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The Legacy

The afternoon was bleak, the sky was gray, and the house and its furnishings so old and worn they complemented the day rather than defying it. But curiously, the elegant young gentleman awaiting his host in the dim study was neither depressed nor dissatisfied, even though his fashionable clothing was as much at odds with his surroundings as his bemused smile was with the lowering day. The leaded windows let in dreary February light, so the room was lit only by a glowing fireplace, which, considering its threadbare state, was a kindness. But nevertheless, the gentleman seemed pleased. He glanced about, stretched out his glossy boots in front of him, and sighed, content, as much at ease with the room as he would be in his favorite old dressing gown—the paisley one that was too worn for fashion but too comfortable to discard.

Nothing here had changed. That was as rare in this age of discovery, where war and fashion changed a man’s geography every time he turned around, as it was at his own particular age, the gentleman thought ruefully. For lately he’d discovered his friends and family changing even more rapidly than the world around him was. He’d returned from the wars by sea because Napoleon had been busily changing familiar borders while he himself had been trying to stop him from doing so, only to find the familiar borders of his own life entirely altered once he’d gotten home. His mama had married again. And though he couldn’t blame her, widowhood having been no doubt as boring as it was unprofitable for her, it was odd to feel an alien in the home of his childhood. He’d suddenly acquired a father who seemed not much older than himself, and a mother who was suddenly a sexual being. At least his newly acquired father thought so, for the fellow, for all his dignity, was constantly leering at his new wife—when he wasn’t cloistering himself with her in remote parts of the house. It was done in civilized fashion, of course, but since it was done at all, nothing could make it remotely bearable for the newly wedded lady’s fully grown son.

There was no relief to be found at the home of his sister or brother either, since those worthies had become parents during his absence from England. And as parents, he soon discovered them to be as fully absorbed and occupied with pride of their progeny as they’d been with themselves when they’d been younger. As for his many friends…the gentleman sighed as he gazed into the fire, although his face showed nothing but his usual calm dispassion. Those of his friends that weren’t wedded were trying to be—as though England had become some vast breeding ground since he’d gone away and returned. And yet even those that were not so occupied were not such friends as they’d seemed to be before he’d left them.

In fairness, he supposed that war changed the way a man looked at life too. Still, since he’d returned he found too many who’d remained at home too filled with trivialities to talk comfortably with, and too many who’d shared his experiences too eager to talk about what he’d rather forget now. Discontented and displaced, as out of place in his homeland as he’d been on the alien soil he’d tried to defend it upon, now he discovered himself pleased for the first time in a long time. Because he could sit back in this drab old room and forget, as it had, that time had changed everything outside of it out of all recognition.

The room seemed to have cast a spell over him, for even the voice that eventually awakened him from his reveries was as familiar to him as his own past was. Still, he waited a moment before he looked up to its source. Having heard a memory speak, he was loath to face reality. He’d discovered to his sorrow that faces were temporary, changing with time and troubles, as unreliable as time itself was. But voices remained much the same, and this one’s cadences and tone were part of the very fabric of his childhood. It was odd, he realized as he arose from his chair, that such peevish complaining tones were comforting, but they were. When he looked up to his host, he discovered something else was too, and then frankly grinned. Perhaps vinegar was the best preservative after all, because the wonder was that the face was as unchanged as the voice. But then, he thought, perhaps it was only that old could scarcely get older.

“Good heavens!” the old gentleman exclaimed in annoyance. “Sit down! Sit down! Took a ball in your chest not a month past and you’re standing for me?”

“Three months past,” his nephew corrected him softly, and sat again. He might have wished to offer more, to actually embrace the old fellow and hug him hard. But the Baron Blackwood had already turned his narrow back upon his guest and was rummaging through the drawer of his desk before the younger man could offer his hand, much less embarrass him by any show of affection. He wasn’t a touching sort of fellow, his nephew remembered, and hadn’t even the excuse of years of homesickness to have given him such an unnatural impulse. No, he never left this house, it was that which had caused him to summon his nephew to it. But now he’d begun to accept that he might someday have to leave, if unwillingly, yet forever. And so he told his nephew at once.

He began his complaints without so much as a preamble about the weather or an inquiry as to his guest’s own health. That was commonplace for him. Perhaps once the baron had been more conventional. But his wife had been dead for a generation, and his two sons carried off by a measles epidemic even before that, and as he’d kept to his house and his studies ever since, it was likely he’d gotten out of the habit of conversation. It hardly mattered. His nephew had always liked him anyway, perhaps precisely because he’d been the only adult male relative who’d never asked embarrassing and pointless questions, instead lecturing to him about whatever was on his own mind at the time they met. Since Uncle’s consuming passion was archaeology, Valerian hadn’t understood him very well in his early years, but the novelty of being asked his opinion about such exotic matters as ancient Roman earthworks, Celtic breastplates, and Pict war policies had been heady stuff to a growing boy. And whereas other adult male relatives had occasionally donated small coins or improving tracts as gifts, the baron could always be counted on to press all manner of interesting shards, broken medallions, and bits of clay and metal with undecipherable runes into his nephew’s hands, in the manner of a slightly lunatic jackdaw, as tokens of his goodwill.

And goodwill there’d been, although two more different men would be hard to find. The baron was a small, slight, bald and blue-eyed gentleman with a thin face distinguished mainly by its many wrinkles, a high querulous voice, and a remarkably deaf ear to anything that didn’t interest him. Valerian Blackwood was tall, lightly but muscularly built, blessed with a full head of light brown hair, a lean handsome face made markedly handsomer by his watchful gray-brown eyes, possessed of a smooth tenor voice, and known to be more interested in hearing about others than volunteering information about himself. Mr. Valerian Blackwood, until recently Captain Blackwood of His Majesty’s Light Hussars, was as interested in antiquities as he was in modern manners, no more, and not less, because he found many things interesting—not the least, his uncle himself. He liked the baron for his oddity as well as his intelligence, but would have been kind to him in any case, merely because he was his uncle. He’d never seen his uncle being kind or unkind to anyone, merely sublimely unaware of their emotions. True, the baron had once been a soldier too, long before his nephew had been born, much less bought his own colors. But he seldom spoke of any battle fought after 1066. In fact, uncle and nephew neither looked nor thought alike in the least, but there was a curious bond between them, though neither could say just why.

“And so although of course I knew he stood to inherit one day, I never refined upon it too much,” the baron was saying in his usual high-pitched anxious drone, “but obviously he has done, for he wrote this damned impertinent letter when he discovered I’d donated a bit or two to the new British Museum—well,” he huffed, as he passed the letter to his nephew with shaking hands, “as if a museum of antiquities could he based on a jumble of stolen Greek marbles! That’s Greek history,” he said with a sniff, in the manner that one might say “Martian history.”

Valerian ran his eyes over the paper as his uncle whined on about the indignity of being asked just what he’d contributed. The letter was indeed, as the baron had said, and his nephew had suspected, a pompous, foolish and unnecessary bit of presumption. Just as its author was, he thought on an interior sigh, and gazed up at his uncle as he paced the dim study.

“As I understand it,” Valerian said, summarily interrupting the flow of complaints because he knew that was the only way to be heard, “my cousin has no grounds for complaint. The estate’s entailed, so I imagine he could raise holy hell if you gave away a rug or a chair without his express permission. But that acquired by you yourself in the course of your life is yours to do with as you wish, is it not?”

His uncle stopped pacing and gazed at him shrewdly. The old fellow might be a nonstop complainer, and sublimely disinterested in modern life, but he was as sharp of wit as he’d always been. The family wisdom was that the Blackwoods went to their graves fully equipped with all their teeth and claws, no matter how ancient they were on that fateful day.

“Yes,” the baron admitted, “in the usual course of things, that’s so. But these artifacts were discovered here. On the grounds of the Hall itself. And so, my man at law says the oaf has a say-so in the matter. He could claim that I’m disposing of his legacy. Well, he is. And I am. But he’s got no interest in them. I suspect he’s belligerent because he’ll not get much more from me. And not just because I dislike him. No, no, I never earned a shilling to improve the estate, but neither did I squander one either. There simply never was much there. What there was, I spent on excavation—the barrow in the east meadow, the ruins of the villa out near the lake. This is historic ground. The only thing that bothered me was that there wasn’t more to spend,” he said, before with an altogether new and sly smile he added, “but as Bolton doesn’t know the difference between a Roman pot and a Viking chalice, the riches he stands to inherit don’t excite him in the least.”

“Ah, well,” Valerian said, “but as Bolton hasn’t so much as a Roman cooking pot to…ah, cook in, much less a chalice, I can see—if not sympathize with—his point.”

“Of course you can’t sympathize, you’re rich as a Caesar yourself,” his uncle said caustically.

“Oh, you see his point. Pardon me,” Valerian said, “I hadn’t realized you’d grown a partiality for the fellow.”

“As soon as I would for any Vandal! No, no. I’m just stating facts. Your father was the craftiest in the family; his investments were nothing short of astonishing. Who would think tobacco and sugarcane would come to be worth more than statuary and texts?” he asked wonderingly. “But that’s the way of the modern world, pleasure over knowledge,” he went on in aggrieved tones, before he said accusingly, “and you not only inherited his fortune, but his acuity as well.”

“Your pardon, Uncle,” Valerian said with much mock humility, which his uncle ignored.

“Your cousin Bolton’s here now,” the baron said fiercely, as if it were truly a troop of savage Vandals occupying his guest room instead of his heir, “snooping and poking and prodding, wondering where I’ve hidden the silver plate and gold furnishings. He can’t believe I paid what he calls ‘good money’ to excavate and unearth my ‘pottery and crockery.’ Almost comes right out and says I diddled him out of a fortune. Accusing me of all sorts. But I’m leaving him an estate in good heart and priceless treasures besides, although he can’t see it—nor anything that isn’t in his favorite tailor or jeweler’s windows.”

“And you sent for me so that I could help persuade him that all is in order?” his nephew asked softly.

“Aye!” the baron said, resuming his pacing. “Because you’re almost of an age, though he’s got five years on you. More than that, he respects you for all the wrong reasons: your fortune and fashion. Howbeit. You can do it. You must. His letter made me see I have to settle things before he takes over. I’ve always been concerned with posterity. Now I’m thinking about my own. I find there’re things I wish to leave behind,” he said fiercely, “but I have to get that sapskull’s permission so I can.”

“I’ll talk with him tonight, after dinner. Does he still fancy himself a wizard at billiards?” Valerian asked.

“How should I know?” the baron asked with some irritation. “Hadn’t clapped eyes on him in years before he arrived this morning. All I know is that he’s more foolish than ever. Don’t you run into him in town?”

“Now and again,” Valerian admitted, “but then I usually run the other way. Well, then, shall I go to my room and change before dinner—my valet’s likely unpacked by now—or should you like to take me around to see the place first? It’s been years since I’ve been here too. I don’t know a chalice from a chausable either, but nevertheless, I’d like to see what’s old that’s new, sir, if I might.”

“Still got charm to spare, I see,” the baron said with a grimace, as if he were pointing out the fact that his nephew had some skin disease. “How is it you aren’t wedded yet?”

Since he’d been wondering about that very thing of late, Valerian answered with less than his usual calm amusement.

“There were very few cotillions in the Peninsula,” he said with a chill smile, “and though I found myself most grateful to my nurses for all the tender care they gave me when I was in hospital, I hadn’t the urge to propose to any of those fellows.”

“You were only gone four years, and you’ve been back three months. And you were home for twenty-two years before that,” his uncle pointed out.

“Alas, I’m not impetuous,” Valerian answered.

“But not disinterested. I hear you’ve already got a high-flier in keeping,” the baron complained.

“I’m not impetuous, but not dead yet either,” his nephew answered coolly, for all he was astonished that his uncle knew something current as well as personal about him.

“Bolton may as well be,” the baron sighed. “Been keeping some doxy in London for years now. Same one all this time—she’s old as he is, fairly long in the tooth now.”

“I thought you admired antiquities,” Valerian commented as his uncle went on.

“Not because he’s devoted, mind you. Just lazy. So I invited a wife here for him.”

After a second’s silence his nephew asked idly, “Is her husband here too?”

“Bolton’s going to have the title, the estate, the lot,” his uncle said, ignoring his comment. “I’m leaving him everything but money, as I said. But without money an idiot like him will run the estate into the ground within a decade. So one of the things I’m going to get settled before I go is Bolton himself. He needs a rich wife; I’ve found him one.”

“What a lot of excavating’s been going on,” Valerian mused. “Are you going to slip her into his bed? Or simply have her waiting with an armful of roses and a Bible by a convenient altar as he goes by? He has to agree to the union, you know, and he’s remained stunningly single for all these years now. He is, as you say, lazy, and for all he’s got his doxy in readiness, from what I hear, her duties are light. Not because he finds her unattractive, but because he’s simply not terribly interested very often. How are you going to get the lad to the sticking point, sir? As you say, he already feels you haven’t much to offer. Or have you actually been hoarding golden chalices against this day?”

“Don’t talk nonsense,” the baron said huffily. “What I have is you. That’s one of the reasons I invited you here. You’re going to talk him round to her, and it.”

He waited for his nephew’s response. But for once Mr. Valerian Blackwood, famed for his wit as well as his acuity, was silent; he only stood and stared at his uncle with his usually amused gray-brown eyes arrested and opened wide.

“I am,” he finally managed to say, “a most unlikely Cupid, sir.”

“Well, that’s done,” the baron said with something almost like pleasure in his thin voice. “Now, come have a look at what I’ve got on display in the muniments room, and then you can meet Miss Exeter, and then we’ll have dinner.”

“Uncle,” Valerian said firmly, “I’ll do my best, but I promise nothing.”

“I ask nothing more,” the baron said, leading the way out of the study. “She’s a good sort of female,” he conceded, “handsome as she is wealthy, fair and buxom as a young Bodicea, actually,” he said on a rusty laugh, “so it shouldn’t be difficult for you. Wait until you see the coins I found beneath the mosaic at the villa.”

But as Mr. Valerian Blackwood followed his uncle, he remained silent, suddenly as anxious as he’d been at dawn on days of battle, sensing a trap, hearing something sinister beneath the bird-song, suddenly wondering if it wasn’t someone else who was playing the role of unlikely Cupid, after all.

*

“Hist!” Bolton Blackwood said.

He didn’t even hiss it, he said it, Valerian thought wearily; that was part of the difficulty with dealing with his cousin. Bolton stood in the doorway to his room and accosted him as he came down the corridor with a clearly enunciated: “Hist!”

“Good evening, Cousin. You wished to speak with me?” Valerian asked.

“Come in, come in. A word, for a moment, if you would,” Bolton said anxiously.

Valerian sighed, and nodding, followed his cousin into his guest chamber. His lips curved upward as he noted that Uncle had put his heir in a badly furnished, damp chamber. But then he straightened his face and his back and stood before his cousin with every evidence of interest, even though he anticipated very little of interest to him. The male Blackwoods seemed to take their looks from the female sides of the line, Valerian mused. For his cousin looked nothing like Uncle either, and yet he and Bolton had only their height in common. Bolton was a tall, fattish gentleman with thin blond hair and light blue eyes under light brows. His face was not unhandsome, merely not memorable; his plump lips, rosy cheeks and small nose suited his mother, whom he’d got them from, far more than they did himself. He was dressed neatly, in Bnunmell’s prescribed fashion, but it was a measure of the man that he scanned his cousin Valerian’s clothes with an anxious and considering eye, noting his fobs and boots and the cut of his jacket before he looked into his inquiring eyes. Those eyes, on a level with his own, held the usual polite and amused look which had always caused Bolton both discomfort and envy, even more so than his cousin’s trim form, chiseled features and thick lustrous hair always did.

“The old boy’s been giving away half the kit in the house,” Bolton said without preamble, making his cousin wonder if direct mode of speech was the only thing that did run in his family. “I mean,” Bolton said, when he received no answer but a calm stare, “everything.”

“Come now,” Valerian said reasonably. “I’ve just returned from a tour of Uncle’s treasure trove. Corroded coins and broken mosaics, shield pins with their jewels pried out centuries past, dagger handles and spearheads. It’s fascinating stuff, to be sure. But even museums prize better artifacts. He loves them because he found them himself, and here. I suppose they’ve some antiquarian value. But there’s not a precious gem or a sizable bit of pure gold in the lot.”

“Yes, well, that remains to be seen,” Bolton said darkly, “but that’s not the sum of it.” And he added, to Valerian’s skeptically lifted brow, “There’re other things missing. The place is worn down, to be sure. But it’s commonplace run-down, if you get what I mean. And that don’t make sense. Damme!” he said with far more animation than Valerian had seen in him in years. “The furniture is old, but it ain’t old Chippendale, do you see? And the rugs are old, but they ain’t old Persian. And there ain’t a tapestry in the house except on a chair back, and those are tatty old village-made things. The pictures on the walls are faded, but they ain’t faded masterpieces, nor even murky old Dutch stuff like Prinny’s collecting. Do you see? The baron’s never paid no nevermind to the place. I know it. Come to think of it, neither did I, before now. I daresay you didn’t either. What does a boy know of the value of art, after all? But I’m sure our ancestors knew. And I think,” he said in a low, grieved voice, “that someone else does too.

“I’m not saying it’s Uncle who’s disposing of the goods in the open or on the sly,” he said quickly, throwing up one plump hand as if in defense of Valerian’s frown, “but he never paid much mind to the place, and he’s old now. That’s why I’ve come. Not so much to see to the bits and pieces he’s packing off to the museum. But to cast an eye over the place to see who else might be stealing, and flogging the stuff—the good stuff—from here.”

Valerian eyed his cousin in silence. For all the things that Bolton was not, he was not stupid. Foolish, as Uncle had said, true. But not precisely stupid.

Bolton’s fair face showed the color of his distress as clearly as the dew of stress above his plump upper lip did. “Will you help me, Cousin?” he asked.

Valerian’s face showed none of his ruminations. It never did. His well-cut lips closed over any facile answers. In the past, Bolton had asked him the identity of his tailor, the direction of his tobacconist, and the name of his cologne. But never, in all the years of their acquaintance—and relatives or not, they’d never been much more than acquaintances—had he asked for help. And that, as it happened, was the one thing Valerian had always found it nearly impossible to refuse anyone.

“Very well. I’ll try,” he answered.

*

But first they had to make the acquaintances of their uncle’s other guest.

The one room in the Hall that was in good repair, lavishly decorated and well-tended, it transpired, was the orangery. It was a huge brick-floored fantasy of a greenhouse, topped by a huge domed cupola, onion-shaped like the domes on the Prince of Wales’s ongoing extravaganza at Brighton, but made of glass. It let in so much light it was gray-bright in the orangery even on this dreary February evening. At that, it was easy to forget the season, whatever the light, with the many miniature waterspills and falls babbling in among the several displays of tropical foliage and flowers. These were on the sides of the great round room. The centerpiece, the pearl at its heart, was a statue of Venus showing her exquisite profile—all the way down her marble body—to an ardent Mars, whilst Eros hovered over them with waters cascading from his arrow case to tumble down a tiered fountain, splashing the many varied orchids growing around them. But nothing graced the room so much as Miss Georgette Exeter did. On that, those three disparate males, the Baron Blackwood and his two nephews, were absolutely agreed.

She stood by the fountain, her blond hair blooming brighter than any blossom in the room. As she was half-turned from the gentlemen as they entered the orangery, they could see her profile was as noble and elegant as the stone Venus’s, and lower down, was not only more robustly fashioned, but made for far warmer purposes than art too. The tint of her rosebud mouth was the tenderest blushing shade of the lips of the nearby blooming orchids. And her eyes, when she opened them wide to see the gentlemen before she lowered long lashes over them, were the dulcet blue of summer skies. It was almost as if Nature had known nothing less would do.

Bolton Blackwood, always at a loss for words, stopped and stared. But as he was a gentleman, he did it with his quizzing glass before his astonished eye, and so did not appear to be gaping so much as assessing her as any gentleman of fashion might. Valerian Blackwood made his bow and then stood watching her, bemused. Until his uncle pinched his arm hard and whispered in a voice that the stone Venus could have heard, “And she’s got money too.”

She had everything, in fact, Valerian soon thought, except for conversation. Oh, she’d blushes aplenty, and soft giggles and pretty manners as well. But she had not delivered herself of a single complete sentence, any more than any of the lovely blooms around her had. But then, he thought in fairness, they’d scarcely given her a chance to speak, what with Bolton’s hearty compliments and Uncle’s constant nattering about his nephews’ eligibility. The thing that bothered Valerian most was not the beauty’s muteness, but his uncle’s loquaciousness about his nephews—especially since he never specified exactly which nephew he was currently touting as the greatest catch in all England. That, and the additional fact that the beauty was guarded, like a rose by thorns, by a singularly astute-looking chaperone introduced as a devoted aunt, and that elderly lady’s eyes were upon him, as though measuring him for a wedding suit.

If that was the baron’s game too, Valerian wondered what he could be thinking of. For he didn’t need the beauty’s fortune any more than he needed her pale white hand in marriage. He’d only just returned to England, and wanted play, not permanence, from his female companions. He’d no inclination to such a commitment just now, and certainly never to a young miss who offered nothing but ravishment to the senses. His own current mistress wasn’t half so handsome, but he’d wager she was three times as clever, in bed or out of it. Still, it would have to be a wager, since the poor beauty before him hadn’t had a chance to do more than sweetly accept their compliments…and he himself, Valerian realized, hadn’t even given her the opportunity to do that. And Uncle, he remembered as he smiled at the girl at last, might be a nag and an eccentric, but never was a fool.

“I see you’re entranced by Uncle’s flowers. Do you garden yourself, Miss Exeter?” Valerian asked on the heels of Bolton’s comparing her to a “jolly blushing rose.” His cousin seemed to believe courtship consisted of a volley of incessant compliments to the lady of his choice, which the lady was expected to parry with blushes and titters until, one could only surmise, she was either proposed to or propositioned. And perhaps he was right, Valerian thought sadly, when his simple question was answered only by the same sort of soft giggle that Bolton’s gruff sallies had been.

“Miss Exeter had gardeners aplenty at home,” her aunt said in response, “but she dearly loves flowers, do you not, my dear?”

“Oh, yeath,” Miss Exeter said eagerly. “I do. Espethically rotheth.”

Perhaps she only considered other females worth conversation, and so would answer only one of them, Valerian thought, as amused by the concept as he was, despite himself, enchanted by her pretty lisp. At that, he supposed it was only equitable, since he knew a great many gentlemen, Bolton among them, who considered only other men to be reasoning creatures.

“Ah, but what of Uncle’s orchids?” Valerian persisted. “Are they not charming too?”

“Not my orchids,” the baron protested before Miss Exeter could put in a blush or a word, “My gardener’s. Fellow served under me in seventy-six. He was a good soldier, but good for nothing but posies now,” he said peevishly. “He claims he can’t dig for relics because he’s got only the one arm now, but he digs roots and weeds smartly enough. He massacres anything else below ground,” the baron complained. “I’d sooner let an ox near my excavations. Though he’s nimble as an elf around daisies, he’d trample a thousand-year-old vessel to get to a new sprig for his gardens. He’s got the place looking like a bower all summer, winter too. Orchids!” he scoffed, frowning at the flowers. “Pure ephemera. Useless for anything but looking at,” he said, showing his disdain by sweeping his arm to include all the blooms, and in so doing, striking against a pale lavender orchid, bending its stalk and creasing and tearing its fragile calyx.

“Come, Uncle,” Valerian said lightly, “what more would you require of a flower?”

“Or a beautiful woman?” Bolton said gallantly.

Miss Exeter blushed, and Valerian felt slightly ill, and as out of place as the orchids were in the cold February night.

*

Dinner consisted of five main courses, served with five fine wines, for however odd the baron was, he enjoyed a good table. The food occupied all of Bolton’s attention; gentleman though he was, he’d never mastered the trick of attending to his food and his dinner companions at the same time. It was left to Valerian to keep the halting conversation going, since his uncle tended to forget everyone else at the table if the conversation didn’t concern antiquities, and there was only so much his nephew could bear to hear about his recent Roman finds in the ruin on the hill.

“Mama will be here thoon,” Miss Exeter said softly, in response to Valerian’s question as the fish was being removed. “She couldn’t leave home jutht yet. My brother hath a thlight indithpothithion, and thince my father thuccumbed to jutht thuch a thing, she ith tho nervouth that she put off her vithit until he ith well again. Even though he ith not coming with her,” she added hastily, for she was, Valerian had discovered, a very literal-minded girl.

And a charming one, he conceded. Perhaps not terribly bright, but sweet, and so lovely, with her blue eyes and golden hair, that he discovered himself ready to make excuses for her lacks. After all, he thought, few other gentlemen would consider a complete absence of wit and humor precisely a lack at all in a beautiful, rich and wellborn young lady. Bolton certainly didn’t. From the worshipful looks he’d seen his cousin give the young woman, to his heavy-handed compliments to her, Valerian could see no reason for needing to play Cupid for the couple as his uncle had asked. Unless, of course, he thought, he’d been right in the first place and Uncle wished him to stay on until his own heart was engaged.

Which might take longer than a very long while, he thought. For he’d only been back on the town, relatively free from pain, for a few short weeks. He’d joined the army to belong to something when his father’s death had left him unconnected and his mother’s newfound freedom had become an increasing embarrassment to him. That certainly hadn’t worked. Belonging to a group of men trying to stay alive against all odds had been absorbing, but not at all what he’d been after. No, he’d grown up instead, and had stopped looking for others to cure what needed to be remedied within himself. It was entertainment he was after now, nothing more, and absolutely nothing less. He wasn’t out to cure his loneliness anymore. It was such a part of him by now he scarcely ever noted it, except when he thought about it, which, after all, he’d trained himself not to do.

Still, seeing how Miss Exeter sat poised now, slightly anxious and yet ready to hear his own next question—for she never volunteered anything without having been asked first—Valerian wondered if pity was enough of an inducement for him to offer for a wife. Because if he didn’t ask, he was sure Bolton soon might. Looking at Bolton as he concentrated all his attention on his dinner plate, attacking his squab with gusto, Valerian sighed. If he asked, and she agreed, Bolton would give her his hand, eventually his title, and as many brats as he could. Then he’d take himself off to his mistress again, since a gentleman of Bolton’s sensibilities wouldn’t presume on his own wife, no matter how lovely, for satisfaction of desires for anything but heirs. And she, in turn, would give him her loyalty, her body and as many offspring as she could. And never realize what other potentials there might be within that graceful, ripe and lovely body; and never attain whatever possibilities there might be that lay hidden in that sweetly simple literal mind.

Perhaps, Valerian mused, glancing across the table to where the lovely chit awaited his next words with equal parts of apprehension and expectation upon her beautiful face—just perhaps pity might be enough… Or perhaps, he thought, alarmed, catching that fragmented thought, it might be that he’d had enough wine tonight.

When the ladies had retired, the gentlemen slouched in their chairs and cradled their glasses of port.

“She’s smashing,” Bolton said to the fireplace. “Well, then, that’s that,” Valerian said, glancing at his uncle to see his reaction.

“Tha’s what?” Bolton asked sluggishly, for he’d eaten and drunk as fulsomely as he’d complimented Miss Exeter earlier.

“Valerian here thinks you’re about to offer for the chit. Are you?” the baron barked.

Valerian shot his uncle a look, for Bolton had lunged upright. He’d never seen a man sober faster, not even when he’d been doused with a bucket of cold water. Bolton’s pale blue eyes went from watery inattention to a look his cousin had seen on the faces of men facing a firing squad.

“Never said so. Pretty thing. But early days yet,” Bolton said, licking his lips.

His cousin was astonished. For a man of thirty-odd, who’d evaded matchmakers as cleverly as he had dunning tailors, that was as good as a declaration of intent. Because as any matchmaking mama could have noted, he hadn’t precisely said no.

His uncle gazed at him thoughtfully. “Better look sharp then,” he said after a moment. “A girl like that will be snapped up soon as she sets foot in London. Her father was a schoolmate of mine, so you’ve got a pre-Season preview here. You ought to make the most of it.”

“Haven’t said I will,” Bolton grumbled. “Said it’s early days yet, and it is. Only saw her for a matter of hours. Don’t even know if she likes me.”

“That’s not necessary for marriage,” the baron said, and watched as his other nephew shifted his long frame as though his chair had grown uncomfortable. “I’ve thrown you together, you have to make the most of it. You’ve got two weeks before she travels on to London with her mama. Then you’ll have hot competition, my boy. I’ve made sure you had a clear field here, at least. Don’t even have a proper house full of guests so there won’t be any fortune hunters to take the shine out of you. Well, damn it, sir,” the baron said irritably at Bolton’s wounded expression, “they know how to get around a female, it’s their profession. Competition isn’t your forte, Bolton, that’s the truth with no bark on it.”

“Well, then,” Valerian said, arising and stretching gracefully, “I can see that I definitely oughtn’t to add to it by my presence, one way or the other. I don’t flatter myself that I would pose any problem for you, Cousin,” he said with as much sincerity as he could muster, “but I’d definitely be in the way. A fellow needs to give his lady flowers and poetry, candies and compliments, as well as his undivided attention, in order to win her. I’ll be on my way after breakfast in the morning, Uncle, Cousin,” he said.

“Not” his uncle and his cousin cried at once, and then looked at each other. The baron inclined his head, giving Bolton permission to speak first.

“Ah, er, you wouldn’t be in the way,” Bolton said, perspiration showing on his round face even in the cool room. “I aint too used to young chits, you know. I might need some advice, you know,” he went on, turning his face sideways to his cousin. Valerian noted that he’d begun to develop a tic in the cheek his uncle couldn’t see. “Advice about what to do, you see,” Bolton continued, “what to do about things here,” he went on. “I’m not saying I’m going to ask for her right off, but I don’t want to leave just yet, don’t you see,” he said pointedly, his eye twitching madly, until Valerian realized it was his cousin’s attempt to tip him a wink that was causing the wild spasms in his face.

“Just so,” the baron said. “You need to show him how to go on, Valerian. This would be a perfect opportunity for him. Valentine’s Day is coming. What better time to win a maiden’s heart? Can you write up a poem? One you didn’t find in a book?” he asked Bolton suddenly. “Where would you get flowers? Raid my orchids?” he scoffed.

“There you are,” Bolton said with relief, as if delighted to be so abused by his uncle. “I don’t have a clue.”

“So you’ll stay,” the baron said meaningfully, staring at Valerian, reminding him of his promise to see that Bolton’s courtship prospered.

“Say you will,” Bolton said, winking fiercely at Valerian again, reminding him of his promise to see to matters of his purse rather than his heart.

“So I shall, I suppose,” Valerian sighed, for the first time since he’d sold out almost wishing he were back in the Peninsula, where all he’d be expected to do was slay his fellowman and save his own life.

*

Valerian rode out the next day, after breakfast. But not alone, and not to return to his town house in London as he’d wished. He was accompanied by his cousin, and they were off to order up some flowers for Miss Exeter for Valentine’s Day at their uncle’s express command.

“I thought you despised flowers,” Valerian told his uncle at the breakfast table when he was given his orders.

“So I do, when I think of them at all,” the baron agreed between mouthfuls of porridge, “but females do not.”

“You’ve got bowers of them here,” Valerian persisted.
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