

[image: Cover]




Table of Contents


Copyright

The Mysterious Heir

Dedication

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

About the Author


The Mysterious Heir

By Edith Layton

Copyright 2015 by Estate of Edith Felber

Cover Copyright 2015 by Untreed Reads Publishing

Cover Design by Ginny Glass

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

Previously published in print, 1983.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of a reviewer, who may quote brief passages embodied in critical articles or in a review. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, dialogue and events in this book are wholly fictional, and any resemblance to companies and actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Also by Edith Layton and Untreed Reads Publishing

The Duke’s Wager

The Disdainful Marquis

www.untreedreads.com


The Mysterious Heir

Edith Layton


For Susie and her merry heart


1

There are those who champion a rainy day. Those who find a spring zephyr not half so delightful as a deluge, a sun-struck Sunday not nearly so fine as a steadily dripping Tuesday, and a brisk autumn breeze never as exhilarating as the prospect of windblown sheets of rain covering the town. For those select few who delighted in precipitation, it was an excellent day in London. For the majority of others, it was one of the most wretched days of the season.

But London being the sort of town it was, there were a good many miserable souls about, courting pleurisy at every step. These were men and women who had a living to see to. Merchants and food vendors, shopgirls and tradesmen, lower servants and hackney drivers, they swam through the drowning streets as though the sun were shining with all its might, though they cursed, to a man, and a woman, as they did. They were not of the select number who sighed, as they sat before a toasting fire, that there was something so romantic about a rainy day.

It was rich men’s weather. They were the only ones who could enjoy the gusts of wind and shatter of rain on their windowpanes in the proper poetical spirit.

But one gentleman who was wealthy enough to order up a month of rain if he so chose, instead stood by his window and let out an involuntary muttered curse as he tried to see through the streaming pane. Then he sighed, turned, and gripping the head of his heavy molacca cane, made his difficult halting way to a high-backed chair by his fire. He sat slowly, placing the cane at his right side, and stretched one long glossy booted leg out straight in front of him, and absently massaged his leg as he stared into the fire. Though he had wealth enough to commission a parcel of poets to extol the virtues of rain, still he cursed the day as roundly as any of the vegetable mongers who stood shuddering and sodden behind their barrows in the marketplace. For rich or poor, rain is the enemy of old wounds, since old wounds wake to recount their sad stories on rainy days.

He sat and rubbed his leg the way a man might stroke the head of a faithful dog, absently and steadily, not stopping lest he give offense to the recipient of his attentions, lost in thoughts beyond the rain until a soft knock came upon the door. He looked up swiftly to see his butler, stiffly correct, bearing cards upon his silver tray, and startled a look of fleeting sympathy on the old man’s usually correct countenance.

“Visitors, your lordship,” the butler said, all traces of emotion vanished the moment his employer’s eyes met his. “It is Lord Beverly and your solicitor, Mr. Tompkins. Are you…will you receive them?”

“Aye, Weathering.” The tall man laughed softly from his chair. “Yes, the leg is giving me the devil of a time, but it will whether I have company or no, you old nursemaid. If sitting alone would cure it, why, I’d be ready to dance a quadrille now. No, this rain is only another installment of Bonaparte’s revenge, and I’m well used to it by now, so don’t send young Tom off for the sawbones, for there’s nothing he can do. Unless he can conjure out the sun for me. And, yes, do show Bev and Mr. Tompkins in, but you’d best give them a towel apiece before you let them in, poor chaps.”

The tall man straightened in the chair and removed his hand from his leg. He gripped the cane tightly in his right hand, so tightly that his knuckles showed white, and had hauled himself to stand as his two guests were shown in.

“Oh, bother, Morgan, sit down, sit down,” the slight young man cried as he entered, still dashing raindrops from his light curls. “There’s no need to stand on ceremony, that is, to stand at all with me.” 

“Lord Beverly is quite right,” the neat middle-aged man who entered next said censoriously. “Do sit, your lordship, please do.”

“I’m not quite ready for a bath chair, gentlemen,” the taller man said with some amusement in his rich soft voice, and so saying, he came forward, limping only slightly, but leaning heavily on his cane, to shake hands with them both.

“Why, you’ll do, Morgan, you’ll do!” Lord Beverly said in delight. “Just look at you, fine as fivepence.”

“But please do sit, your lordship,” the other gentleman said, noting, as his younger companion did not, the white lines of stress that bracketed the taller man’s mouth as he walked toward them, “for I’ve business to discuss, business that called me through this wretched storm to come here, and we may as well get on with it.”

A look of amused understanding passed through the tall man’s deep-set eyes, and he turned to his chair again.

“All business, eh, Mr. Tompkins? Quite right, of course. But not so urgent as all that, is it? For I confess I hadn’t expected you on such a day as this. Such a day would have daunted all but the sternest of men on the most desperate of errands.”

“Oh, Lord, Morgan”—Lord Beverly laughed, as he unceremoniously hauled a delicately fashioned chair up close to where the taller gentleman was stiffly lowering himself into his high wing-backed chair—“it’s only a bit of rain, after all. We’re not cripples, you know.”

The tall gentleman continued to seat himself and arrange his cane near his right hand again, but Mr. Tompkins stopped abruptly in his efforts to settle himself and his briefcase of papers near a table by the fire and looked up in stunned horror at the younger gentleman’s words.

Lord Beverly looked around in confusion in the silence that had settled, and said hastily, “Dash it, not what I meant to say. I meant that we’re both hardy souls, Tompkins and I, no reason for us to shy at a spot of rain like milksops. That is, only a bit of rain, you know.”

The taller man waved his hand dismissively and smiled. “Get used to Lord Beverly’s way with words, Tompkins, and pay no heed. He doesn’t mean half the things he says, and the half he does mean, he gets turned about.”

“Unfair,” Lord Beverly said sulkily, completing the drying of his exquisite coiffure by running his fingers through it and ruining it entirely.

“Yes it is,” the taller man said, “for he is the best of fellows and a staunch friend. However, his own tongue is no friend to him, and he’s been tripping over it in his haste to get away from it for years.”

“That’s true,” Lord Beverly said brightly. “Remember back at school, Morgan? When I vowed not to say a word to get myself into trouble again, and then I got sent down for explaining my silence to the headmaster?”

The tall man laughed. “Yes, especially the part where you explained how you were holding your tongue so as not to comment on his speech impediment, among other things. But, Bev, my dear, Mr. Tompkins did not emerge from his snug chambers on such a day to have you regale him with our school reminiscences. I believe you said something in your note about legal action, Mr. Tompkins, and you, Bev, wrote about an impostor. I assure you, Bev, you would have been welcome to come to Lyonshall to swap school stories with me for hours. In fact, you did come and do so not a few months past. But I only posted to London on the strength of your summons about this impostor. That alone. It sounds incredible to me.”

“Unfortunately, it is not. It is all true, your lordship,” Mr. Tompkins said briskly, looking up from the papers he had arranged to his satisfaction. “I have the notes here. A considerable sum to the proprietors of Wilson’s, another due Mr. Jensen, a chit from Barrison’s, and this one, only recently received, from Matlock’s. And these are only the larger ones.”

“Bills from the worst gaming hells in town,” Lord Beverly said knowingly. “And that one from Jensen—why, I couldn’t even get an appointment with the fellow. And he came out of nowhere. One moment, it’s all the crack to have your hessians made by Hobley, and the next, it’s Jensen or nothing. He has a way with tassels, you see, that no one else can get the knack of.”

Mr. Tompkins interrupted Lord Beverly’s musings, leaving him to study his boots, brooding at them through his quizzing glass as he turned his feet this way and that, by saying portentously, “And all the bills run up by one James Everett Courtney, by all accounts a well-set-up-looking gentleman, fair-haired and light-eyed, and most importantly: heir presumptive of the seventh Earl of Auden, who is yourself, of course, your lordship.”

“At your service.” The tall man smiled, and went on, “And of course, I have no heir presumptive—or none that I know of. And looking through the family Bible, I find there is no James Everett Courtney, and never was.”

“Just so,” Mr. Tompkins said, quietly triumphant, and sat back.

“Your lordship,” the butler said softly, entering with a laden tray, “I took the liberty of bringing some refreshments, against the chill of the weather.”

“How uncivil I’ve become. Quite right, Weathering,” the Earl said, watching the butler place the tray upon a table. “Bev, you pour something fortifying for Mr. Tompkins and yourself.”

“Of course,” Lord Beverly said, leaping up to find some occupation and promptly pouring three large measures of brandy. Then he noted what else there was on the tray and gave a crow of joy. “Gingersnaps!” he cried with delight to the butler’s retreating back, “Tell Mrs. Turner thank you, Weathering. Only fancy,” he said to the Earl, handing him his glass, “she remembered after all these years. From when we were both boys, Morgan.”

“And therein lies the problem, your lordship,” Mr. Tompkins said, ignoring the glass Lord Beverly was urging on him.

Lord Beverly paused to look inquiringly at the solicitor.

“There’s no problem with you, Bev,” the Earl said softly. “Mr. Tompkins was still talking about the bogus heir presumptive I seem to have acquired.”

“Just so,” Mr. Tompkins said, accepting the glass from a relieved Lord Beverly. 

“Heir presumptuous, more like, Morgan. Imagine the crust of the fellow, purporting to be your successor and getting all that credit all over town—in the best places, too.”

“Not the best of places, your lordship.” Mr. Tompkins frowned. “For there he would have to have some entree. He would have to be accompanied by someone known to you. But he frequents the more raffish sorts of gaming hells, and the less respectable sort of establishments, and there, his knowledge of you and his familiarity with your life-style, combined with his affect of a gentleman, have been sufficient to carry it off. And then, of course, the fellow doesn’t pay up and the bills are beginning to find their way to me, as your man of business. It is in the capacity of your man of law that I urge you to remain here in London for a space. Whilst you are here, there can be no question of anyone pretending to be your relative. It is your…ah, propensity for remaining at Lyonshall, far from London, or traveling on the Continent, which allows him free rein in London. You haven’t shown your face here, your lordship,” Mr. Tompkins said, leaning forward with a serious intent, “in years. Years. That is what the fellow is making his fortune on. And since, you…ah, have led such a secluded life, there are certain misapprehensions about you in society. So the fellow is able to impersonate your heir with impunity. The best way to squelch him is to remain here and take your rightful place in society. That will put him to rout. Otherwise, we will eventually have to begin to pay some of these bills. We will be unable to withstand all the creditors. And their claims will reflect upon your own reputation, not only socially but also financially. But if you set up here for the season, he will have to fade away.”

“You’ll catch cold at that,” Lord Beverly said through a mouthful of gingersnaps, “for Morgan here won’t stir stump. Hates London. I practically begged him to come down with me for the season. No, he said, and no.”

“And no again,” the Earl said, leaning his head back against his chair. “I have no intention of remaining in London. As soon as our business is finished, I’m going back to Lyonshall. London is not for me.” 

“But, your lordship,” Mr. Tompkins said earnestly, “you have absented yourself from London for so long that there are few here in town that have the honor of your acquaintance. Lord Beverly is perhaps the only man in the ton who knows you well at all. And he alone cannot put down the pretensions of this impostor. And to put Bow Street onto the impersonator’s traces will only give rise to more rumors.”

“For ten impostors I will not take up residence here,” the Earl said softly and with finality. Such was his air of command that Mr. Tompkins sat back with a sigh.

“Then you will have to produce an heir who will stay in London,” he said.

“That’s simple stuff, Morgan,” Lord Beverly said happily. “Just who is your heir, anyway?”

“I haven’t the least idea,” the Earl said wearily. “I gave it some thought when I got your message. I have few living relatives and none male. And since my Aunt Clara is unmarried, and one uncle left no living issue, and one other left only a girl still in the schoolroom, I have no idea of who the lucky chap is. I wrote to that effect, Mr. Tompkins.”

“Yes, and I have been busy these last days,” Mr. Tompkins said with another slight frown, “with both your Aunt Clara, who while bedridden is still sensible, and with your family genealogy. As well as I am able to tell, your rightful heir would have to come from your two granduncles’ lines. As it is a direct male succession unless you yourself produce an heir, your estate in Sussex, the one in the North, and Lyonshall itself, as well as a good deal of your funds, will all go to one of three male third cousins now living. None of whom, I venture to say, you have ever met. Really, your lordship, in these circumstances, rather than searching out these far-flung relatives, it would be much simpler for you to simply marry and settle the matter in that time-honored fashion.”

Lord Beverly stopped chewing his gingersnap and glanced hurriedly over to the Earl, who was staring impassively into the fire. It was impossible to see the expression in his hooded eyes. The thin strong face was a study in planes in the leaping firelight. The Earl’s face, with its high forehead, long straight nose, and high cheekbones, remained set and expressionless. He sat with his head back against the chair, his thick dark auburn hair almost black in the shadows.

“No,” the Earl finally drawled softly, “I think not. Not simpler, not feasible, my dear Tompkins. Not for me.”

And then, in a lighter tone, he said, “I do not think I am ready to limp down the aisle with some lucky girl again.”

“Oh, that cursed limp,” Lord Beverly cried, much agitated. “As if that mattered! You make too much of it, Morgan, I vow you do. Why, the right sort of female wouldn’t notice you limp in bed at all!”

Mr. Tompkins’ face grew rigid with embarrassment and the Earl gave way to a rare peal of true rich laughter; then he drew one slender hand across his eyes to wipe them.

“I hope not, Bev. But just what sort of a wife would such a female make if she didn’t notice? No, no don’t try to puzzle it out, it was delightful just as it came, unbidden from your lips. But that is not the problem. I don’t care to seek out the right sort of girl right now, however observant she may or may not be. I’m sorry, Mr. Tompkins, but I am a widower, and the marriage was without issue. I do not choose to race to the altar with some unlucky female and hasten her to the sheets to produce the eighth Earl of Auden just to discourage this impostor. At some time I may, I may,” the Earl mused, “but not now. I believe, then,” he went on, as though the matter now bored him, but Mr. Tompkins could see him unconsciously begin to knead his leg with his hand, “you will just have to trot out those three chaps and we’ll choose one. Third cousins, you said?”

“But you can’t just name one without meeting him, without assessing his worth,” Mr. Tompkins said, aghast.

“No, really you can’t, Morgan.” Lord Beverly frowned.

“I’m not exactly at my last prayers,” the Earl said with asperity; and then more softly he added, “My left leg may think it is, but the rest of my poor corporal self is in fine fettle.”

“That’s true,” Lord Beverly said happily. “You look leagues better than you did a few months ago. Look better every time I see you, as a matter of fact.” 

“Unpleasant though it may be,” Mr. Tompkins said sternly, “everyone of us must accept the fact of life’s impermanence. Even the youngest of us in the bloom of youth may be struck down. You are yet in both youth and health, but it is both improvident and unwise to leave the fate of your fortune to chance. At the moment, all three men have equal claim as your heir. Would you wish to see the entail broken and Lyonshall sold? Or go to a stranger who would gamble it away?”

“No,” the Earl said thoughtfully, “never that.”

“Ah, well, then, it is perhaps fortunate that this situation, however presently unpleasant it is, has arisen. For I was appalled, your lordship, to discover that you had not designated an heir. A man of your title and substance should have seen to it years ago.”

“No, really, Morgan,” Lord Beverly said sadly, “it wasn’t right of you.”

“And who is your heir, Bev?” the Earl asked pleasantly.

“M’ sister’s boy Randall. A lad with more teeth than wit. I mean it, Morgan, he’s got more teeth than a shark. And they’re crosswise. It’s terrible to sit down to dinner with him. Every time I see him, I resolve to marry on the instant, just to keep him out of the direct line. But fortunately,” Lord Beverly said seriously, “I don’t see him often. And you know I’ve got no concentration. But, Morgan, it’s shocking how you never saw to the succession, for you’ve got more wit than I, and even I have an heir.”

“My family was not large, you know. My brother was the rightful heir and I his,” the Earl said softly. “And then when I married I believed…I believed all sorts of things. And then, I confess, I never gave it another thought. No, you’re right as usual, Mr. Tompkins.”

“Then,” the older man said briskly, “might I suggest that you send off an invitation to each of them. Meet with them. And then at leisure make up your mind. Mind, I think it only fair that you should inform them that they are only temporarily to be considered as heir, but that if worse should come to worst, at least you will have provision for the future of your name and your dignities.” 

“Have them all here, Morgan,” Lord Beverly said with enthusiasm, “so I can cast an eye over them. I’m no mean judge of character, you know.”

“No,” the Earl said slowly. “I shall have them to Lyonshall and you can come too, Bev. Since it was your idea, you can lighten the load for me. Should you like to accompany us, Mr. Tompkins?”

“It would be a pleasure, your lordship,” the older man said, arranging his papers. “However, the press of business, you know. But I shall come when you have decided as to which of them you choose. And I shall draw up the necessary papers. That will not only stop the impostor in his tracks, but I believe it will make you easier in your own mind.”

“That blasted impostor’s done you a good turn, Morgan,” Lord Beverly commented from the table where he was refilling his glass. “See if he hasn’t.”

“Doubtless he’s my benefactor.” The Earl smiled. “Well, fill us all up again, you selfish lout, Bev, and we’ll toast my three kinsmen. What are their names, then, Mr. Tompkins?” 

“There’s Owen Courtney, Richard Courtney, and Anthony Courtney, in all, your lordship.”

“Well, then,” the Earl said, “let us drink to my new family, my loving hopeful relations. Let us drink to…” He paused and listened to the rain slash against the window. “…Owen, Richard, and Anthony, the eighth Earl, the eighth Earl, and the eighth Earl. And of course to the perfect wife.” He smiled wickedly at Lord Beverly. “An unobservant girl. And to my benefactor, James Everett Courtney…the man who never was.”

“You’re a generous fellow.” Lord Beverly grimaced.

“My heart,” the Earl said mockingly, “is as deep as my wine cellar. Drink up, old friend, to the next heir of Auden, a fellow who might like me while I live, but who will doubtless appreciate me more when I am dead. A fellow who will hang upon my every word, but will be most interested in my last breath.” 

“Ghoulish Morgan”—Lord Beverly shook his head—“must be the rain’s got you in the sullens.”

“The rain…” The Earl smiled, dashing off the brandy. “The interminable rain. Doubtless.” 


2

Although the first letter to be delivered was addressed to “Master Owen Courtney,” it lay upon a tray just outside the door to a lady’s bedroom. It had the honor of being first delivered only because the house to which it had been addressed was only a few short blocks from the Earl of Auden’s London residence. Though the letter shared its space upon the tray with three other missives, it was placed foremost. The butler of the lady’s establishment, having an unerring eye to quality, had placed it over what to his way of thinking were inferior correspondence.

It was an advanced hour of the day when the door finally cracked open and two little white hands, with a quantity of white lace frothing over delicate wrists, picked up the tray and bore it into the bedroom. Although the tray also held a silver pot of chocolate, two porcelain cups, napery, a dish of sweet biscuits, and flowery plates to put them on, it was the letter that immediately caught the bearer’s eye as surely as it had dazzled her butler’s.

“Lud,” the lady breathed, sitting down upon her bed in a whisper of silks, and gazing blankly at the letter. Her blue eyes were opened wider than they usually were at that hour of the morning. She tossed her blond curls back over her white shoulders, took in a deep breath which caused the front of her negligee to gape becomingly, and slowly, reverently slit the envelope open.

She read the letter through once, and once again. But it was after the third reading that she gave out a little crow of delight. “Owen!” she cried, and then again, wonderingly, “Owen!”

A deep groan came from the other side of the bed and a muffled voice complained, “Again? Snooping little wretch. Get him out of here.”

“No, no,” the lady exclaimed, still gazing raptly at the letter in her hand, “He’s not here, he knows not to come in here. He’s with his nurse. But only see, only look!”

Another groan came from the gentleman, and slowly he sat up in bed, rising like some great Roman statuary, all undraped muscle and sinew, from beneath the covers. After a gaping yawn he unceremoniously took the letter from the lady’s hands and read it. And then, after rubbing his eyes, read it again.

“Auden,” he breathed. “You never mentioned how closely you were related!”

“I did,” the lady protested, “but you never listened. We’re not, in fact, closely related. He scarcely knows me. In fact, when he was on the Town, he barely acknowledged my presence. But that must have been because he had his hands full with Kitty,” she amended, preening herself. “But John was his distant cousin, just as it says in the letter. John had something of the look of him, too,” she mused, “although Morgan got the best of everything in that family, money and looks.”

“And now,” the gentleman said, sitting up straighter, “Owen is going to be named his heir.”

“No, no,” the lady said, doing some rapid thinking. “Read it again. It says that Owen is to be considered for the title. There are two others as well. My God, that must mean that Morgan is at death’s door,” she gasped.

“Put away your handkerchief.” The gentleman frowned. “It means nothing of the sort. I hear he’s in London even now, and apart from his game leg, he’s healthy as a horse. What it means,” he said consideringly, “is that he’s in no hurry to marry again, but that he has decided to name an heir.”

“I, for one,” the lady said indignantly, “cannot blame him for not wanting to marry, not after the dance Kitty led him. Shocking stuff.”

The gentleman gave an amused laugh and stretched luxuriously. Then he began to run one large suntanned hand across the lady’s silken back.

“So proper, then, Isabel? I suppose you never played dear John false?”

“Don’t speak ill of the dead,” the Lady Isabel said, pokering up and hoping he would not sense how her flesh rejoiced in his touch.

“I was speaking ill of the living, vixen, and you know it. So,” he said, making larger circles with his hand, “you are going to dress up little Owen and drill him in manners and trot off to Lyonshall in hopes that Morgan picks him as heir?”

“Of course,” Isabel sniffed. “What better fate for my poor fatherless little boy? What sort of a mother would not make a push to have her son named heir to Morgan’s fortune?”

“And what sort of female would not make a push to have herself named Morgan’s consort? Don’t try to deceive me, Isabel.” He laughed, hauling her down to the bed and gazing into her eyes. “We rub on well together because we are so very much alike. It would make a neat package, wouldn’t it? Owen as heir, and dear Isabel as lady-wife. For while Morgan’s sworn off marriage, he’s not sworn off women. And you are such a compelling little baggage,” he said, placing his lips upon her throat.

“You say nothing?” He laughed into her neck. “Too busy thinking, no doubt. Well, rest easy. For I wouldn’t mind.”

He felt the sigh of relief as it swelled in her chest. But then he felt a new tension in her, saw it begin to cord her smooth neck.

“But, my dear,” she said softly, “then that would be the end of…us, wouldn’t it? And wouldn’t you mind that?”

He laughed again and lowered himself to her. “I never said that, now, did I? Now, that I would mind.”

“Still,” she said before she gave herself up to his morning ritual of awakening for them both, “it seems unfair to Morgan, doesn’t it? I mean, after Kitty, especially.” 

The gentleman drew away from her and looked at her steadily. She returned his gaze openly.

“Morgan, is it, eh?” he said with a little rise of anger. “He is a catch, isn’t he? What did you say, ‘He got the funds and the looks’?”

Seeing his anger, the lady put out one little hand and placed it on his lips to prevent him saying another thing.

“Truly,” she said playfully, “you are a bear in the morning. You know, it is all you, you, you. How could anyone ever take your place in my heart? I would only do what I must do for my future. You know that,” she said wistfully, dropping her gaze and pouting.

“Never forget the rules,” the gentleman said, as he relaxed. “You may play your husband false whenever you choose, but you must remain constant to your lover…especially if you wish your lover to remain discreet…about many things.”

“Why are you saying this to me?” the lady sniffed, allowing a tear to well artfully in one blue eye. “When have I ever given you cause for complaint? Now”—she smiled through the tear, which amazingly had already begun to retract—“are you going to spend the morning berating me? Or delighting me?”

“Witch,” he said, dropping to whisper into her left ear. “Bitch,” he said into her right ear. “That is what I like about you. Your single-mindedness.”

But she did not hear what he whispered then or later, and he did not see that through most of his ministrations that morning, she kept her eyes closed so that he would not see her rapid calculating as she weighed her options.

*

The second letter to be delivered lay outside yet another door. This letter could not be delivered till late afternoon, as the address was a locale on the unfashionable outskirts of Town. This one did not lie upon rich carpeting, but rather upon a cold, somewhat grimy floor. And a floor, moreover, that was three stories up and in a public hallway. So that by the time the recipient saw it lying there, a glowing white rectangle in the dim hall, it already bore a heel print.

But the gentleman scooped it up and peered at the crest, and made sure of the name it was addressed to, for he did not at first believe that it was for him at all. But it read clearly “Richard Courtney.” Then he carried it into his room and closed the door tightly, as if against intruders, before he settled himself in a somewhat threadbare chair near the window to read it before the last light left the afternoon sky.

He, too, read it through several times before he rose and paced the room. It was a small room, badly furnished with what looked like castoffs from someone’s attic. An iron bed, a few dispirited chairs, and a table that looked as though it might swoon if it held a large meal, comprised the decor. A small bundle of wood lay ready to be lit in the grate, but it would not be lit until the temperature truly tumbled, for the price of fuel was prohibitive for the occupant. The gentleman who paced the floor looked no more able to hold a substantial repast than his mean table did. He was tall, but bone thin. His shoulders were wide, but wide with the raw look of adolescence, though he appeared to be a man in his second decade of life.

His was not a handsome visage—it was too stark for that; each feature seemed too large for the background it was placed upon: the nose too long, the chin too long, only the long brown eyes seemed to complement the thick brown hair. But as he paced, the long mournful face began to take on light and life, lending animation to the whole.

Finally the gentleman stopped in his tracks, then went swiftly to a large book that stood almost alone in the one bookshelf in the room. He scanned the back pages of the old Bible, tracing names that had been written so long ago that the black ink was growing rusty with age. Then, and only then, did he allow a wide grin to form upon his wide mouth. He rose and inspected himself in the mirror above the fireplace. His clothes were clean and his brown jacket and biscuit pantaloons fit well and seemed newer and more rich than any other objects in the room. He scanned his shining boots for dust, and finding none, he smiled again and went hurriedly toward the door, still clutching the letter.

He looked at the letter once more before putting it carefully into his pocket. For it was the letter that he would bring to his ladylove. And it was the letter he knew that would mean more to her than candy, than flowers—more, perhaps, he thought, halting only for a moment in sorrow, than himself.

*

The third letter had a long and weary journey and finally arrived limp after more than a week’s travails. It bore upon its formerly pristine surface the fingerprint of a coachman in Leicester, a small warp from a rainstorm over Nottingham, and the scars from a drubbing it had received when it fell from the pouch near Mansfield. But now it lay safe and snug next to the beating breast of a tall, stout gentleman as he stood outside a shop window in Tuxford.

The gentleman was engaged in tapping a coin upon the window to attract the attention of those within. But after a few moments, when, from what he could see looking into the shop from behind a quantity of bonnets and feathers that impeded his view, no one turned to see him, he sighed, dropped the coin back into his pocket, and went in through the door. Three elderly women were debating the correctness of having a purple feather upon a mourning bonnet and a young girl and her overbearing mother were debating about the merits of a chip straw against the wisdom of a rather more dashing white satin bonnet with what the young girl tearfully maintained were the sweetest blue flowers. No wonder, the stout gentleman thought, grimacing, no one had heard his steady tapping.

The elderly parties were being waited on by a weary elderly woman, who nodded like a metronome at their every opposing comment. And the girl and her mother were being served by a slender young woman dressed serviceably in brown. When she looked up for a moment and saw the stout gentleman, her wide light brown eyes grew wider in dismay and the faint blush on her white cheeks fled. She began to step toward him, but he shook his head and smiled back at her to alleviate her distress. He took out his watch and pointed to it, nodded, and went out of the shop again. At that the young woman relaxed and went back to the transaction she had been overseeing, which was beginning to end in a flood of tears on the girl’s part and a tight-lipped nod on the mother’s side.

The stout man stood sighing and rocking back and forth on his heels in impatience outside the shop. He did not like to go into the shop where Elizabeth worked. It always filled him with dismay and a feeling of incompetence when he saw the way she actually had to go out and earn the money she contributed to the household every week. Deuce take it, he thought savagely, she ought to be making the rounds picking out bonnets to adorn herself with, rather than creating and selling them like a common shopgirl. His niece, working as a shopgirl. His niece, still on the vine, and such a fine-looking girl too, but with no husband and no prospects of one and no dowry and no prospect of one. He felt the familiar guilt and sorrow he always experienced when he thought of Elizabeth, but this time he pushed the thoughts away with the force of the rising excitement he felt about the letter he now bore, beating wildly with every wild beat of his heart.

It was only after the girl and her mother left, the girl sniveling, the mother looking triumphant, that Elizabeth herself came flying out the door. She had thrown her pelisse over her dress, her light brown hair glinted like satin where the westering sun touched it, and her fine topaz eyes were bright and wide with excitement. Her uncle thought again, with a pang, of roses born to blush unseen, and so with none of the preamble he had been rehearsing, he pulled the letter from his coat and thrust it at her.

“What is it, Uncle?” Elizabeth breathed, unable to take in the fact of the letter till her eyes had scanned his face. “You never come to the shop. Is it Mother? Or Aunt? Or Anthony? Miss Scott let me out early, for even she knows it is not your habit to come to the shop. Oh, please, what is it?”

“Nothing dire. Nothing amiss with anyone at home. It’s only that I’ve such exciting news, it couldn’t wait until you got home,” he said with truth. For it was of prime importance that Elizabeth read and absorb the contents of the letter before she got home, and more importantly, before she spoke with her cousin Anthony.

“This letter?” Elizabeth asked, puzzled. 

“Yes, the letter,” her uncle said impatiently. “Read it. Read it and then ask questions.”

Elizabeth stood in the center of the street and rapidly scanned the letter. Halfway through it, she looked up at her uncle, her speaking face lit with radiance. But her uncle shook his head and urged her, “Read on, read on.”

“Oh, Uncle,” Elizabeth gasped when she had finished, “it is too incredible! Anthony has a chance to become the heir presumptive to the Earl of Auden. It seems unbelievable.” 

“Incredible and unbelievable,” her uncle said slowly, “but quite true. Your aunt babbled on for so many years about how her dear Howard had expectations but died too young, it became a joke. We none of us believed her. But we’ve checked the Bible and the peerage and there it is. And now she’s sitting at home like a cat after a bowl of cream. It’s true, all right. Anthony’s in the direct line. Do you know what it would mean for us, Elizabeth? No more working in a shop for you. We could give up that slum of a house we’re dwelling in and get a proper home. And for you, my dear, there would be a chance to shine as you were meant to do in the society where you belong. Above all this,” he said, dismissing the entire town with a wave of his hand, “for with such expectations my credit would rise. I could do everything I’ve always wanted to do for our little family.”

“Uncle,” Elizabeth said with a small, happy sigh, “it’s beyond everything wonderful. What did Anthony say?”

“Ah, well,” her uncle said wretchedly, “I didn’t tell him yet. I couldn’t. Not yet. Not till you and I had a chance to talk about it. Well,” he said, not meeting her eyes, “you know what he would say.”

“Oh, yes,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head sadly and then seeming to let out all the radiance with a long sigh. Her face grew still. “Well, then, so much for your dreams, Uncle. Let’s go home,” and she turned and began to walk again.

Her uncle caught at her arm. “No, we can’t let it go like that, Elizabeth, we can’t. Think of the opportunity.”

“Yes, and think of Anthony,” Elizabeth said grimly.

“I am thinking of Anthony,” her uncle retorted in an undertone, pausing to touch his hat to a neighbor, “and I cannot in all conscience let him pass up such an opportunity. There will come a day,” he went on sweepingly, like an orator upon the stump, “when he will put all this childishness behind him. And then he will regret his lost chance. We,” her uncle said, gazing at Elizabeth, “cannot let him pass up such a chance.”

“You know,” Elizabeth said as she paced on toward home, “that I will do the best that I can. But even so, I think you refine too much upon it. There are so many ifs in the case. There is no cause to believe Anthony would be chosen as heir above the others; rather the opposite, I should think. And even if he were, why, even in that unlikely eventuality, it might be years before the Earl passed on and Anthony came into the inheritance.”

“I know for a fact,” her uncle said eagerly, “that the Earl is quite an old chap. I met him years ago when I was in clover. He had two sons, I recall. I know the elder died young, and the other, last I heard, was in the wars. Pity, he must have been killed. And so Anthony stands a very good chance at the succession. One man’s misfortune is the making of another’s; no one lives forever.”

Seeing Elizabeth’s shocked, barely concealed expression of distaste, her uncle hurried on, “But even if the old chap lives to be Methuselah, Elizabeth—and of course I hope he will—think of what it would mean for Anthony to be designated heir! It would mean,” he said, staring wonderingly at his niece, “that as his uncle, my credit would be restored. That I could bring our fortune back.”

“I’ll do my best,” Elizabeth repeated earnestly. “I’ll prime him like a pump, I’ll find a way to convince him of the rightness of it, if it takes me days on end. And then we’ll dress him up and send him off to the Earl as a prime candidate for the office. I promise, Uncle,” she said firmly. “Will that suit?”

“Not quite,” her uncle said slowly. “That won’t be quite enough. You know Anthony, Elizabeth. That won’t be quite enough.” 

Elizabeth tensed. She knew, with a terrible certainty, what was coming.

“You must accompany him,” her uncle said with finality, as she stopped again and stared at him aghast. “There it is. Think about it. There is no other way. Someone must be there to see he minds his manners. His mother can’t. I can’t. You are the only one who can oversee him, the only one who can handle him at all. Now, you know that.”

“Ah, Uncle,” Elizabeth began, “I don’t wish to—” 

“Elizabeth,” her uncle said sternly, “what do you think will happen if you don’t?”

She paused, and he knew the battle was won by the arrested look in her eyes. But still she went on falteringly, “Oh, Uncle. What do I know of Earls? And the society they travel in? I’d make just as much of a cake of myself as Anthony would. And I haven’t been invited. And I haven’t the clothes for such a venture,” she said desperately. “And what of my position with Miss Scott? One shouldn’t cast off dirty water till one has clean.”

Her uncle smiled benignly, and her spirits sank.

“You have common sense, Elizabeth, and good breeding and birth, much beauty, and beautiful manners. That will serve. And it is unexceptional for a young man of Anthony’s age to travel with an older female relative. And I can raise enough funds to see you and Anthony dressed in style.”

Her uncle took her arm as they walked the last street toward home.

“Your Miss Scott is such a toadeater, she would be delighted to tell all and sundry that her assistant is off for a visit with an Earl. Even if it all worked out badly—which it won’t, my dear, which it won’t—she’ll snap you up again as helper, for you’re the only one who knows how to make her poky bonnets look stylish. It will serve, Elizabeth, it will serve. It must serve,” he said forcefully, tightening his grip on her arm. “I must have a chance to recoup our fortune. Elizabeth,” he said, swinging her round to face him and looking directly into her clear light brown eyes, “let me have at least just that one last chance, once more before I die.”

Elizabeth looked at the pleading expression upon her uncle’s flushed face and closed her eyes. She owed him so much, she thought wearily. So be it, she thought with resignation, and nodded. “Yes, Uncle.”

“And don’t look so forlorn,” her uncle replied happily, his spirits restored miraculously, for Elizabeth was the brightest in his household and he had never really doubted her support. He knew he could rely upon her, even as he had known that with her natural shyness the scheme would terrify her, “First you’ll talk Anthony round,” he continued blithely, “and then we’ll tog you out in the style you should have had years ago. And then you’re off to the Earl’s.”

“To the Earl’s,” Elizabeth echoed dully.

“Not just to the Earl’s,” her uncle amended lovingly with a distant look growing in his eyes; he raised his head to the sky and let each syllable roll off his tongue like a sweet: “But to Lyonshall, principal seat of the Earl of Auden, Viscount Louth and Baron Kitteredge. That’s all one man, y’know,” he finished helpfully.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
U571 [JJ/\/.)FJIJ LG r\J (rlOR

EDIAEFEAYEION





OEBPS/navtoc.xhtml

Table of Contents




    
    		
        Table of Contents
    


    		
        Copyright
    


    		
        The Mysterious Heir
    


    		
        Dedication
    


    		
        1
    


    		
        2
    


    		
        3
    


    		
        4
    


    		
        5
    


    		
        6
    


    		
        7
    


    		
        8
    


    		
        9
    


    		
        10
    


    		
        11
    


    		
        12
    


    		
        13
    


    		
        14
    


    		
        15
    


    		
        16
    


    		
        About the Author
    


    


    


