosophically. "Now, about that luncheon I was promised?"
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      The day after this conversation took place, a breathlessly awaited event occurred at the Platt household, but not with the anticipated results. The envelope containing Miss Gordon's voucher for Almack's arrived, but it resided in the envelope alone. Lady Platt's outrage defied description, and the brunt of her anger fell upon her sister's head, there being no other convenient target at hand.

      "You conniving little snake in the grass!" was one of the first epithets used. "You planned this with Ravenham, just to mortify me, to pay me back for some imagined slight. When I have done so much for you! Have you any idea how much I've spent on your wardrobe? On dancing lessons? And to think of the time I have wasted telling you how to go on in Society!" She continued in this vein for some time.

      Brie found it worse than useless to try to defend herself against the torrent of abuse, as any word on her part was received as an added insult, so she silently smoothed the folds of her plum walking dress while awaiting the end of her sister's tirade. Eventually running out of words (or breath), Angela sent her to her room to meditate upon the sins of ingratitude and deceit.

      In the comparative haven of her bedchamber, Brie attempted to unravel the puzzle of the single voucher. She had gathered that the Duke did not care for the Platts, but this smacked of petty spite, though why she should have thought him above that she was not certain. But had he not told her that he would be sending vouchers for all of them?

      She thought back over their drive together, trying to recall his exact words. Well, perhaps he had not specifically said that he would be sending three vouchers, but it had certainly been implied! Surely he must realise what an intolerable position he was putting her in by so blatantly snubbing the relatives she was dependent upon. Perhaps it was a mistake? But no, the note enclosed had said that he would call for Miss Gordon Wednesday next to escort her to Almack's. No mention of the Platts had been made.

      Secretly, Brie could not but be relieved that her sister and brother-in-law would not be attending, for she had already observed that their manners appeared little short of ill-bred in comparison to the few other members of the ton she had met; but she was ashamed of that relief. Angela's enumeration of the expenses she had undertaken on her behalf had only underscored her previous feeling of obligation, and she felt that she was probably turning out to be a very poor sort of guest.

      To assuage her own conflicting feelings of relief and guilt, Brie concentrated on the Duke of Ravenham's culpability in this matter and added it to her account of grievances against him. Obviously, her very first impression of him had been correct: he was the most selfish, pompous, insensitive man that had ever lived, not to mention cruel! Perhaps she would tell him so— again— the next time she saw him.

      But wait! Was she likely to see him again? As angry as Angela had been, it seemed more than likely that she would be sent back home to Gloucestershire first thing in the morning. Oddly, the thought was not as comforting as she expected it to be. After all, wasn't she only here to please her mother, counting off the time until she could return to her beloved Cotswold hills? Finally, Brie fell asleep, her dreams a curious mix of rolling hills and London faces.
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