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The Duke’s Wager

Edith Layton


For Orson, my constant companion.


I

It was not a fashionable night to be seen in the streets of London. Oh, the moon shone as brightly as ever an autumn moon did, and the air carried the light crisp taste of autumn windfall apples; the freshening breeze carried away the usual stale stenches of the city, and the woodsmoke from many fires added to the clear tang of the night. But then the month of September was never a slave to the fashions of men, so she could be excused for putting on such a show on a night when no other lady of good taste or family would dare to parade the streets of town. But she was obviously only a baggage, so she displayed her charms generously and spread her gifts lavishly and never seemed to mind that no female of repute would savor them this night. No matter, if she was not a female of discretion, why then, neither were any of the other ladies abroad this night.

But that was not to imply that there were no others in the streets. London was no ghost town, bereft of pedestrians and coaches, riders and lackeys, strollers and theatergoers. No, the city was as crowded as ever, the fashionable made up only one facet of its usual throngs. And if the ladies of the town were safely at home, or snugged at several respectable house parties, the gentlemen of their class suffered no such inhibitions. They were free to enjoy the night as they chose.

As were the beggars, warming themselves over scant alley-edge fires, waiting for some more substantial citizens to cross their paths so they could ply their practiced pathetic pleas; as were the sharpers, eyeing the passing crowds for any hint of possible gain; as were the street women, in readiness now that evening had come, to sell their flowers, chestnuts, or bodies at reasonable fair-trade prices. So if the ladies of immaculate breeding were not abroad, it hardly mattered, for the several enjoyments offered this evening were not for them anyway.

Even the Opera, where so many of the select disported themselves on proper evenings, was filling to capacity this evening. For if the finer ladies would not grace their seats, why then, there were an assortment of other members of the gender who would gladly do so. But if these were not ladies who were prime articles on the marriage mart, even the most dispassionate observers would have to admit that they were prime articles of their species. Still, there were few dispassionate observers in their company; it was not, alas, an evening notable for opera lovers, although lovers there were, in great numbers.

The beggars and loiterers and running boys and flower ladies who congregated in front of the Opera did not mind the lack of Society’s finest females, rather they knew there would be many young blades with free fingers to toss loose coins to impress their latest conquest. For the street people knew, with their survivor’s instincts, that a night such as this, a night of the demimonde, was far more of a profitable time than a night when a gentleman had to properly escort his lawful wife or dutiful daughters. And they watched as the colorful, blatantly beautiful ladies, peacocked in with their gentlemen.

The street girls would have to be content with waiting in the shadows for the final curtain to fall, so that they could have the chance to accommodate those men of fashion who had not brought their own ladies, and who were either too inept or too luckless to have encountered a friend to invite them to a revel, introduce them to an unattached beauty, or take themselves off with them to a fashionable house of delights. These disappointed blades would be available to invitation for a few moments of less exalted play. The girls were not impressed with the high-flown style of the young women giggling into the Opera house. Some had been in their places at one time, some dreamed of it, all knew that without a masterstroke of luck, these same ladies would be standing at their side in the shadows one day, waiting for the last “Bravo,” to compete with them for the stragglers.

Each new carriage that approached was greeted by the assembled crowd, avidly plying their separate industries, with great anticipation. The war, though far off, was still on, there was a scarcity of the young military men who were so free with their pay, and money was hard to come by. But when the magnificent carriage bearing the insignia of St. John Basil St. Charles, Marquis of Bessacarr drew up to the curb and a large gentleman alighted, sweeping his impassive stare over them, even the hungriest among them did not press any further forward. Here was a knowing one, they thought, and a hard one, who would not need to dazzle his ladybird with careless largesse to strangers. When the flame-haired woman alighted and preened herself for a moment, allowing the crowd to admire her finery and letting their eyes linger on the dazzling necklace which peeped through the open cape, as did the equally dazzling expanse of bosom she exposed to the September breeze, they looked for only one moment and then waited for the next carriage to discharge its passengers. There was money here, but not for them.

“Annabelle!” came the gentleman’s amused voice. “Shall I have to rent a stage for you to display both my and nature’s gifts? Or would you prefer to accompany me now?” Simpering, she raised her rosy face to his and, taking his arm, allowed herself to be borne off to the theater. “As I once was,” thought a drab who peeked out from the side of the wall where she patiently waited. “As I shall be,” vowed the young girl who stood beside her.

The Marquis looked neither to the left nor to the right as he escorted his lady up the winding staircase to his private box. Yet he knew exactly how his companion disported herself as she clung to his arm. He knew, without having to watch, how she swung her hips, as no lady he would escort on a more fashionable night would, how she alternately smiled or snubbed the other women she encountered, how she let her eyes promise or deny the young blades who eyed her flamboyant beauty. As no proper young woman would dare, he thought, but then, he smiled to himself, no proper young woman would have earned that necklace she wore in quite the way that Annabelle had. And, he admitted, she had certainly earned it.

Once settled in the ornate box, the Marquis allowed himself to glance over the program of the night’s promised delights. But he was not a lover of Opera, and the delights he had promised himself would only come after the performance upon the stage. Annabelle fanned herself and looked out over the audience with great interest, noting old rivals, new contenders, and the vast possibilities of future protectors she might have to beguile should the languid gentleman next to her tire of her. For her, it was both good business and a good diversion to be seen tonight at the theater.

The Marquis, watching Annabelle coolly scrutinizing the murmuring crowd, felt a vast impatience with himself this evening. In truth, it had gone on too long. But, he had to admit, he was growing lazy in the pursuit of his pleasures. It was perhaps simpler to visit those special houses of assignation on a hit or miss basis than it was to fund, feed, and entertain a female such as Annabelle. But it was also more chancy. There was always both the possibility of finding a female who was deft and accomplished, or discovering that one had given up an evening to an unknown who was unacceptable or, at best, marginal. At least Annabelle was a known quantity and, on the whole, reliable.

But there was this necessity of taking her out every so often and showing her off to the town. Or else, she would sulk and whine, and accuse him of being unsatisfied with her services. At first, he remembered—was it only two months ago, then?—he had been well pleased with her. But as the novelty of her talents, and the familiarity of her face and form, had increased, he found himself noticing her personality, her intellect, and her habits—none of which pleased him. For though she could be said to have that most agreeable of traits, “a good heart,” it was undeniable that she was ignorant, avaricious, and common. He sighed, if only women could be folded up into a closet until one took them out for the natural pleasure they provided. No, it would not be long until the Marquis of Bessacarr would be hunting a new companion.

He would not find one among his social equals. He would not find one among the dewy misses so dutifully served up at such fashionable places as Almack’s, or the diverse watering spas or house parties where the fashionable amused themselves. No, those young women were, firstly, seldom as beautiful as Annabelle, and more importantly, never as accessible. They were there only for a titled gentleman such as himself to choose a wife from. Someone who would dutifully lie down, in a most civilized fashion, upon a duly sanctified and sanitized marriage couch, for the sole purpose of producing another being to carry on his exalted name. They were never, the Marquis thought, even to be considered in the same context as Annabelle. They were not, he thought with real amusement, even to be precisely considered as “female” in the same sense that she was. Certainly that was not what they, or he, had been brought up to expect. In fact, he often wondered if many of them precisely knew what sort of marital horrors their noble husbands would eventually require of them.

And those other ladies of his class, those who were not quite so newly-sprung, who had already presented their husbands with the required number of descendants and who had been given indirectly to understand that they might discreetly pursue their pleasure where they may, were little better in his eyes. For after all the courting, all the poetic flights, and subtle hand pressures, and interminable weeks of light flirtation and secret messages, and painstaking arrangements for a site acceptable for dalliance, still he inevitably found them disappointing. It stood to reason: They had once been those same demure little debutantes, they had once had the self-same expectations. The infrequent and required usage by their noble husbands had not prepared them for a life of erotic delight. Even the most willful and passionate among them, the Marquis thought, could not hold a candle to Annabelle’s practice of the art. She was born to it, he smiled, bred to it and accomplished at it. But still, she was becoming a bore.

As for other women of his class, the ones who had found happiness, who lived in accord with their husbands, who found their enjoyments with them alone and sought no others, why, the Marquis had no experience with them. The life he led was that of a hedonist, as so many of his fellows were. As his was expected to be. He was eight and twenty, wealthy and fashionable, and not at all interested in perpetuating his line at the moment, however much that fact must disappoint the general run of young women available to him this season. They must pass on the torch to their younger sisters, he was not in the market for a wife this season. But looking at Annabelle inflating her already considerably inflated chest so that his spider’s net of diamonds could be seen by an acquaintance of hers seated in the orchestra, whose expression of exquisite envy could be read even from this distance, he knew that he was definitely in the market for a new companion.

“Sinjin,” she pouted, “it’s ever so hot in here, could you procure me an ice, or a sip of something more fortifying?” He eyed her with annoyance, this drinking of hers was no longer the discreet thing she thought it was. All the oil of cloves and mint she ingested could not disguise the ever-present miasma of gin that hung over her. But he rose, and bowed and brushed aside the curtains that enfolded the box. He’d be glad to stretch his legs, and glad for the opportunity to evaluate the other women present tonight, the other women from among whom he’d possibly find her successor. While she, he knew, would certainly be glad of the opportunity to drink deeply from the flask she concealed in her wrap.

He stood in the outer hallway, tall and immaculate in his evening wear, his broad shoulders encased in a close-fitting jacket, his slender waist tapering down to muscular legs, his black hair swept back and cut expertly to accentuate the fine high planes of his face, every visible carefully designed part of him signaling the epitome of the man of wealth and fashion. He stood at the top of his world, by birth, by sex, by fortune and education. And his world was the only world that he cared about.

“Sinjin, by God, it’s Sinjin,” the rotund, balding young gentleman of fashion to his left cried, dropping his quizzing glass and hurrying over to him. “By God, sir. You thought I was dead, confess it? Did you not?”

“Not dead, James,” the Marquis taunted, “only married.”

“Ah well,” mumbled the shorter man, “and so I was, but you were there, Sinjin, so don’t quiz me. But married’s not quite the same as dead, sir. I went the round, you dog, I traveled wherever I could where that cur Nappy was not, and then I came back to town. Only arrived last week. Only settled in t’other day. Only been on the town a day or so and hadn’t seen you anywhere. Heard that you were cuddled up with a new friend, you dog, and never thought to lay eyes upon you so soon. How good it is to see you, Sinjin, how good it is to be back in town. Museums, Sinjin, cathedrals! Flower exhibitions, by God! None of you chaps ever told me what sort of things to expect when I made the leap! No, no, don’t deny it, Sinjin. Only offered me felicitations and gave me a pile of silver and punch bowls that I could never use if I lived to be a Methusalah. Confess it, Sinjin, you never warned me about all the blasted cathedrals I’d have to trek through once I started married life.”

“I never married, James,” the Marquis said, “so how could I give you the benefit of my advice? And how is Lady Hoyland?”

“Breeding,” his companion said briefly. “Quite a good thing.”

“So you did not spend precisely all your time in cathedrals, James,” the Marquis noted with a little smile.

“Sinjin!” James replied, his eyes wide with shock. “No, not a thing to jest about, my man, the lady is my wife. I can’t have you saying such things about the Lady Hoyland, my man.”

“Do you wish to call me out, James?” the Marquis asked, his usually fog-gray eyes admitting little sparks of icy light. “It’s only that I can’t conceive of how the thing could be conceived in a cathedral.”

“No, really,” James said hastily, looking up at his friend. “Don’t jest about such a thing. It’s my wife you know, not a joking matter. You know I couldn’t call you out, wouldn’t want to, but as you are a friend, Sinjin, don’t make me a sacrificial victim to whatever sulks you’ve fallen into.”

“Forgive me, James,” the Marquis said in an unrepentant tone, bending into an insolent bow, “I had forgotten how pious you married fellows are.”

“Well not exactly pious, Sinjin,” James confided. “It’s just that a wife’s one thing, and a woman’s another. Actually, I came here tonight to see if I couldn’t set up something more befitting to my present station…”

“I understand completely,” the Marquis said, remembering suddenly the spring wedding he had attended, with James standing on the receiving line and little Lady Eleanor, her dark plump little person clinging to James’s sleeve, shyly acknowledging his towering presence.

“James,” he said, a wry smile springing to his lips, “I might have just the thing. Go procure an ice, my boy, a lovely lemon ice, and take it to the…companion…I have seated in my box. Tell her I am detained. She’ll be glad of company, for I shall be a while. And perhaps, James, you’ll be glad of the company as well.”

“What?” asked James. “That lovely red-headed creature? You wouldn’t mind…you wouldn’t take offense?” 

“Not in the least,” he replied. “Consider it a belated wedding gift. But I’m afraid you’ll have to provide the packaging and the wrapping yourself. And it will not come cheaply.”

“Wouldn’t expect it to come cheaply,” James said eagerly, “but it would be worth it?” he asked in a whisper, like a conspiratorial child.

“I would not suggest it otherwise,” the Marquis said airily, as he watched his friend rush off in search of a vendor.

He felt fractionally taller, and freer than he had a moment before, as he strolled off down the corridor, acknowledging old acquaintances and carefully watching the arrival of latecomers.

He had spent the first act of the Opera out in the corridor, reacquainting himself with an old school chum who had the latest bits of gossip to impart, and he had been feeling so free and relaxed that he was a bit surprised when the doors swung open and the promenade of Opera-goers exited for their intermission. This informal parade he knew was by far the most important reason why most of them had come to begin with.

He saw James with Annabelle on his arm as they walked toward him. She looked up at him for a moment as they walked past, and allowed a rueful grin to touch her rouged lips. He remained still, for if she chose, now was the moment that she could create an unpleasant scene. But gin-bold as she was, she was foremost a woman of business, so she merely allowed herself one last regretful look at the Marquis and then turned her attention to her small, plump companion. James, seeing the marquis standing there, took this opportunity to take one of her cool hands in his moist grip and raise it to his lips. St. John said nothing, so they passed by. “Well done,” the Marquis thought, noting that the transfer had been made as correctly and formally as any ceremony he had ever witnessed.

Quite a clutch of unattached gentlemen now stood against the walls of the corridors, watching the other Opera-goers stroll by. St. John noticed a few old friends, a few older gentlemen, a few young sparks out to make their mark on the town. He felt relieved to be one of their number again, and pleased himself by watching the women of the demimonde self-consciously flirt past his raised quizzing glass. A slight stir in one group to the corner of the hall brought his attention to the entrance of the Duke of Torquay, his presence signaling the beginnings of muttered gossip. St. John smiled, and saluted the Duke with his quizzing glass.

“Sinjin,” the Duke greeted him in his soft hoarse voice, “don’t tell me you didn’t feel the urge to tell the latest on dit about me to your friends the moment you saw me? What, you still stand here just to have a word with me? Do you think I can impart something new and exciting that they haven’t yet told you?”

“I don’t need to dine out on your exploits, Your Grace,” St. John answered, looking coldly at the slight figure beside him.

“No, no, you at least do not,” the Duke acknowledged. “You are commonly acknowledged to be my successor, these days, aren’t you? When my dissolute ways bring me down to the worms, it will be you who replaces me, will it not, Sinjin?”

The Marquis did not acknowledge the hit by so much as a lift of his shoulders, but still he felt a cold chill at the words.

Jason Edward Thomas, Duke of Torquay, was already, although he had not entered his thirty-fifth year, acknowledged to be the supreme pleasure-seeker of his day. The joke that made the rounds was that if the Duke could find a way to fit it in his bed, he would bed it. The stories told about him and his exploits on the town beggared the imagination, and although the more sensible of listeners discounted half of what they heard, the half they accepted was shocking enough. Still, he was of impeccable birth, title, and position, and many of the gentlemen who listened avidly to stories of his scandalous exploits, would still have gladly handed over the choice of their eligible daughters to him in wedlock, should the elegant widower ever seek marriage again.

And the same young women whose eyes rounded at the abbreviated tales that filtered down to them of his doings, would still have found themselves eager to be wed to him. For his appearance belied all the gossip and scandal that followed him. Of medium height and slender as a boy, his pale gold hair fell softly upon a white brow. His large clear blue eyes and tender mouth seemed more appropriate to a romantic poet than to the sort of man whose name had become synonymous with license. But St. John had seen the Duke at his play. And the Marquis had known some of the women who had known him intimately, and did not doubt most of the stories that he heard. Something deep within the Marquis bridled at being dubbed the Duke’s successor, but still he acknowledged the truth of the jest.

“Well then, Duke,” he drawled, “it is most fortunate for our audience that we stand here together. It saves them a great deal of effort and eyestrain if we stay here thus, in tandem.”

“It does,” the hoarse sweet voice acknowledged. “It might, dear Sinjin, save you a great deal of trouble, too, for then I could not make a move you could not emulate immediately,” he remarked, glancing up through his long lashes at the tight face next to him.

The Marquis pretended not to have heard, as he felt the unease spread through him, but he was spared any rejoinder as the Duke’s head turned.

The wide china eyes flew open and the slight body almost visibly trembled, like a dog at the hunt. “My God!” the Duke breathed in hushed undertones. “Who is she?”

The Marquis looked with relief toward the woman whose presence had stirred his companion so. Yes, he admitted, she was worthy of the attention.

Even at this distance he could see that she was young, almost pitifully so, although many of the other women might have been of an age with her. She wore no rouge, no paint, and so her face looked more vulnerable against the background of this gathering. She was dressed simply and elegantly in a high-waisted blue velvet gown that accentuated her high breasts and slender figure. Her gleaming chestnut hair had been drawn up tightly, and only one long curl brushed against her shoulder. Her eyes were large, wide, and frightened, and a strangely vivid grass-green color which accentuated the clear whiteness of her skin. She was innocent of jewelry, of paint, but it was the innocence in her face that troubled St. John. She could almost pass for a woman of quality. But then, what would she be doing here on this night?

She stood, wide-eyed, her cloak thrown over one arm, as she realized the attention she had drawn to herself by exiting from her box. She turned and spoke in a low voice to the other woman who emerged from behind her, another young woman, but this one all frizzy ginger hair and freckles who wore a plain serviceable dress. A maid? St. John frowned. What the devil would a young woman with a maid be doing here at the Opera on such a night, when the courtesans flirted and vied for new liaisons? Unless she was a shrewd wench who had discovered a new ploy. But the look of fright in her eyes dissuaded him from that flight.

But his former companion, the Duke, had not waited to speculate. With the swift grace he was famous for, he had already achieved her side. She looked up at him in incomprehension. St. John could not hear a word that the Duke spoke so softly into her ear, but he could see the color drain from her already white face. She gripped the other woman by the arm and then almost ran to the top of the long stairs.

For only a moment the Duke stood still, as if bemused, and then he signaled swiftly to his man, who came to his side to listen to the quick, soft instructions and then, nodding, was gone. The Duke strolled back to St. John’s side. “Not quite flown,” he whispered in that intimate voice. “My man will wait to see her coach, to get her direction. It’s a shame that her courage deserted her. She will be quite a success. I think that the stir she caused quite overset her plans. And as to your plans, St. John? I noticed that you have so generously given over your seat to your friend. Would you care to share my box for the duration of the performance?”

“Thank you,” St. John bowed, “but I seem to have already achieved my plans for this evening, and so must be off to more profitable sport.”

“It will do you no good,” the Duke smiled. “I have already set my sights upon her…unless you care to vie with me for the honors?”

“I am not quite so exacting in my requirements this evening, Your Grace,” St. John retorted. “I’ll leave that field open to you. Remember, I am marked to be your successor, not your equal.” And, smiling pleasantly with a humor he did not feel, he left.


II

Regina Analise Berryman was in a rage. When she had returned from the Opera, a combination of shame and shock, coupled with the lateness of the hour, had sent her into an unaccustomed state of subdued self-recrimination. She had lain awake for many long hours, until the sheer weight of the night had sent her drifting off into a restless sleep. But when Belinda had drawn back her curtains to admit the shallow morning light, she had awoken to a healthy sense of fury.

She drew the belt on her morning gown and, unable to find her slipper’s mate, sent the orphaned partner flying to the wall. “Why,” her first words to Belinda were, “did you not tell me exactly why last night was not a proper night to attend the Opera?”

Belinda eyed her new mistress warily. This was not at all like the quiet, amiable, green young girl she had been serving for the past weeks.

“Aye, but I told you, miss. I said and I said that it would be more fitting for you to wait for your uncle to return afore you went to the Opera. I did say that, miss, I did.”

“‘Aye,’” mimicked the infuriated Miss Berryman, looking like a proper witch, Belinda thought uneasily, with her long gleaming hair tousled and wild, her odd emerald green eyes shining like a cat’s. “But, Belinda my dear, you did not, repeat not, tell me that only…courtesans and their protectors would be there, now did you?”

“That’s not true at all, miss,” Belinda gulped, backing toward the door as Regina rounded upon her. “Why there was ever such a sweet old couple there, miss, and anyway,” she said in a rush, “how was I to know who all else would be there? I’m only a poor girl, miss, and never been to the Opera at all, and only heard belowstairs that it wasn’t the best idea for you to go…and I told you so, miss. Indeed I did. And you only said….”

“‘Pooh!’ I said,” Regina admitted regretfully. “Yes, that’s so. I said it wouldn’t do any harm and it was a shame to let the tickets go to waste. But why didn’t you stop me, Belinda, before I made such a fool of myself?” 

“Ah, miss,” cried Belinda, seeing and pressing her advantage, “but it isn’t my place to stop you. I’m only your maid, miss, and….”

“Only a poor girl,” interrupted Regina, deflated. “I know, Belinda. Excuse me.”

Regina turned and sank down again upon the bed. She tossed her heavy hair back from her face. Her own fault, she thought miserably, of course. No matter how poor Belinda had influenced her, it was, indeed, still her own fault. She had wanted to go to the Opera. That was undeniable. Only a few weeks in town and she had already made a cake of herself. For when the invitation had come, even though her uncle was away from home and would not return in time for the Opera, she had been determined to attend. She would not sit at home childishly, for lack of an escort. After all, she had reasoned, back at home in the country, when her papa had been alive, they had gone to the local theater as often as possible to see some of the infrequent Shakespearean productions presented by traveling troupes of players. And when Papa could not come with her, there had been no shame in attending with only her governess, Miss Bekins, as her escort.

But, she thought, as usual incurably honest with herself, she had wondered if the same manners obtained in the great city of London as did in her little corner of England. She had heard of how glittering and fashionable the theaters were here. Even more, she had thought of all her new dresses, hanging unseen in the closet, and no matter how often she rationalized that she wanted to actually hear a first-rate opera company, that had been the major reason she had so wanted to attend. And who, she thought, furious with herself, would have been mutton-headed enough to take the advice of a little lady’s maid on matters of rules of society? Even if there were no one else she knew whose opinion she could have asked, why hadn’t she waited for Uncle’s return? There would have been other operas, other nights.

Because she belatedly understood, if there had been no harm in her going unaccompanied by a gentleman at home, it had only been because there were few people in the audience who did not know Miss Berryman, the schoolmaster’s daughter. And they would no more have thought her fast for attending the theater without her papa than they would have thought her scandalous for attending a lecture without him.

So even if Belinda’s eyes had narrowed slyly when she asked if going by herself was “done,” and her answer had never been a direct “no” but rather a tangle of “Well, miss, it depends…” and “Some ladies do go by themselves, I hear tell…” she had only half listened. She had not really wanted to be persuaded to stay home. Once she had made up her mind, Belinda had been in ecstacies, thrilled with the chance to see the upper classes at play first hand for the first, and probably last, time. And Regina had caught fire from Belinda’s enthusiasms. She had rigged herself out in the first stare of fashion and sailed forth with an eager Belinda in tow, only to discover what she really should have guessed all along: that London was as far in miles as it was in attitudes from her home. And that no one could have guessed that she was only the schoolmaster’s daughter from Dorset, gawking at their splendid world; rather they had taken her for a trollop, bent on advancing herself. Regina sighed to herself. She was, she felt, well served for her self-deception and rashness.

She glanced at Belinda, whose hands were twisting under her little white apron, and felt she ought to let the matter drop. As well chastise a cat for stalking a pigeon as to condemn Belinda for seizing her chance for a little excitement, even if it were at her new mistress’s expense. My fashionable career, Regina thought glumly, shall go right back where it belongs—between the pages of a book, and in my mind. What a rustic she must take me for, she thought. And, she thought ruefully with a little sad smile that made Belinda’s hands steady themselves, what a rustic I am, indeed.

“Never mind, Belinda,” Regina said. “It’s over, and you shall not bear the blame. We’ll forget it. We’ll avoid the haunts of the fashionable and we’ll rub on together well enough in the future. But,” she said, eyeing the laden tray Belinda had set up on a little table near the window and embarrassed that the whole staff likely thought of her as a milkmaid fresh from the country, “could you please tell Cook that although I do come from the country, I do not eat like a yeoman and do not require a breakfast that could easily feed five strong men?”

“Oh yes, miss,” Belinda said eagerly. “I do hear that all the young ladies just drink a cup of hot chocolate and have a bit of bread for breakfast.”

“I’m not that fashionable,” Regina laughed. “An egg or two might be pleasant as well.”

“Oh yes indeed, miss.” Belinda curtsied, grateful to make an escape. “I’ll tell Cook at once.”

The Master might have my skin, Belinda worried, as she went down the stairs. But it wasn’t my fault, not really. She did want to go. And when would I ever get such a grand chance again to go to the bloody Opera, I’d like to know? So if my fine lady from the country wanted to go, why shouldn’t I go with her? I’d never get such a chance again, once he came home, no I wouldn’t. Didn’t she cause a stir, though? Only think, the Black Duke himself making a proposal to her! Wouldn’t I like to have heard what he said to her? Just wouldn’t I. So handsome he was, too…it’s a thing to tell my grandchildren, that is. I know what my answer would have been to him, if he’d asked me, she thought. Did you ever see such eyes on a gentleman, though? Took her clothes right off with them, he did. Now if it had been me…. And she entertained herself with thoughts of operas, and dukes, and magnificent offers of finery and jewels, as she took herself off below stairs to regale the others with a highly colored account of the night’s events.

But Miss Berryman was not entertaining herself with similar imaginings. She was, instead, sulking in a very unladylike fashion as she sat at the table and sipped her coffee. “What a fool thing to do,” she sighed in disgust, “flying off like a true clothhead, decked out like what I thought was a London lady, only to find myself taken for the Queen of the Cyprians.”

“Ah well,” she sighed, putting down the delicate cup and rising to stare out the window, “I do have a lot to learn in this new life, and I must teach myself not to be so impetuous…but…it did seem like such an…unexceptionable idea. But then, after all, what do I know about the customs that prevail here?”

*

Regina Analise Berryman had only been a resident of the city which so perplexed her for a scant three weeks. Before that, she had spent the whole of her two decades (except for one brief whirlwind tour of Bournemouth, where an acquaintance of her father lived) in a small house in a small village on the southern edge of the kingdom. Her father had been a schoolmaster at a boys’ school of little fame, and less distinction. But he, a large, gentle, and quietly unambitious soul, had been well pleased with his lot in life. True, he might have regretted the fact that few of his students would go on to a life of erudition—most were resident at his school only long enough to receive the rudiments of education. But since they were the sons of merchants, they expected no other fate and indeed chaffed at their lot while they were under his tutelage.

He himself was a younger son in a family of the merchant class. And his perplexed family soon realized his scholarly bent and, more importantly, understood that his nonaggressive ways, his lack of interest in financial dealings, and his incurable honesty (“The day John Berryman tells a lie,” his family grieved, “will be the day the King kisses a pig.”) made him eminently unsuitable for the freewheeling family business of business. The day he took an unsuitable wife, a girl of no surviving parents and French descent, the two beleaguered families put their heads together and soon were able to ship the changeling son and his portionless wife out to the school where a position had been found for him.

There they lived in undemanding bliss, until the birth of Regina Analise had put an end to her mother’s existence. There John Berryman, with the aid of a governess that the family sent down posthaste, had raised his daughter in tranquillity and peace. Hearing no terrible thing from the provinces, the family assumed that no further evil would befall their strange kinsman and allowed themselves to forget him. Only George Berryman, the schoolmaster’s brother, remembered their existence with any regularity. Indeed, it was his frequent gifts, discreetly made on special occasions, that supported the odd trio that now resided in the little house.

And it was an odd trio. John Berryman, having had very little to do with females until his besotted eye fell upon his future wife, had no idea of how to raise a young girl. Thus, the feeding, clothing, and moral training of his young daughter he gladly left to Miss Bekins, the angular lady of indeterminate years that his family had engaged for him.

Regina’s formal education, he took care of. And this he found a great pleasure. It could be said that over the years, she was his only consistently interested student. And so he filled her head with all the knowledge that the squirming young future captains of industry rejected. It would have been useless to ask him why he drilled a young female in the intricacies of Latin, German, and French. Or to inquire as to why she required such a wide knowledge of mathematics, history, and literature. And it would have been impossible to try to explain to him that a young woman really only needed skill with a needle, a pleasant singing voice, a dab hand with watercolors, and a little talent on the pianoforte.

Miss Bekins certainly would not have told him so. The present situation had suited her right down to the ground. For the family, unknowingly, had hired a serpent to lie in its bosom. The plain-faced, sensible-looking woman had been a bluestocking, and a woman of radical opinion. If they had lived with her for a week, they would have seen it. But they had only interviewed her for an hour before sending her out on her mission. And John Berryman, in his vague, myopic fashion, had not perceived anything amiss with Miss Bekins in all the years she lived with them.

And so, Regina Analise Berryman had grown to adulthood with very little real idea of what life in her world was actually about. Oh, she could recite history chapter and verse; she could discourse at length on the deterioration of Ancient Rome, she could argue politics with force and intelligence—but she couldn’t say why a lady should never sit with her legs crossed, or why a female should blush demurely, or why any woman should consider her husband her lord and master. Or why she required a husband at all. Which would have been suitable if she had grown up to feel as her father did, or look as her governess did. But she had inherited her mother’s graceful good looks, along with her father’s vivid coloring, as well as some forgotten ancestor’s spirit and thirst for adventure.

How she would have fared if fate had decreed that she stay in the gentle countryside of her birth, there is no saying. She had few acquaintances of her same age, none of her class. For in truth, she had no class to which she belonged. She had the manner and grace of a lady, the education of a young gentleman, and the family background of sober, strict bourgeois merchants.

On Regina’s eighteenth birthday, Miss Bekins had announced her retirement. With a brief good-bye embrace, Miss Bekins had taken her savings and herself off to Canterbury, there to help a distant cousin set up a school to enlighten the minds of other young females. Two years later, John Berryman paused in the middle of a lecture on the Trojan Wars to cough apologetically and collapse suddenly in easeful death. For several months after her world had collapsed as surely as her father had done, Regina had lived by herself in a torment of indecision. She could volunteer to teach in Miss Bekins’ school, but she had no idea of whether the venture had been successful, and whether her arrival in Canterbury would be a genuine help or a further strain on her former governess’s finances. She could apply for a position as governess, but she had been given to understand that she had neither the references nor the background to suit the genteel families who required such services. Perhaps, it was gently implied by the local vicar…if she set her sights lower, to consider working with a lower class of family.

Her letter requesting the direction of a London family of merchants who would require her services resulted in a sudden, unprecedented visit from her Uncle George, whom she had not seen in the whole of her life. In one brief flurry, overriding all her protestations, he had packed her belongings, such as they were, paid a visit to his brother’s grave, and trundled her into a coach back to London. En route to the city, he had firmly informed her that he had never taken the time to marry, but had he done so, she would have been just the daughter he would have chosen, and so that was the only position she had to bother her head about filling.

In the weeks that Regina had lived in her uncle’s house, she had received new clothes, her own well-appointed room, and the services of a maid. Not to mention what was to her the bewildering services of a cook, a housekeeper, and two undermaids. She had no way of knowing that her uncle, rather than employing a vast staff of servants, was actually by all contemporary standards simply scraping by. He traveled so frequently that he did not feel the need for a more elaborate staff. Her uncle had taken care of all of her needs in a breath-takingly swift fashion, and then, bowing apologetically, announced that he must depart for yet another business trip.

It was the arrival of a pair of tickets to the Opera, sent by a grateful business acquaintance, that had sent Regina off on her ill-fated excursion. She had no way of knowing that her uncle would have simply let the tickets lie till dust covered them enough to signal the housekeeper to throw them out. She had only been thrilled at the idea of attending the famous London Opera house and, dressing herself in her new finery, she had taken her maid as escort, as her uncle had told her she must whenever she ventured from the house.

The stares, the whispers, the attention she had received at the theater had seemed odd, but not exceptional, at first. But, once seated in the box, the appearance of the other women present had startled her. If this was current London fashion and behavior, she felt sure she would never fit into the scheme of things in her uncle’s city. But as the evening progressed and she watched the audience more closely than the stage, she began to get an inkling of the situation from the way certain couples behaved toward each other. Surely, she realized, it cannot be the fashion for a true gentleman to rest his lips upon his companion’s throat in public, in a theater! Or for the lady to stroke her escort’s hair. Or for a gentleman to ogle a female so openly, or for a lady to smile in pleased pride when being so encountered.

It was only when she left the box at intermission, however, that she had known without doubt what the situation was. The snatches of speculation about her presence that had come to her ears had driven her out, in search of a carriage to return home. But when that elegantly tailored gentleman, the one with the beautiful face of a fallen angel, had seen her and come to her side as naturally as if she were an old acquaintance, and whispered his husky-voiced suggestion into her ear, she felt as if the world had suddenly ended.

For he had stunned her. He had made all the others pale to insignificance and become merely background blur. The first moment she set eyes upon him she had thought he appeared out of a childhood tale of princes and castles. All thoughts of embarrassment and flight had themselves fled as he made his way gracefully through the throng to her side. Those clear azure eyes had sought hers out and had lit with real pleasure, as if he were overjoyed at finding her. His smile had welcomed and warmed her and drawn her answering smile. She could have basked all evening in the glow from that smile. And then, he had, still smiling, bent and sweetly whispered the impossible into her ear. What sort of female had he imagined her? She flushed in shame, just contemplating it. But since it seemed only a courtesan went unaccompanied to the theater on such a night, she could scarcely blame him, in all fairness, for his incredible proposal. In retrospect, his invitation had, surprisingly, secretly disappointed her rather than shocked her.
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