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			The arrival of Miss Iris Slougham and her mama at Lady Wishforth’s ball would have been unremarkable, had not their little group been honored to include the Lady Athena Dibbington, whose beauty and elegance defied indifference. All heads instantly turned to witness her entrance, and a buzz of admiration rushed through the room. It was enough to mortify any other maiden present, but Iris did not regard it. Indeed, she rather appreciated that all attention was diverted from herself, allowing her to vanish from the minds of the speculative and thus decrease the necessity of opening her mouth. To her mind, it certainly would be better for all involved if that were so.

			Following Athena to an advantageous spot at the edge of the room, Iris endeavored to blend into the potted palm beside her mama. Lady Athena was approached by several gentlemen at once, and it fell to Mrs. Slougham, as chaperon, to approve or disapprove her partners. This she did very ably, dismissing three as unworthy out of hand.

			But when Mrs. Slougham showed signs of favor to the Viscount Greenbury, Iris whispered desperately to Lady Athena, “Pray, do not abandon me!”

			“You know I must, Iris,” was the cool answer. “It would be very strange in me to refuse a partner when your mama has pronounced him perfectly eligible.”

			“But you must be my shield. You know how the gentlemen terrify me—I shall invariably come out with the wrong thing—”

			As Lord Greenbury now awaited her, Athena’s patience was at an end, and she said rather shortly, “I cannot conceive of what you would have me do for you, Iris, for you will only allow yourself to be intimidated!” But at Iris’s injured look she added more gently, “You are perfectly equal to this. You simply must not believe otherwise.”

			Athena went away with the viscount, leaving Iris to edge behind her mama with a hunted look. But Mrs. Slougham, quick to divine her daughter’s intention of making herself invisible, firmly planted her at her own side, in full view of possible suitors. Her efforts were wasted, however, for three sets were played and three partners accepted for Lady Athena, while Iris remained unsought.

			Taking matters into her own hands, Mrs. Slougham made a sign to her friend and hostess, and as the fourth set was struck up, Lady Wishforth came up to where they were seated, leading her nephew behind her.

			“My dear Mrs. Slougham,” she said with a dazzling smile. “You must allow me to present my nephew, Mr. Fazenford. He is just come down from Cambridge and is dying to be known to your daughter.”

			Mrs. Slougham’s keen glance took in Mr. Fazenford’s rail-thin figure and blemished countenance through her lorgnette, but she gave a polite smile. “Certainly, Lady Wishforth. Sir, this is my daughter, Miss Slougham. Iris, give your hand to Mr. Fazenford.”

			Iris, gazing panicked at her supposed admirer, only swallowed and blinked until her mother, with lips tightening, nudged her with an elbow. Iris’s hand shot out to grasp Mr. Fazenford’s and he bowed stiffly over it. Smiling resolutely, he took a breath.

			“You look a mere boy,” Iris blurted before he could speak. Her face instantly assumed a beetroot hue as Mrs. Slougham’s eyes fluttered closed in horror.

			Tittering uncertainly, Lady Wishforth took her nephew’s arm and patted it. “Fazenford certainly is blessed with youthful good looks! But he is no mere boy, to be sure. He took honors in his exams, Miss Slougham, and will join Lord Burraston’s staff in the autumn. Perhaps more to the purpose, he is an excellent dancer.”

			She stood there blinking expectantly, but when her nephew did not speak, she gave his arm a little shake. He tugged at his neck cloth, looking everywhere but at the mortified Miss Slougham.

			“If you would be so good—that is, if you would honor me—”

			But Iris interrupted him. “I did not mean to—oh, pray excuse me!” she cried, standing so abruptly that her reticule fell to the floor. Mr. Fazenford stepped back quickly enough to avoid a collision and watched open-mouthed as she fled the ballroom.

			After a moment of shocked silence, Mrs. Slougham bent to retrieve her daughter’s reticule and straightened with a pained smile. “A thousand apologies, sir,” she said. “I pray you will excuse my daughter, though I do not have any notion of why you should. I regret infinitely to own to you that she is prone to the most ridiculous starts, and I assure you most sincerely it is nothing to do with you or your—” she gestured vaguely at his person— “appearance. It was most kind in you to single her out, however, and I may only wish you will be more fortunate in your next choice of partner. Good night.” With a speaking look to Lady Wishforth, she stalked away, following the path that her distraught daughter had taken moments before.

			Iris had found a secluded archway in the corridor, and now stood there fanning herself vigorously. All she could think was that Mr. Fazenford had not deserved such rudeness, and that she wished she could go and drown herself. But it was nothing more than what she had prophesied to her parents when they had forced her to come on this ill-judged Season in London. Despite everything, they persisted in the belief that her social ineptitude was born merely of inexperience, and that all she required to blossom into a paragon of pleasantries was to rub elbows with as many members of the ton as possible.

			As it was, each event boasted so many persons present that Iris’s brain was inundated with innumerable observations and suppositions—which did rather the opposite for her success than Mrs. Slougham had expected. For it was not shyness or reticence that was Iris’s downfall. On the contrary, she merely suffered from severe frankness.

			Miss Iris Slougham was born curious, and from her infancy had watched everybody. So far from quietly considering their vagaries, however, she shared her conclusions with all the guileless honesty of youth—heedless of their propriety, or the station or sensibility of the subject. Her parents had treated these childish revelations with indulgence, trusting that both they and her curiosity would lessen as she grew up, but in this they were disappointed. Though she was subjected to the same rigorous training as every other young lady of her station, Iris simply could not rid herself of the impulse to state her mind and, as she entered her teenage years, could be depended upon to come out with embarrassingly blunt remarks whenever in company.

			Looking toward her daughter’s imminent come-out and seeing disaster on the horizon, Mrs. Slougham redoubled her efforts to no avail. The more she drilled, the more inept Iris became. At last, her mother resorted to forbidding Iris to speak anything but a polite yea or nay, but this only magnified Iris’s terror of misbehaving in company, which in turn increased her gaffes.

			With the conviction that she was destined to be a pariah, Iris withdrew from Society, resisting her parents’ insistence that she have a London Season on the grounds that it would be a great waste of time and money. She was grudgingly allowed this peculiarity for a few years, but on her twenty-first birthday, Mrs. Slougham put her foot down. She would not brook being thought a skinflint for neglecting to give her only daughter a Season, no more than she would keep a daughter indefinitely in her home who had not at least made a push to secure a husband.

			Thus, Iris found herself in London, surrounded by gently-bred persons whose effervescent civility bubbled like champagne from their lips, and whose expectations she knew to be intolerably high. Everywhere she looked was someone whose dress or manner or activities elicited comment in her brain, but none, she was assured, wished to hear her thoughts. Iris dutifully endeavored to keep quiet, but to do so in this company was almost as damning as speaking her mind, for a silent woman was instantly suspected either of thinking herself above her company or of being under-bred, both equally damaging to one’s future prospects.

			How she was to succeed in securing a husband, therefore, she could not conjecture, for she had yet to inspire anything resembling even vague interest from a gentleman. Even her mother’s machinations had failed, as just proved with Mr. Fazenford. The impossibility of it all set her to plying her fan anew, but almost at that moment, Mrs. Slougham appeared, snatching the fan from her and shutting it with a snap.

			“What do you mean by acting in so hoydenish a manner? Have you learned nothing these one-and-twenty years?”

			“No, Mama—that is, I did not mean to cause a scene—”

			Her mother glared. “What am I to do with you? How are you to find a husband if you cannot comport yourself with propriety?”

			Iris shook her head, raising her hands. “I told you before we came to London that it was hopeless, Mama.”

			“No!” huffed her mother, jabbing a finger toward the floor, and continuing to do so with her succeeding words. “I will not believe it! You must only try harder!”

			“But I have tried my best, Mama! I swear it!”

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Mrs. Slougham pressed her eyes shut, pinching the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger. “I declare, you could drive a saint mad! With all we have done for you, all we have borne, the least you could do is to sit demurely through one ball, nodding and smiling without opening your lips for more than a 'thank you, sir' or 'if you please, sir.' It is not too much to expect of a daughter so carefully reared! You cannot be forever in our care, I tell you—not when you have every opportunity to find a husband. It will be the most infamous thing if you do not make a match this Season!”

			Iris blinked rapidly against tears that pricked her eyes. “I simply cannot tame my tongue, Mama!”

			“Do not make excuses, Iris! You are fully capable of making speech with a gentleman, for that is all I have taught you these three years, and it is not as though you are a nitwit! You know precisely what to do, and you will begin this moment! If you do not make yourself agreeable to at least three gentlemen at this ball tonight, I promise by heaven and earth that I will marry you off to Sir Isaac Hornaby!”

			Iris’s hands flew to her mouth. “No, Mama! You do not mean it!”

			“I have never meant anything so truly in my life, my girl! You know he has expressed an interest in you, and will jump at the chance to marry a young lady such as yourself.”

			“But he is old and horrid, and looks like a toad—”

			“Then do not make me do it!” snapped her mother, turning and propelling her daughter down the corridor and into the ballroom.

			Iris, gripping her reticule as she stood rigid beside her indomitable mother, looked desperately about for support. Athena was dancing and would be no help, and Diana Marshall, her other lifelong friend, was not even in attendance, having gone to Brighton for her father’s health. Iris was entertaining the horrid conviction that she was doomed to marry a toad when she perceived a newer acquaintance, Lenora Breckinridge, moving through the crowd with her mother, Lady Stiles.

			When Lenora came up, she was a trifle startled by Iris’s instantly dragging her to an alcove and imparting to her the intelligence that she wished to throw herself into the river. Knowing her new friend well enough to recognize this as hyperbole, Lenora made it her business to put herself in possession of the facts and then attempted to soothe the sufferer. But upon being rather hysterically assured of Mrs. Slougham’s determination to follow through with her threat, Lenora sent away the gentleman who came to claim her for the next set and led Iris to the refreshment table.

			“All will be well, Iris, I assure you,” said Lenora, thrusting a glass of champagne into her hand. “There is no occasion for such despair, and so you shall find if only you can calm yourself.”

			Iris, gulping down her champagne, merely stared wildly, and Lenora perceived that drastic measures were called for.

			Glancing about for something to divert her friend, Lenora said, “Goodness, only look at that immense headdress over there! On the lady with the sapphires—do you see? No, I do not believe you can see her, for she is terribly short. Only look for the ostrich plumes waving above everyone’s heads—there! I wonder if she wears so tall a headdress because she is so short? I declare, what an interesting notion! Being tall myself, such an idea had never occurred to me, but as my extreme height is the greatest affliction to me, it stands to reason that excessively short persons must feel afflicted too. However, I cannot agree that so tall a hat is the answer. Upon my word, she really is almost shorter than the ostrich plumes! Thank you, dear.”

			Lenora paused a moment to take the empty glass which was handed to her, covertly assessing her friend’s condition. It had only nominally improved.

			Plunging gamely on, therefore, she said, “Not only that, but what would one do if one’s plumes were to be bent at a party such as this, I wonder? It could very easily happen, I am persuaded, for it is such a crush that persons are forever bumping into one another and treading on gowns and toes and such. It is not so very unimaginable that an ostrich plume might come between two persons and be bent beyond repair. And then it would dangle down like a fallen bird—how sad! One might be obliged to leave the party and go home, for it would never do to continue so. I vow, it is so dispiriting how fragile things are. Oh, I thought you had finished your champagne—”

			She looked from the empty glass in her hand to the empty one in Iris’s and blanched. “Oh dear. Did you drink two glasses? That will not do at all.”

			Lenora quickly took the second glass, placing both on the refreshment table. “We are in the suds, for if you do not become bosky, I know nothing of the matter, and then what shocking things will you say? If only one knew what you are like in your cups.”

			Iris huffed, ending in a hiccough. “We shall soon find out,” she said ominously. “Mama will not like it at all.”

			“Perhaps you should stay by my mama for a while,” said Lenora, eying her friend uneasily. “Then Mrs. Slougham need know nothing about it.”

			They ensconced themselves near Lady Stiles, and Lenora kept a surreptitious eye on her friend, whose anxious expression soon gave way to a dreamy smile. When a gentleman came rather close and Iris did not stiffen in terror, Lenora began to feel optimistic.

			“You seem quite calm, Iris. Perhaps you will get on very well after all. My brother Tom is always much braver when he is a bit foxed.”

			“Perhaps I shall,” said Iris, a trifle vaguely. “This is rather a nice ball. That lady ought not to wear pink. That gentleman has hair like a straw field. It seems he wishes to address you, Lenora.”

			Lenora turned to find the gentleman she had sent off earlier, whose hair was as tidy as it could be, back to claim her hand for the set that was forming. “Miss Breckinridge. Your friend is recovered, I hope,” he said.

			Grateful that he had not overheard Iris’s appraisal of his hair, Lenora placed her hand tentatively in his. “I believe so, Mr. Tenby. Iris, you had better stay here by my mama.”

			Mr. Tenby’s gaze shifted to Iris. “Pardon me, ma’am. I had fancied you to be better. You look very well to me, if I may say so. But I shall not dream of taking your support from you unless you assure me you are quite well.”

			Lenora watched anxiously as Iris blinked, smiled sweetly and nodded. “You are too kind. But I am very well, sir.”

			He returned her smile with a little bow. “I am glad of it, ma’am.”

			Iris turned to watch him lead Lenora away and caught her mother’s eye. Mrs. Slougham nodded in approval and Iris blinked again, swaying a little in her surprise. How odd that a bit of champagne could make so great a difference in the tone of the evening!

			The relaxing effects of the champagne continued until Mr. Tenby returned to deliver Lenora to her mama. Iris thought complacently that he seemed a rather nice gentleman, and smiled up at him in the belief that he would take himself off to find another young lady. She was startled, therefore, when he did not go away, but turned and requested her to stand up with him for the next set. Iris gazed at his outstretched hand in bemusement, the oddity of the circumstance making her frown, but Lenora nudged her encouragingly, and a glance to the side confirmed that her mama’s gaze was upon her once more. In a flash of spirit, she took Mr. Tenby’s hand and stood, and before she could change her mind, he had led her into the set and they were dancing.

			Muzzy detachment gave way to euphoria as she progressed through the dance, and she ventured to speak some of the many strange things that came to her mind. In amazement at her own boldness, she observed to Mr. Tenby how a short round man had partnered a tall, thin girl, and that they danced very well together for all they looked so ill-matched. Then she wondered at a young lady who wore so many diamonds that her partner was in a continual squint, and invited Mr. Tenby’s opinion on the wisdom in this, for it seemed to Iris that a man cannot admire what he cannot see.

			Mr. Tenby seemed in perfect accord with her observations, a circumstance which filled her with a conviction of their joint perspicacity. She was so pleased that after going down the line and taking her place opposite Mr. Tenby at the bottom, she looked into his politely smiling face and said, “Your hair is like a straw field.”

			His smile faltered, and she experienced the first pang of anxiety that she could remember after drinking the champagne. A vague notion assailed her that it was wrong to say such a thing, and yet she could not recall why it was so. It was an honest observation, but it seemed he had not taken it as such, and she felt it imperative that he understand her.

			Drawing upon the last vestiges of her pot-valiance, she said carefully, “It is the color—a lovely gold, like straw in the sun.”

			He blinked in astonishment, and her heart began to thud, her tongue cleaving to the roof of her mouth in a horridly familiar way as shadows of her forgotten fears began to close in. But then his smile returned and he gave a small bow. “Thank you, Miss Slougham. It is very kind in you to say so.”

			Iris was so overcome with relief as to be incapable of further speech until he returned her to her seat beside Lady Stiles, at which she thanked him perfectly properly. When he had gone, she happened to glance at her mama, and was pleased to see Mrs. Slougham nod her approval. Iris’s courage sealed, she accepted Lady Stiles’s invitation to join in a conversation with some military gentlemen, and managed so creditable a performance of amiability that she was certain to be safe—for the time being at least—from Sir Isaac Hornaby’s toad-like advances.
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			The hush in the dressing room at number 18 Hanover Square was total as Mr. Jonathan Blysdale, his countenance grim with concentration, completed the intricate tying of his neck cloth and set an emerald pin in the center of its snowy folds. His valet, awaiting at a respectful distance the issue of this, the third, attempt, released a sigh of relief and lay the two unused lengths of starched muslin he had been holding at ready upon the bed. Stepping forward, he assisted his master in easing into the russet brown coat he had chosen to wear for the Countess of Dewsbury’s rout party that evening. Smoothing the coat across the fine, broad shoulders, the valet scrutinized his master’s person in the large gilt mirror and nodded with satisfaction. Nothing could be more faultless than the form-fitting coat, the green and gold embroidered waistcoat, the cravat tied in a perfect Trone d’Amour, and the immaculate brown pantaloons worn over buff stockings with black evening slippers.

			Mr. Blysdale, his slate blue eyes surveying his reflection quite as critically as his valet, turned his head to the side and said, “That will do, Hindley. Thank you.”

			The valet bowed and, in the same movement, picked up the two mangled neck cloths that had been discarded on the floor.

			Mr. Blysdale slipped his watch into his waistcoat pocket, took up his hat and gloves from the dressing table and, reaching for his cane, said, “Don’t wait up for me. I plan to go to my club afterward.”

			“Very good, sir,” said Hindley, while forming the intention to be hard at work polishing or pressing or what need be in order that he might be still up when his master returned. That a gentleman of Mr. Blysdale’s quality should put himself to bed was not to be thought of, no matter his antecedents, but neither should it be thought that Hindley was above his station and wiser than his master.

			Unconcerned by the deep doings of his valet, Mr. Blysdale strode from the room and down the curving staircase of his London townhouse, accepting the assistance of the butler in donning his greatcoat against the April evening chill.

			“The carriage is waiting, sir,” said the butler, returning the cane to his master.

			“Thank you, Stomes. I’ll be back late. Have the hall boy sleep here on the bench. No need for you to be up half the night just to let me in. Good night.”

			The butler bowed him out, reflecting—not for the first time—that for a man who came from trade, his master certainly had the way about him of a gentleman born.

			Seated in his well-sprung and lavishly upholstered carriage, Mr. Blysdale considered that being a gentleman had its advantages, but there was no denying it was excessively expensive. Little had his father known, in desiring better for his son, just how much of his hard-earned wealth would go toward items that, to a tradesman, were mere luxuries, but that to a gentleman were necessities. The coach, the horses, the driver, the townhouse in Hanover Square, with all its attendant servants and expenses—all were necessary to the success of a young man who wished to make a mark in Society. The fine coat and waistcoat, the tailored breeches and the jewels—all must be used to advantage if Mr. Jonathan Blysdale, son of a Yorkshire textile merchant, and first of his line to achieve both an education and a foot on the social ladder, was to continue on the path his father had set him.

			It went without saying that Mr. Blysdale was bound and determined to continue this path. Not for nothing had he endured snubs and slights all through his Harrow days, working tirelessly to erase any hint of Yorkshire from his accent, scoring the highest marks despite the bullying and loneliness, and earning himself a place at Merton College, Oxford. There, he had distinguished himself for his stubbornness in adhering to the rules, insisting on regular study heedless of the prevailing opinion that he was a great gaby—for one need only get hold of a String with which to cheat on the exams, and one’s time could then be very much more agreeably spent.

			Jonathan had never much cared for the pastimes his more carefree associates thought agreeable, and so he experienced few qualms in disregarding their advice. And it did him no disservice for, in time, his independence and intelligence had won him great respect; indeed, despite a rather solemn manner, he was generally well-liked, held to be a great gun, and to possess excellent bottom. He held a magnetic sort of fascination for young men of aspiration but inadequate spirit to forge their own way in the world and Society. While many sons of nobility and gentry looked at him down their noses—or at the very least, askance—there were those who found themselves in need of his peculiarly unique guidance, and after a year at Oxford, he was the mentor of a handful of high-born young gentlemen whose dependent situations obliged them to value education more than dissipation. His fierce determination to succeed and make them succeed with him, along with a natural aptitude for sport and a willingness to relax once his duties were done, won him their lifelong loyalty and friendship, and enabled him to set his foot securely on the social ladder as his father had hoped he would.

			Stepping from his carriage after it had wended its way through the crowds of other vehicles waiting to disgorge their passengers in front of Dewsbury House, Mr. Blysdale entered the stately mansion and surrendered his greatcoat and hat to one of the many footmen inside the door. He ascended the stairs and greeted Lady Dewsbury, who stood at the door of the front saloon, which opened onto a drawing room and another saloon to accommodate her many guests.

			“Blysdale!” she cried, offering her hand and her cheek to him. “How delightful to see you, my dear. And looking so fine! I must own I like a little color on a gentleman in the evening, whatever Mr. Brummell may have thought. But I wish you will teach poor Windon to tie his neck cloth, for he never can achieve such a masterpiece as you are forever sporting.”

			“I am at your service, ma’am,” said Blysdale, with the smile he reserved for his old friends. “If you will only tell me where he is, I shall do my possible to correct his appearance.”

			“What a tease you are! He would never forgive you—or me, for that matter!” her ladyship said, tapping his arm playfully with her fan.

			“Then he is here?”

			“Oh, certainly, certainly. He is somewhere about the rooms, monopolizing the attentions of some hapless young female, no doubt! You know his way!”

			Blysdale did know his friend’s way, and smiled his sympathy before bowing to the countess and continuing unhurriedly into the saloon. He scanned the room, taking note of those persons with whom he was acquainted and to whom it behooved him to speak during the course of the evening. There was Sir George Spurdon, Dean of Merton College and Blysdale’s mentor; and there was Lady Gwinthwaite, whose son, a true friend in his Harrow days, had been killed at Genappe. One or two others deserved his notice, but the rest would do with a nod and a smile, or a polite how-d’you-do, while Mr. Blysdale seized such opportunities to enlarge his circle through advantageous introduction as he deemed appropriate.

			He discovered Lady Dewsbury’s son and his old schoolmate, Peter Holydale, Viscount Windon, in a corridor off the drawing room, speaking in dulcet tones to a wide-eyed brunette whose giggles belied her discomfiture, but whose shrinking attitude and darting glances at the doorway to the drawing room did not.

			“Playing off your old tricks, eh, Windon?” inquired Blysdale, taking the young lady’s hand from his friend’s grasp and bowing over it. “Pardon me, ma’am, while I extricate you from his lordship’s clutches.”

			“Blysdale! What the deuce—” demanded his lordship.

			Mr. Blysdale ignored him. “The air is rather warm just here, ma’am, and you appear somewhat flushed. May I return you to your party for refreshment?”

			Her blushing murmurs were indicative of agreement, and they turned to go.

			“See here—Wait! Lady Serena, allow me to take you wherever you wish to go,” said her former cavalier, reaching for her hand, but it was moved beyond his reach.

			Mr. Blysdale gazed blandly at him over his shoulder. “I believe your offer comes too late, my lord, and so you must take defeat with a good grace.”

			“No, that’s too bad of you!” exclaimed Lord Windon as they walked away. “Do not trust him, Lady Serena! I swear he is up to no good!”

			But the lady had gone unhesitatingly with her rescuer, and his lordship was left to curse his friend until, presently, Mr. Blysdale reappeared alone.

			“Really, Blysdale, you’ve no honor at all!” Lord Windon cried.

			“And you do, luring innocent maidens into dark corners?”

			“I’d no need to lure her! She came willingly enough, for there was no danger!”

			“No danger in a secluded corridor, out of sight of her chaperon?” countered Blysdale.

			“I had taken her to see Turner’s Tintern Abbey, just here in the hall.” But Blysdale cast him a wry look, and his lordship balled his fists, his brown eyes flashing. “You will paint me a scoundrel, but I am nothing of the sort!”

			“Next you will insist it was she who pulled you into the alcove. I trust you meant to communicate to her your intentions.”

			“My intentions were of the purest—this time,” declared his lordship. “Can’t go about seducing maidens at my mother’s party! Besides, I could no more impose on Lady Serena than I could you, for she is a lady of quality, and the sweetest creature, besides being the granddaughter of the Duke of Norfolk!”

			“Then she is not for the likes of you,” replied Blysdale, “such a dullard as you are. Did you not sense her distress?”

			Lord Windon spluttered at this, but Blysdale went on ruthlessly, “If you cannot perceive that your attentions are unacceptable, you ought not to dispense them so freely. Come, make yourself useful and do the pretty. I wish to be made known to some of your mother’s guests.”

			Ignoring his friend’s protests, Blysdale towed him into the next room, snatching a glass of champagne from a passing footman and thrusting it into his irritated friend’s hands with a request that he “drink it and stop ragging.” Windon did drink, but it was some time before he ceased his bitter animadversions against any and all upstart tradesmen who had the impertinence to think themselves better versed in the rules of propriety than a born and bred nobleman. This censure Blysdale bore with a smile, leading his lordship to a group of young people whose lively conversation had interested him as he had passed through previously.

			At length, soothed by the champagne, Lord Windon resigned himself to Blysdale’s will and made the introductions with punctilio, while Blysdale exerted himself to please. It was no difficult task for him, blessed as he was with a quick eye and discerning taste, and his excellent education and good breeding furnished him with unlimited resources with which to make himself agreeable. They moved about the room, renewing old acquaintances and making new, until Blysdale’s attention was caught by a vision of loveliness just entering the saloon.

			She was a tall, elegant young woman, with dark hair and large, grey eyes that took in the room with one measured glance. Her beauty, while uncommon, was undeniable, with her aristocratic nose, alabaster skin, and graceful carriage. As he watched her move about with absolute confidence, Blysdale suspected that she was well aware of her incomparability—but if she was, it did not harm her in his eyes.

			“Who is that lady?” he inquired quietly of Lord Windon, who stood sipping champagne at his side.

			“Where?” asked his lordship, following his friend’s gaze. He started back. “Oh, lord! The Countess of Gidgeborough! You don’t want to meet her, I tell you!”

			Taking Blysdale’s arm, he turned him swiftly round, but Blysdale looked back. “That beautiful creature is Lady Gidgeborough?”

			“Beautiful? Are you daft?” Lord Windon peeked over his shoulder and straightened. “Oh, you mean Lady Athena! I thought you referred to her mother, the terrifying dragon beside her.”

			Blysdale now perceived the small, passably pretty older woman walking with Lady Athena, who resembled her daughter very little except in her weighty presence which instantly dominated the room. She surveyed the company in majestic detachment, quite as Lady Athena had, but her manner was more oppressive. This rendered her terrifying, whereas Lady Athena’s grace and beauty softened and justified her, and made her a fascinating subject.

			“Is Lady Athena a dragon, as well?” asked Blysdale, watching both mother and daughter closely. “I cannot believe it.”

			“Oh, not precisely! That is, the old lady’s rubbed off on her a bit—stands to reason, you know—but I don’t imagine that would trouble you, sauce box that you are. Come to think on it, she may very well level you, which I wouldn’t mind being present to witness, after the way you’ve used me tonight! I’ll make the introduction.” He ducked back behind his friend as the two ladies advanced. “But not until they’ve separated, and we can get Lady Athena alone. Regular Tartar, Lady Gidgeborough.”

			“You know the countess well?” inquired Blysdale, allowing himself to be drawn off into the crowd.

			“As well as I wish to. She and my mother are thick as thieves. Can’t understand what Mama sees in her, though. Withers one with a glance. Can’t do anything to suit her.”

			Blysdale’s brow rose. “You didn’t happen to try your tricks on Lady Athena at any time, did you, Windon?”

			“Not on your life!” Lord Windon cast him a horrified look. “Wouldn’t live to tell the tale! Besides, Lady Athena’s above my touch.”

			“But she is your social equal, is she not?”

			Windon gave a choking laugh, “You’d think it, but she wouldn’t, nor would anyone believe it. Just look at her!”

			Blysdale was looking at her, from his vantage point across the room. She moved gracefully among the guests as if she were a goddess, her very presence demanding their homage. And it was given, though not always freely. He could perceive reticence among many of her admirers, an uncertainty to give what may be rejected. Shaking hands here, bestowing a smile there, entering into conversation with a chosen few, she carried herself with the ease of one who knew her own worth and was assured that none would question nor forget it. Blysdale smiled to himself. Here was a woman who could match him.

			The moment the Dragon detached herself from her offspring, Blysdale seized his friend’s arm, leading him over to where Lady Athena sat conversing with three other young ladies, whom Windon was reasonably certain were called the Goddesses. Their conversation was short, for one of them jumped up, apparently in high dudgeon, and went to stare, arms crossed over her chest, out a window.

			“It’s always her way, I warn you,” said Windon in an aside, as they came near the group. “She don’t have scruples to hold her back from speaking her mind, unlike mere mortals. Too high in her own opinion for that.”

			Blysdale’s smile grew. “The lady is more intriguing by the minute. Come, they’ve ceased their chatter—introduce me.”

			A gentle push brought Lord Windon to the ladies’ table, and he said, after a nervous cough. “Lady Athena, Miss Marshall, Miss—erm—” He blinked helplessly at the vague-looking lady in question, but she merely stared back, her eyes flicking from his face to Blysdale’s and back again while she swallowed convulsively. His lordship cleared his throat. “Yes, well, good evening! May I present my school friend, Mr. Jonathan Blysdale?”

			The three ladies regarded them in various states of curiosity, but Blysdale’s gaze was focused on Lady Athena. He gained the impression that her imperturbable grey eyes—without leaving his face—had taken in his whole person, but he could not determine if she liked what she saw. Her gaze held his for a long moment, and then she opened her lips.

			Before she could speak, however, her inarticulate companion suddenly blurted out, “Slougham!” and then, with a horrified glance at her companions, subsided into blushful mortification.

			Lady Athena, with a withering look at her friend, said, “Iris, you refine too much upon your recent accomplishment of speaking two words to a gentleman in company. Pray do not attempt an encore. One word is enough! You have already given Lord Windon a disgust of your manners.”

			“Athena!” cried Miss Marshall on her other side. “It is no such thing, I am persuaded! His lordship is not so unfeeling, and nor is Mr. Blysdale, to be sure. Pray do not heed Miss Slougham, sir. She is merely unaccustomed to company.”

			Mr. Blysdale held up a hand, smiling. “No need to apologize for your friend, Miss Marshall. Miss Slougham, I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

			As Miss Slougham merely stared like a deer in the cross-hairs, he returned his attention to Lady Athena, whose countenance bore all the hallmarks of pique. He could not be certain, but he fancied she was more affronted by Miss Marshall’s easy acceptance of his acquaintance than embarrassed by Miss Slougham’s blunder.

			Her gaze transferred to Lord Windon, who blanched perceptibly. “Where did you find your friend, Windon? I do not know the name Blysdale, and I confess to great curiosity as to his antecedents.”

			Windon opened his mouth, shut it again, and then said haltingly, “School, my lady. Oxford. Honors at Merton College. That’s where I found him—that is, where we met.”

			Her eyebrow quirked up infinitesimally as she returned her gaze to Blysdale and appraised him anew. “Oxford? Very proper. But he cannot have been born there.”

			“Certainly not, my lady,” said Blysdale, with a benign smile. “Merely my connection with this tongue-tied fellow. My people are from Yorkshire. It is a county quite northward, I own, and must account for any unfamiliarity with the family name.”

			Something flashed in her eyes and she said, pointedly turning away from him to his lordship, “Your friend is impertinent, Windon. You may wish to inform him that to force an introduction is ill-mannered, and will not serve him well in polite circles. My mother is beckoning. You will pardon me.”

			Rising majestically from her seat, Lady Athena brushed past Mr. Blysdale, leaving a sputtering Lord Windon and an apologetic Miss Marshall in her wake.

			“Pray do not heed her, Mr. Blysdale,” begged Miss Marshall, looking regretful. “She is merely overwrought.”

			“If that’s so,” muttered Windon, seizing another glass of champagne from a passing footman, “she’s been overwrought the whole of her life.”

			Miss Marshall was obliged to stifle a giggle. “Shame on you, Windon. She has her moments, to be sure, and she is never at her best when at a disadvantage. You must comprehend that just now she is laboring under the double irritation of embarrassment at Iris’s interruption and a misunderstanding with Miss Breckinridge.” With a nod of her head, she indicated the other young lady who was still gazing stormily out the window. “But it will soon blow over, and then Athena will be herself again.”

			“All the more reason to avoid her, I tell you,” said Windon, tugging at Blysdale’s arm to drag his attention away from the departing Lady Athena. “She’s hot at hand, my boy. Above your touch as well, by Jupiter! You’d have to be a clodpole even to attempt—Leave off and come away!”

			Mr. Blysdale’s gaze flicked back to where Lady Athena now stood with her mother, his expression far from affronted. In fact, she fascinated him all the more for having snubbed him.

			Turning at last from the object of his regard, he smiled kindly upon his friend. “Your solicitude does you credit, Windon. I shall take it under consideration, depend upon it, but now, I must take my leave of you. Miss Marshall, Miss Slougham, it has been my pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

			Bowing to the ladies, Mr. Blysdale turned and walked placidly to Lady Dewsbury, spoke a few words of thanks and parting, and was gone.
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			Two days after Lady Dewsbury’s rout, Lady Athena, Diana, and Iris walked together in the Green Park, discussing their engagements for the week as a footman in Gidgeborough livery trailed dutifully behind.

			“Mama insists that I attend the Ibbitson’s musicale tomorrow,” said Iris mournfully, “but I had rather walk naked down St. James’ Street than go to another party.”

			“Iris!” cried Diana, putting a hand up to cover her shocked laugh. “You overstate the case, surely!”

			“Can you be in any doubt?” inquired Lady Athena in a tone of long-suffering. “When does Iris ever moderate her speech?”

			Iris colored and said defiantly, “I do not think it matters what I say I had rather do, as I should never do it anyway. Mama shall have her way, and I shall be obliged to go to the party.”

			Diana patted her hand. “There, there, Iris. You are fatigued after the exertions of Lady Wishforth’s ball, but that is no occasion for despair. Recollect, your mama has taken back her ultimatum regarding the Toad, so Mrs. Ibbitson’s rout cannot be so horrid for you.”

			“Perhaps,” said Iris, without conviction. “However, Mama may change her mind at any moment, for it is just what she would do. She has hinted more than once that Sir Isaac Hornaby is still highly eligible, and so I cannot think myself safe. Indeed, I am persuaded that I will be expected to perform the miracle of making myself amiable again if I attend the musicale, and as there shall be no champagne there, I cannot believe I have it in me.”

			“As you have already concluded that your mama shall have her way,” said Lady Athena reasonably, “it follows that you must find it in you.”

			“And you shall!” said Diana bracingly. “We will be there to bear you up, after all.”

			“You ought not to answer for others, Diana,” said Lady Athena. “I shall not be there.”

			Iris turned to her. “But you have been invited, Athena, and I know that the Ibbitsons, of all people, are not beneath you.”

			“Nevertheless, Iris, Mama and I must decline Mrs. Ibbitson’s obliging invitation,” said Lady Athena with some asperity. “Lady Sheffield’s ball is tomorrow, and it would not do to miss it for an inferior affair.”

			Diana sighed in comprehension. “To be sure, Athena. One must prioritize, must not one? I, however, will not leave your side for an instant, Iris, and shall make it my business to show you to best advantage.”

			Iris was still worried, but any further argument she might have made was forestalled by the approach of two gentlemen on the path ahead. She instantly shrank against Diana, staring helplessly at Mr. Blysdale and his companion, Lord Greenbury.

			“Good day to you, ladies,” said his lordship, punctiliously doffing his hat. “Lady Athena, Miss Slougham, and Miss Marshall, I believe you know Mr. Blysdale.”

			Diana and Iris dipped curtseys, nodding to Mr. Blysdale, but Lady Athena only bowed her head slightly to his lordship, not deigning to acknowledge his companion.

			With a fleeting glance between her ladyship and Blysdale, Lord Greenbury gave a small cough. “It is so lovely a morning for a walk. Will you allow us to join you a while?”

			Lady Athena smiled coolly. “Perhaps another time, Greenbury. You perceive we are going in quite the opposite direction.”

			She inclined her head again, ready to pass them by, but his lordship almost leapt toward her and extended his arm. “It would be an honor to walk any direction with you, Lady Athena.”

			With a raised eyebrow, she took his outstretched arm. “Certainly, Greenbury—for a short while. We cannot trespass upon your time longer, for I am persuaded you have somewhere to be.”

			As his lordship disclaimed any obligations upon his time, Mr. Blysdale calmly offered his arm to Iris, who only blinked and colored as she took it, and then looked steadfastly at her feet. She had seen Mr. Blysdale bodily prod his lordship to insist on accompanying them, and she was busily drawing her own conclusions, which were sure to trip off her traitorous tongue as soon as she opened her mouth. She kept her lips pressed tightly together, therefore, while Lady Athena and Lord Greenbury led the way at a dignified pace, conversing on unexceptionable topics. Iris, Mr. Blysdale, and Diana walked three abreast behind and the footman took up a respectful distance at the rear.

			Mr. Blysdale spoke first. “It is fortunate that we came across one another. I have been wishing to improve our acquaintance after our brief introduction at Lady Dewsbury’s party.”

			Iris darted a glance at Mr. Blysdale, but only bit her lips.

			“Thank you, sir,” said Diana. “It was unfortunate that we could not prolong the interview.”

			“And we are not destined to prolong this one, I apprehend,” he said, watching the back of Lady Athena’s head. “But perhaps we will meet again soon. Do you attend Lady Sheffield’s ball tomorrow night?” he asked.

			“Not I,” said Diana, sighing. “Nor Iris. We are not acquainted with her ladyship.”

			“That is a sad misfortune, for myself and for Lady Sheffield. And also, I presume, for Lady Athena, for she will attend, I trust.”

			“Most assuredly,” said Diana. “Athena is acquainted with persons of the highest rank.”

			Iris, suddenly overcoming her scruples, blurted, “You would do better with an earl or a marquess.”

			Both her companions regarded her in bewilderment and she blanched, her confidences at an end.

			Diana, observing Mr. Blysdale’s confusion, gave a laugh and leaned across him, whispering, “Dear me, Iris! Whatever can you mean? You must not leave poor Mr. Blysdale in suspense. Pray, what can he want with an earl or a marquess?”

			But Iris would not unclose her lips, and Mr. Blysdale, who was looking between them in the utmost astonishment, received a kindly smile from Diana. “Do not distress yourself, sir,” she said in a confiding tone. “I am sure she does not mean that, for she is not at all stupid. She may say odd things, but there is almost always sense behind them, I assure you.”

			He blinked, absorbing her meaning, and looked with interest upon the silent lady beside him, saying gallantly, “Of course, ma’am. It does not admit of a doubt.”

			This conviction was to remain untested, however, for though Iris looked gratefully at him, she had not been brought to elucidate before Lady Athena’s imperative voice arrested further speech between them. “Come Diana, Iris. Thank you, Lord Greenbury, for a delightful walk. We shall not keep you longer. John will see us safely home. Goodbye.”

			With that, she walked purposefully onward, leaving Diana and Iris no choice but to take a hurried leave of the gentlemen and hasten to catch her up.

			“You really ought not to have snubbed Mr. Blysdale, Athena,” said Diana once they were out of earshot of the gentlemen. “Not again.”

			“And why not?” inquired Lady Athena coolly. “He is nothing to me.”

			Diana persisted. “If he is known to a viscount, he must be something.”

			“Lord Greenbury may choose his own friends, but not mine.”

			“Mr. Blysdale surely won’t be anything to you if you insist on being so uncivil,” observed Iris.

			Athena eyed her coldly. “As I cherish no designs upon Mr. Blysdale, it cannot signify. I care nothing for what he thinks.”

			“He is undoubtedly respectable,” offered Diana, “to be so intimate with such members of the ton as Lord Windon and Lord Greenbury.”

			“You are deceived by his airs, Diana,” Athena replied, still in that maddeningly superior tone. “Not all members of the ton are as discerning as they ought to be. Mama assures me Mr. Blysdale is nobody.”

			“It cannot be true, I am persuaded, Athena!” cried Diana. “I heard he has a magnificent fortune, and his airs, as you call them, are prodigiously well-bred.”

			“Depend upon it, his good breeding is only skin deep. Any mongrel can be taught to sit and to heel.”

			“You are odious, you know, Athena,” declared Iris. “Just how much more gentlemanly must he be to win your approval?”

			Athena’s mouth pinched as she straightened the cashmere shawl about her shoulders. “A great deal, for a true gentleman is born, not self-taught, as anyone with a modicum of breeding would understand. I suppose you would think him gentlemanly, Iris, merely because he deigned to take notice of you.”

			“Yes, and it was well done of him,” said Diana, linking arms with Iris. “Society would be vastly improved if more men were like him.”

			“Then Society would be overrun by commoners and pretenders,” snapped Athena.

			“It would be vastly preferable to being overrun by snobs and sycophants,” muttered Iris.

			Lady Athena stopped and glared at her companions. “What has come over you? How can you even suggest that I accept Mr. Blysdale’s acquaintance? His fortune may come from trade, for all we know!”

			“My fortune comes from trade,” retorted Iris, meeting her gaze. “And yet, you do not snub me.”

			Athena paused before walking on. “That is nothing to the purpose, for it is many generations ago.”

			“Yet I am still descended from bakers.”

			Her ladyship was silent for several paces. “It is neither here nor there, Iris. Your family is unquestionably genteel. I am much mistaken if Mr. Blysdale is not an upstart.”

			Diana and Iris exchanged looks. Iris made as if to speak, but Diana tugged her arm, giving a slight shake of the head. In annoyance, Iris clamped her mouth shut and walked on, but after they had made their bows to some passing acquaintances, it seemed she could no longer keep silent.

			“You’ll die an old maid, Athena,” she blurted.

			“Iris!” cried Diana, wide-eyed. Holding protectively to Iris’s arm, she looked with some trepidation to Lady Athena, who gazed frigidly upon her companion.

			Iris shrunk a little, yet her impetuous tongue blundered on. “You have a reputation already.”

			A faint blush rose on Athena’s pale cheek. “Certainly I have a reputation, Iris. One that I must uphold by depressing the pretensions of every unworthy man who seeks my acquaintance. Unlike some persons, I owe something to my family name.”

			“To be sure, Athena,” said Diana quickly. “Iris is well aware of the responsibility you bear, are not you Iris? Yes, of course you are. You mistake her meaning entirely, Athena, I am persuaded. Is not that so, Iris?”

			Iris seemed caught between mortification and an obstinate determination, but under Diana’s pleading gaze, she at last dropped her eyes and nodded. “I only hope that you will not be too careful, Athena. You deserve as much happiness as anyone, no matter your duty to your family.”

			Athena blinked rapidly and looked away, putting up her chin. “Then you need not be troubled for me, Iris,” she said, then continued in a softened tone, “Be assured, I know what I am about. I could never be happy with a man who is beneath me.”

			“Certainly not!” agreed Diana with relieved accents, and she took Athena’s arm, linking them all together as they continued on the path.

			“In any event,” said Athena, the edge now quite gone from her voice, “I have an excessively eligible match within reach. The Dowager Lady Foxham is to be at Lady Sheffield’s ball.”

			“Good heaven,” said Iris, wrinkling her nose. “You’d never accept that stuffy Lord Foxham!”

			Lady Athena looked at her askance. “Can you not tame that horrid tongue?”

			Iris looked conscious, but before Diana could formulate something to say in her defense, she saw Athena’s eyes dance, and she let out a sigh. “Oh, Athena, you must own he is a trifle stiff.”

			“Stiff I will allow, but not stuffy.” Her ladyship’s lips turned up in a superior smile. “A marquess must be dignified but never too full of himself.”

			Iris huffed. “Then Lord Foxham is not for you, for his size indicates he must be stuffed full of himself.”

			“I have heard he wears a corset,” confided Diana.

			“And he creaks when he walks!” said Iris. “How mortifying for his future wife.”

			Athena pursed her lips. “I fancy that once he is married, his wife—if she is of a mind to do so—may alter the situation to her liking.”

			“To be sure; however, I do not know which would be more tolerable,” mused Diana, “a creaky corset or a bulging waistcoat.”

			Iris agreed wholeheartedly to this conundrum but Athena, her chin raised, remained conspicuously silent until her companions’ chatter died away. They looked uneasily at her as she continued on at her decorous pace a few more moments.

			She at last spoke. “You mean to steal all the romance from my being wed to a marquess, I perceive, but you must know that romance does not weigh with me in the least. What does weigh with me is compatibility in rank and fortune, which Lord Foxham embodies. He is exceedingly eligible, corset or no corset, and yet you would have me refuse him out of hand, which would be most foolish in me. There is more to consider here than the likelihood of an offer. Now that I have the Dowager’s attention, I intend to take full advantage of her interest. She gives the most excellent parties, you know. Everyone who is anyone goes to them, and if Foxham proves disagreeable to me, perhaps I shall be put in the way of a duke.”

			Her friends, though chastened, expressed their horror at this latter notion, for all the single dukes were quite elderly and either grossly fat or odiously lewd.

			Athena smiled primly, adjusting her shawl. “Lord Foxham is infinitely more eligible when compared with a duke, I see.”

			Her companions were silenced.

			“Even if he does creak.” She looked at them askance and then laughed, and Diana and Iris joined her in some relief. They laughed for some minutes, and when at last they had settled into a happy silence, Athena said, “I am grateful for your solicitude, my dears, but there is no occasion for it. Rest assured, I shall be exceedingly careful not to be precipitate in closing with any offer I receive. I know my worth.”

			“But you must not comprehend it if you can forgo the possibility of happiness in marriage, Athena,” pressed Iris. “You do not even seem to desire happiness, and I am persuaded that would be a horrid waste.”

			Athena glanced at her. “I desire comfort and respectability, and a continuation or improvement of my station. These will make me happier than any lovelorn husband in an inferior situation.”

			“Love is not so bad a thing,” said Diana, “for it can only make the marriage state more comfortable, I am persuaded.”

			“You have read too many novels, Diana,” her ladyship said, tossing her head. “Love does not take nearly so great a hand in a successful marriage as your romances would have you believe. In my sphere of life, marriage is about alliances, and love can have no place in such considerations. It can only confuse the point and hamper the desired outcome.”

			Iris sighed. “I still would think twice before entertaining the suit of a man who must wear a corset.”

			Athena huffed a laugh. “I wish you will leave off the corset! You are far more frivolous in your requirements than I, you must admit. At least I have a deeper motive than appearance in all this. You must own that I should be a fool not to enjoy the Dowager Lady Foxham’s hospitality wherever it reaches.”

			“I suppose I must.”

			“You would do the same, I am persuaded.”

			“Not if it brought on the attentions of a duke,” Iris said bluntly.

			Diana giggled at this and Athena shook her head, and they continued on to Grosvenor Square, where Lord Gidgeborough had a house. Athena sent the footman on to see her friends safely home while she went in to prepare for afternoon callers. Her mother was awaiting her in the Crimson Saloon and eyed her pink cheeks with disfavor.

			“What have you been doing, Athena, to put so much color into your face? It is undignified. You are heated, I am persuaded.”

			Athena put the back of her hand to one of her cheeks and said, “Forgive me, Mama, but you are mistaken. I am not heated but chilled. It is a trifle cool outside. The color will fade as I change my gown, if Sarah has not allowed the fire to go out in my room. I will go up directly. I only looked in to tell you I was home and that Lord Greenbury escorted us some way in the park. Pardon me. I will not be above a quarter of an hour.”

			The color in her cheeks did fade, rather more quickly than it took to change into a morning dress of twilled muslin with an underdress of orange crepe and orange ribbon roses along the flounce and down the long sleeves. She descended to the Crimson Saloon again without haste, entering the room just as a knock was heard on the front door.

			“I hope you did not keep Lord Greenbury from his business,” remarked Lady Gidgeborough.

			“Certainly not, Mama. He assured me he had none but to walk in the park.”

			Lady Gidgeborough huffed lightly. “He is a good sort of young man, and his father is not likely to last many more years. You are right to entertain his company, for one must not have too few prospects. Not that I count him as a serious prospect, mind you. He is nothing to compare with Lord Foxham, of course.”

			“Of course not, Mama.”

			“A marquess! It is what I always wished for you, my dear,” her ladyship went on, lowering her voice as the measured steps of their visitors began to be heard on the stairs. “Indeed, I had hopes of a marquess myself, but it did not come off. Your father was in just the position of Lord Greenbury, however, and that is why I counsel you not to discount him completely. One must be prepared for every eventuality.”

			“One must,” murmured Athena as the door opened and the butler ushered in their first visitors.

			It was a lady and her daughter, new acquaintances made at Almack’s rooms very recently, and Athena listened graciously to the younger girl’s chatter about her delight in London and her string of beaux, while her mind ran upon the possibility of Lord Greenbury as a suitor. She thought not. His fortune was respectable and he would be an earl someday, but something was lacking in his air. Even Mr. Blysdale had more address than Greenbury—but she pushed away the thought. A mere mushroom, no matter how well-educated and instructed in the ways of a gentleman, could never compare to a nobleman born and bred. It simply wasn’t the way of things.
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