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      The early morning sunlight of the brilliant late March day sparkled off the sills and railings of the quiet row of town houses in this fashionable section of London. It was weeks before the start of the Season, and few of the upper ten thousand had yet stirred from hearth and home to make their annual pilgrimage to London.

      But one knocker, at least, was on its door, and the house itself bore an indefinable air of habitation. The occupant of the livery coach drawing up before it was emboldened to think that the house looked welcoming, though she realized that this might be only a reflection of her own hopes, and not truth in fact.

      A coachman stepped down to assist the passenger out. The lady, obviously a lady of Quality, stopped to remind the driver—once again—that he was to walk the horses; then she hurried up the steps to where the watchful butler was already swinging the door wide.

      Josephine, Lady Mulford, was a short, plump lady, well past her middle years, with blue eyes that normally danced with mirth and a wealth of silvery hair kept tucked, with little success, beneath a widow’s lace cap. She suffered herself to be conducted to the morning room, where the butler assured her, in sepulchral tones, that: “his lordship will be with you directly, my lady.”

      Left to her own devices, Lady Mulford surveyed the room. Yes indeed, the tenth Earl of Coldmeece had done well by the earldom; in the seventh earl’s time, the town house had fallen into wrack and ruin. It had certainly been better for the family when poor William took himself and his family off to the Continent.

      Still, all had ended well. After being handed about the Darwen family for five years, the title—and concomitant debts—had settled on her godson and nephew, and he had worked hard to repair the depredations of his predecessors. Josephine had not been in England since before he had assumed the title, but she had been kept well informed and knew what a fantastic recoup was represented by the bright morning room with its French-gilt furniture and hangings of oyster brocade.

      By all accounts, the whole estate was doing equally well. After William’s tenure, of course, there had been nothing left but the entailed property, but the present earl had cleared a sizable portion of the burden of debt from it, and that in only three short years.

      More than ever, Josephine wondered about the reason for her summons. She had written from Vienna that she and her entourage were coming home for the Season, but she had not expected to be greeted at Dover by a peremptory summons by the head of the family.

      She had last seen her godson five years ago. Then a dour young man of thirty with a malicious sense of humor, he had nevertheless not been backward in any courtesy, and Lady Mulford was about to ring for the butler to see what was detaining him when the doors to the morning room swung open and the earl stepped in.

      Bevan Gervase Timothy St. George Darwen, Earl of Coldmeece, Viscount St. Germain, Baron St. George of Harrow and Coldham, Baron of Ness, Lord Landsowne, and holder of other minor titles and dignities, was the tenth Earl of Coldmeece, his father and elder brother both having preceded him as earl in just two short years. At thirty-five, Gervase was one of the wealthiest peers in the realm. Following the convention that any man of sufficient rank and wealth must automatically be deemed handsome, Gervase was handsome, though in a lesser mortal the gray-blue eyes with their disconcerting glint of mockery, the unruly reddish-brown hair in its unfashionable curls, the full lips, and the strong features, might have earned a less flattering epithet.

      Gervase was dressed quite casually; his tall, muscular form was clad in dove-gray pantaloons, yellow weskit, and a stuff coat of dull green. His jewelry was restricted to an heirloom signet and a single fob, and his hair seemed to have escaped his attention altogether. In short, save for some new lines about the eyes and a not uninteresting reserve, Gervase Darwen was much the same as Lady Mulford remembered him.

      At the sight of her, the earl smiled. “Dearest Godmama!” he said, coming forward. “I hope I have not kept you waiting long, but Salvington attacked me at my dressing this morning and would give me no peace until I had settled some small matters. But come! You must be perishing; I am abominable to have dragged you from your home at this confoundedly early hour, but I had no choice.”

      Lady Mulford had raised enough nieces and nephews among the prolific Darwens not to know when she was being charmed for motives having little to do with familial duty to one’s elders.

      “Well, Gervase,” she said composedly, seating herself on a sopha, “if you had no choice but to post a messenger to await us when we landed, the matter must be urgent indeed.”

      “Ah,” said the earl, apparently momentarily at a loss. He was saved by a footman bearing ratafia and biscuits; as he poured a glass for Lady Mulford he seized the opportunity to change the subject.

      “And how does Lady Louisa find London, Godmama? It must be quite a change after—That is, it must be quite a change,” he finished lamely.

      Lady Mulford sipped her ratafia and considered the question. Her niece and traveling companion, Lady Louisa Darwen, had not set foot in Mother England since she was ten years old, when her father, the seventh earl, had decamped with his wife and child for European destinations. Lady Louisa’s subsequent peculiar upbringing was a family scandal, but far from wishing to sink into respectable obscurity in the arms of her homeland, she had, on the docks at Dover, burrowed her militant chin into her scarf of Russian sables and announced loudly that she wished to return to Paris. Lady Mulford rather thought that put an end to plans for an English Season, and only the summons from Gervase had steeled her to endure Louisa’s waspish comments and post up to London to see what he wanted. Louisa’s wrath had abated somewhat once she was tucked into bed at Mulford House, but Lady Mulford did not think they would be remaining long.

      However, it would hardly do to make Gervase privy to any of these interesting intelligences.

      “Your cousin Louisa,” said Lady Mulford blandly, “finds returning to England quite interesting—and as you were one of the loudest proponents, five years ago, of the odd idea that she should be left in Turkey, I hardly understand this sudden interest in her welfare.”

      The earl had the grace to blush. “Now, Godmama,” he protested, “it was hardly my decision—and who knew if the chit’d turn out presentable? She is presentable, isn’t she?” he asked with some anxiety.

      “Quite.” Lady Mulford considered her niece’s dazzling career in St. Petersburg, Brussels, and Vienna, and wondered just what sort of notions Gervase had formed of his cousin. “Still, you hardly dragged me up to Town at a breakneck pace to congratulate me on Louisa.” Lady Mulford pursed her lips interrogatively and waited.

      The Earl of Coldmeece rose to his feet and strode about the room, finally coming to rest with his elbow on the mantel above the fireplace. He then glowered off into space, his strong features and prominent eyebrows giving his countenance a forbidding cast that, Lady Mulford knew, was quite unintentional.

      “Godmama,” he said at last, “I intend to marry.”

      For one mad moment Lady Mulford entertained the notion that Gervase meant to offer for Louisa. Only the knowledge that Gervase considered Louisa the most thoroughly unsuitable of all possible brides for any respectable man kept her from putting this notion into words.

      “Well,” she said at last, “it is time and to spare, certainly—but what has it to do with me?”

      The earl regarded her with the blank expression of one who feels he has already made all clear. “I shall,” he amplified, “be taking a wife.”

      Lady Mulford cast an amused eye upon her godson. Gervase was plainly unused to explaining his pronouncements. “Ah,” she said, as one enlightened, “and had you any particular maiden in mind, Gervase, or did you call me to Town to beg my help?”

      An answering spark of amusement tugged at the corner of the earl’s mouth. “How odd you should put it that way, Godmama, for I must ask your help—throw myself on your mercy, in fact.” He picked up a small chair and moved it to a comfortable position near her, then seated himself and leaned forward confidingly. “It’s the most awkward tangle, Godmama. Before I knew you would be in England I had thought of asking your sister, Lady Templeton, especially as her son is my heir and she must feel herself beholden. But all of her appalling brats are down with the measles and she won’t even be coming up to Town this Season. I was almost at a standstill, when your letter came and I knew I might count upon you. It’s a matter of some delicacy.”

      Having thus prepared his audience, the earl continued. “Lady Celia Darwen-Neville—she’s my great-uncle’s granddaughter; perhaps you may recall that her father, the late Earl of Orleton, died two years ago, and I am one of her trustees—”

      Lady Mulford tapped her foot impatiently. “Gervase, do, I beg of you, come to the point!”

      “Well, in any case,” the earl said hastily, “the child is now of an age to come to Town for her first Season, and of course she has no close female relatives that might take her in. And while she may be my ward, you must admit it would hardly do for her to stay under my roof.”

      “Is Caroline still in Italy, then?” Lady Mulford asked. The earl grimaced. “The so-dear dowager countess of Coldmeece, my most esteemed sister-in-law, has returned home, having run through all her allowance for this quarter and the next. She currently resides in Bath, where I can only hope she will continue to make her abode for an indefinite period. But surely, Godmama, you can see that it would not answer. I could not have Caro present Lady Celia—for one thing, it’s only fair that the chit enjoy her first Season, and once Caro found out I intend to marry the girl, well…”

      “Marry Orleton’s daughter? That would put Caro’s nose out of joint!” Lady Mulford, familiar with Caro Darwen, could only agree that she was not the person to place in charge of the young lady in question. “But—do you mean to say Caro does not know? Has it not yet been announced?”

      “Not a soul knows of the marriage as yet,” the earl affirmed. “Lady Celia is living with a governess at Thornage Hall in Yorkshire. She is just seventeen, has lived buried in the country all her life, and I’m tolerably certain she would welcome a London Season before she marries.”

      Lady Mulford’s eyes grew misty as she thought of her own long-ago first Season. “It would certainly be a shame if she must put off her come-out,” she agreed. “But I don’t know, Gervase, my plans aren’t certain—we may not be staying in England long.”

      “But, Godmama,” he protested, rising to his feet again, “you haven’t set foot here for—what? Five years? Six? You must stay for the Season at least. I’m sure Lady Louisa would rate you very poor-spirited indeed if you forced her to miss it. And she would like to have Lady Celia for company.”

      Lady Mulford knew a mouse when she smelled it. Gervase had never shown the slightest interest in his Turkish-raised cousin before, except to urge the family to bury her safely in some out-of-the-way place. To find him now concerned with Louisa’s likes and dislikes would have made even a more credulous soul than his doting godmother suspicious. “But perhaps,” she suggested, “Lady Celia may not wish to know such a—a dashing young lady as your cousin Louisa. That die-away wife of Orleton’s was a notorious bluestocking, wasn’t she? What, then, is her daughter like?”

      The earl shrugged. “Well enough, I suppose.”

      “You suppose?” Lady Mulford said. “Don’t you know? Gervase, what is it that you are trying—unsuccessfully—to keep hidden from your godmama?”

      “Really, Godmama! It is a common enough thing, after all. It is simply that my father and Lord Orleton were great friends, and for some reason they decided when Lady Celia was born that a marriage between the two of us would unite the families most happily.”

      Lady Mulford frowned perplexedly. “But the family knew nothing of this!”

      The earl raised his brows with sudden humor. “My father, as you know, was not wont to explain his actions to anyone. This marriage was arranged when I was eighteen, but I knew nothing of it until this year.”

      Lady Mulford raised her brows in an expression of supercilious doubt, which the earl smiled to see.

      “Yes,” he said. “I too thought it might be an attempt to snare the earldom of Coldmeece as a marriage prize. But when I had Salvington look into the matter, it was discovered that the contract had been most properly drawn up, with dowries and settlements arranged, when Lady Celia was still in leading strings. And there the thing stood—until recently. And it’s my opinion,” he added as an aside, “that our respective honored papas quite forgot about the matter.

      “In any case, my father never said anything about it to me. And then Edmund died too, and affairs were in the most wretched muddle I ever saw or heard of. Salvington assumed Edmund had discussed the betrothal with me, and so left it in my hands. There matters might have ended, save that the girl’s other trustee wrote me a few months back asking if I intended to honor the contract, and, if not, what should be done about Lady Celia.”

      “And so you proposed marriage to a girl you’ve never seen?” said Lady Mulford. She hadn’t yet decided whether Gervase’s tale was romantic or heartless. His next words, however, decided her.

      “Oh, there’ll be time enough for that when she arrives. I must marry to secure the line, as the family has been at pains to point out to me. One female is as good as the next, and we Darwens always marry our cousins—nearly always, that is—and what difference which cousin? No doubt the chit’s tolerably attractive, and with Orleton for a father, she can’t be a lackwit; she’s—”

      “Gervase,” Lady Mulford exclaimed in awful tones, “never tell me you haven’t even offered for the girl! All this talk of marriage and a Season—with a girl you’ve never seen, and who will refuse you as likely as not!”

      The earl gazed at his wrathful godmother with an expression of mild surprise. “But my dearest Godmama, why should she refuse me?”

      Such effrontery struck Lady Mulford speechless. How could her beloved godson have grown so odiously high in the instep as to coolly suggest that any damsel would naturally marry him at his lightest request? Sputteringly, she attempted to put these feelings into words, but the earl interrupted her with a minatory gesture.

      “My dearest Godmama, I am the Earl of Coldmeece. I can think of no reason that Lady Celia Darwen-Neville would consider marrying plain Gervase Darwen, but that is not what she is being asked to do. She will be the Countess of Coldmeece.”

      “And that must carry all?”

      “Many people,” drawled the earl sardonically, “seem to feel that being the Countess of Coldmeece is a pleasure worth any amount of exercise to attain.”

      Lady Mulford pursed her mouth in sudden understanding. So Caro was making an attempt to revive her old romance with Gervase and become countess once more. That infernal woman’s meddling must be the spur to Gervase’s sudden desire to marry.

      “Unfortunately,” said the earl, “it seems that Lady Celia will not have the felicity of making that choice—at least, not this Season—since if you will not bring her out, she must remain in Yorkshire another year. Tell me, how does Lady Louisa fare in European society?”

      Bewildered by this ruthless change of subject, Lady Mulford could only answer, “Oh, well, of course it is so very different than what she was used to. But I fancy that between us, Augustus and I have turned her out tolerably well.”

      “Ah,” said the earl, dismissing for the moment this reference to his cousin and heir, Augustus, in view of the larger prize. “Then I trust I may have the felicity of soon seeing the announcement of her engagement in the Gazette? She is what? Nineteen? Twenty?”

      “She is twenty-three, as you well know, Gervase, and as you must also know, has received no offers of marriage as yet.”

      The earl studied his fingertips with assumed indifference, which made Lady Mulford warier than all his cajoling graces had. “A pity,” he said to his signet ring. “I’m sure you would be happy to see her comfortably established. I’m sure I need not tell you that you must make a push to do so soon, before she is too firmly on the shelf.”

      Since this was no more than Josephine thought herself, she contented herself with an abrupt nod. She had hoped for great things from their London Season; here in England the Darwen name might make up for a great deal in the way of eccentricity and lack of dowry. Lady Mulford was fond of her wayward niece, and feared for Louisa’s lot after she, Josephine, was no longer there to take care of her.

      “Perhaps,” said the earl with an air of sudden discovery, “you might consider remaining for the Season after all. It would be a great opportunity for Lady Louisa, and you might consider taking Lady Celia as well.”

      Lady Mulford could see the trap Gervase was laying for her now but was powerless to avoid it. Desperately, she temporized. “We had been planning a—a quiet Season, Gervase. I’m sure it would not do for Lady Celia at all.”

      “A quiet Season, Godmama?” said the earl with mockery. “Oh, no, that would never do, you know. Tiptoe back meekly and all the ton will be sure you have something to hide! No, if you are ever to get Lady Louisa off your hands, you must fire her off with flair—and what better way than by having her share Lady Celia’s come-out? I will even,” he added magnanimously, “give a ball for them here at Coldmeece House. Oh, and I’ll pay all the expenses for both girls, of course.”

      “There’s no need for that,” snapped Lady Mulford, thoroughly irritated with her high-handed, managing godson, even while she admitted the wisdom of his plan. “I am quite capable of managing my own affairs! Never fear, I shall see to it that poor little Celia has her come-out, and Louisa too, and I hope you may not come to regret your incredible foolishness!” She rose to her feet with an angry flounce.

      The earl accompanied her to the door. “Never fear, Godmama,” he told her, sounding very well pleased with himself. “The earldom can carry all—even the debut of a female raised in a harem.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      It was through no fault of her own that Lady Louisa Darwen had spent most of her formative years in the harem of the Grand Seraglio at Constantinople. In 1806, when she had been just ten years of age, her improvident father, the seventh Earl of Coldmeece, had fled England and towering indebtedness with his wife and child. Since the Corsican Monster had, at that time, been terrorizing the Continent, the little party had landed in Portugal, beginning an aimless journey that took them progressively farther south and east, until at last they came to rest in Constantinople. There her feckless but charming father had happily deposited his countess and his daughter in the ladies’ quarters of the Sultan’s palace for safekeeping while he went off on some mysterious plan for recouping his fortunes.

      Louisa had instantly adored the harem—the warmth, the bright colors, the chattering monkeys and birds, the gaily decked and painted ladies who lavished every care and attention on the pale, gawky English child. She had hardly noticed when her mother, who had never become reconciled to harem life, died some time later, and her father never reappeared to claim her. Her last link with England gone, Louisa had settled quite happily into Eastern life and her role as the indulged pet of the lovely French Sultan Valide.

      The Darwens had been informed of the demises of the seventh earl and the countess; the child of his dear friend, so the Sultan wrote, was, of course, under his care in the harem, and what was to be done with her? Owing to the uncertain nature of mails and travel during Napoleon’s tenure, the answer to this query was never received, and Lady Louisa Darwen—or, as she had been renamed, Amber Pearl—dwelt contentedly in the seraglio until the momentous year of 1814. During the lull that followed the Corsican Tyrant’s banishment to Elba, another letter found its way to England and the head of the Darwen family, then Louisa’s cousin Edmund, the ninth Earl of Coldmeece. This second letter rather tartly informed the Darwens that the child of his dear friend was now a young woman of eighteen, and inquired whether her family ever intended to claim her, or whether a proper marriage should be arranged for her in Turkey. It was the arrival of this missive that had resulted in Lady Mulford indignantly making all haste to Turkey to rescue her niece.

      It was a moot point as to whether aunt or niece had suffered the more dreadful shock upon meeting. Lady Mulford, expecting a demure, persecuted damsel in white muslin, had nearly suffered a spasm upon being presented with a painted houri clad in brilliant silks and decked out in jewels. Amber Pearl, equally appalled, had regarded Lady Mulford with wide, kohl-rimmed eyes, tugged doubtfully at her waist-length braid of hair hennaed to the color of glowing coals, and responded dutifully, first in Turkish, then in French, and then, with some difficulty, in English so heavily accented as to be almost unintelligible to her horrified relative.

      That had been five years ago; today, Lady Mulford flattered herself, her niece could pass herself off with credit in proper society—although it was a thousand pities Louisa couldn’t seem to be made to see what a scandalous and dreadful place that harem had been! Lady Mulford sighed, then pushed open the door to her niece’s room.

      This room, one of the first to have been readied, showed no trace of the chaos afflicting other areas of Mulford House. Heavy velvet curtains were pulled snugly over the tall windows so that no ray of sunlight might intrude. In the center of the room was a massive four-poster bed, elaborately draped in rose brocade. In the center of the bed, like a dormouse in a nest, slept Louisa.

      At twenty-three, Lady Louisa Darwen showed little sign of her exotic past. Her curly waist-length mane of hair had long since returned to its natural color. Most unfortunately, that natural color was sandy red, which meant, equally unfortunately, that her skin had the greenish pallor of skimmed milk, and that her lashes—virtuously free of the kohl Amber Pearl had once used so lavishly—were as pale as her skin, invisibly fringing eyes of some indeterminate color. There was no denying, Lady Mulford thought regretfully, that her darling niece was quite…quite—well, out of the common style of fashionable prettiness. And if only she weren’t so tall…

      However, Lady Mulford thought, looking resolute, prettiness was not all. No matter what the effort, Louisa would have her London Season, and would not be allowed to destroy her own chances for security and happiness. Lady Mulford turned away from the bed and threw open the curtains.

      Sunlight suffused the room and the sleeper burrowed deeper beneath the covers, but Lady Mulford showed no mercy. Seating herself by Louisa’s side, she pried pillows and bedclothes from her niece’s grasp, until Louisa sat braced against her pillows regarding her aunt with faint interest.

      “Now,” said Lady Mulford brightly, “don’t you wish to hear what your cousin the earl had to say to me?”

      Louisa rubbed her face sleepily. She did not wish to hear about her normally adored aunt’s morning. Furthermore, Aunt Josephine knew that she didn’t, and they both knew she knew. Therefore, it must be that Louisa’s angelic aunt had News to Impart, and was going to do so no matter what protest her woefully tried niece might make. This being the case, Louisa rallied her forces for a concerted show of alertness.

      “The earl,” she suggested, “has declared war upon France, and we must go back there until it is over.”

      Lady Mulford made clucking noises. “Dear Louisa, are you certain you are quite awake? You cannot be forever burrowing in your bed; you will see nothing of London, and it is such a lovely day!”

      Before Louisa could frame a suitable reply, the door opened again and Rigsby entered, bearing a tray.

      “I thought Miss would be wanting her chocolate,” the abigail said, with a baleful look at Louisa. Louisa accepted the tray with unabashed gratitude and settled it across her knees. The warmth of the delicate china cup was comforting in her hands. She had been only a week in this abominable Frankish purgatory and she doubted that she would ever be warm again. And this, so she had been assured, was spring!

      “Well,” her aunt began confidingly, “you remember that dear Gervase left a message at Dover that I was to call upon him at once?” She paused dramatically before adding, “Louisa, he is planning his nuptials!”

      Louisa gazed attentively at her, awaiting some further revelation.

      “It is high time that he was about it, too,” Lady Mulford continued, “as he is quite five-and-thirty, and ought to set up his nursery before he is very much older. And his bride is to be Lady Celia Darwen-Neville—she is a cousin of yours, darling.”

      Louisa, plainly unimpressed, yawned and stretched. “Half England can call cousins with me, Aunt. There are Darwens so thick upon the ground there’s hardly any distinction in it. But I cannot see that there is anything in that to cause my-cousin-the-Earl to drag you off the docks to listen to it!”

      “Well,” said Lady Mulford, “that wasn’t quite all. He wanted to know my—our—plans. Poor little Celia has not yet made her come-out; she is an orphan with no close female relation to present her. Gervase is her trustee, and of course he must find someone to take charge of her for the Season.”

      “The Dowager Countess Caro being impossible,” Louisa commented dryly. “Aunt Templeton?”

      “Measles.”

      Louisa made a face. “Oh, poor Augustus! I hope he didn’t catch it when he went home—he would look dreadfully queer all over spots! Great-aunt Serena, then?”

      “Serena Darwen hasn’t come up to Town in ten years, and you know Gervase doesn’t get on with the woman—not that anyone does,” Lady Mulford added in a fair-minded fashion. “And before you ask, your Aunt Sophronia is still in America, and unlikely to return after thirty years to present Lady Celia.”

      “Ah,” said Louisa broodingly; then, “I have it! Cousin Coldmeece can marry his Lady Celia from the nursery! Then she may live under his roof in all propriety and have her Season. I hope you suggested it to him, Aunt, for I’m sure it is the very thing that will answer.” Louisa quickly seized a roll from her breakfast tray and began to butter it, an expression of sublime forbearance playing on her face.

      “In fact,” said Lady Mulford cunningly, “I did suggest that very thing, but it will not do, as Gervase has never yet seen or spoken with dear little Celia—and so of course she has no idea of his feelings,” she added hastily.

      Louisa choked and began to cough, and it took several minutes’ frantic pounding on the back by Lady Mulford to restore her.

      “And so you see, darling, he can hardly marry her from the schoolroom,” Lady Mulford finished.

      Louisa chortled in delight. “Marrying a girl he’s never seen! And doesn’t know! And hasn’t asked. What if she won’t have him?”

      Ruthlessly sacrificing Gervase’s character, Lady Mulford said, “It is Gervase’s opinion that no woman will turn down the opportunity to be a countess, and the truth of this can hardly be determined if Lady Celia remains in the country.” Louisa had long ago developed a fixed dislike of her noble cousin the Earl of Coldmeece, based on nothing more than the information that he had been firmly against bringing her back to England from the seraglio. Louisa, upon discovering this, had instantly declared that he had wished to have her put in a sack and drowned in the Bosphorus, a theme upon which she had then embroidered with every assistance from her cousin Augustus, who thought it a famous joke. Therefore Louisa now regarded with glee the discomfiture of this ogre of her own creation. “Oh, I hope she may refuse him! I most assuredly should, in the circumstances!” She clasped her hands to her bosom in a theatrical expression of maidenly sensibility. “I must meet her! When is my dear, sweet little cousin coming to Town, and who did Coldmeece cozen into bringing her out?”

      Lady Mulford took a deep breath. “Me.”

      Louisa stared at her. “But that’s ridiculous! Doesn’t the man know we aren’t staying in London? What could he have been thinking of?”

      “As to that,” said her aunt, “it is I who have been doing the thinking, and I have come to realize that Gervase was righter than he knew when he urged me to stay in London this season. Do you remember what we talked about in Brussels?”

      “You, my love, had a notion you’d like to see some dear stolid English faces once more, and that somewhere on the Marriage Mart you might find some paragon tall enough and rich enough and stupid enough to marry me,” Louisa recited obediently. “But I assure you, Aunt, you need not remain on my account. We can find this mythical creature in Italy as well as here. Everyone’s traveling, you know, since the Beast was got rid of.”

      “Louisa, do try to listen to sense! It is true that part of the reason I wished to return home was to find you a husband, and now I see that we should have come back sooner, as soon as you were able. It’s no good putting these things off, and you must marry.”

      Louisa stared mulishly down into the dregs of her chocolate. “I don’t see why, Aunt Josephine—unless you wish to be rid of me.”

      Lady Mulford took her niece by the shoulders and shook her gently. “Don’t be silly, Louisa! You have a home with me for as long as you like, but you know I shan’t be here forever—now don’t you laugh, child—I might be carried off at any moment!”

      “By an impatient beau!”

      “That’s as may be. But it’s no secret how Mulford left the property settled, and the trustees say there is no way for me to settle even a modest income upon you. Oh, if only my dear brother William had been more provident!”

      “If Papa had been more provident, he would have married a lady of larger fortune—and he would have run through it just the same,” Louisa said philosophically. “Dearest Aunt, I know I have no dowry and that your husband was most shockingly clutch-fisted. But I do not see what all that has to do with marriage, Cousin Coldmeece, Lady Celia, or the idiotish notion that we should stay one moment longer than we must in this cold, dark, damp, cold—”

      “St. Petersburg, may I remind you, Louisa, was far colder,” her aunt said.

      “But St. Petersburg had closed-stove heating. Oh, may we get a stove, if we are to stay, Aunt? I should be warm, then! I do not see why the Frankish persons here do not adopt the idea. I shall start a reform movement: ‘For the Adoption and Promulgation of Closed-Stove Heating, for the Health of all Sane Frankish Persons.’”

      Lady Mulford looked penetratingly at Louisa, and when she had her niece’s full attention once again, she continued. “Say what you will, Louisa; in marriage lies your only true security. How would you manage if I were gone?”

      “I should become a governess, of course,” Louisa responded promptly, “like all those dreary romantical heroines.”

      “Even if you were suited to such a life—which I doubt very much, miss—you have none of the qualifications looked for in a governess. Now, let us be sensible, Louisa. It is true you have a Past, but here at home I am not without influence. Our family is one of the very best in the country, and that must count for something. And that is why I told Gervase I will take his dear little ward Celia; nothing could be more proper than my presenting you both, and becoming the friend of the future countess of Coldmeece can only be to your advantage. You must look to your future, darling.”

      “I can’t see that it’s to my advantage to appear at the side of a blushing English country flower. That will make me look a sight! How old is Lady Celia? Twelve?”

      “She is just seventeen, and from what Gervase says, well educated and quietly raised.”

      “Yes, but is she tall or short? Dark or fair? A chatterbox or a sphinx? And don’t tell me the blushing bridegroom hasn’t a clue and couldn’t care less, because if you do, Aunt, I shall go off into whoops again. I never heard of anything so infamous!”

      Lady Mulford could only agree with her niece, but she was relieved that the matter of remaining in London for the Season had been disposed of so quietly. She only hoped that Louisa would approach the quest for a husband with the gravity and care the matter deserved.

      “I’m sure you will enjoy London, Louisa—it may not be as fashionable as Paris or Vienna, but it is far more important for you. And if you cannot like it here, I shall not tease you to stay. It is only for Lady Celia’s come-out, and she may, of course, prefer spinsterhood to marrying Gervase—which is quite well for her, as Orleton left her possessed of a large fortune. But it will hardly do for you, darling. Oh, it will be so good to be home again. We shall both need new wardrobes—some of the Paris gowns will do, but the Russian frocks are quite ineligible, and no one has yet had a decent robe cut in Italy. I cannot think what possessed me to have the puce satin made up there…such lovely fabric it was, too. Well, perhaps Rigsby can find some use for it—which reminds me, Louisa, now that we are home we must see about providing you with a proper maid.”

      Louisa was half asleep, listening to her aunt’s flow of happy chatter and vowing to herself to be very good and stick England without a murmur of complaint, when the mention of a maid aroused her attention. Louisa had very definite views on maids.

      “Oh, Aunt Josephine!” she protested. “Not another! ‘Yes m’lady, no m’lady,’ and never anything the way I like it. I had proper maids once,” she said darkly, with the air of one brooding upon past wrongs.

      “Louisa,” said Lady Mulford warningly.

      “The sweetest black twins—”

      “Louisa Darwen—”

      “—and they were mine. They were a present from Nakshidil Valide.”

      “Louisa, I wish you would not discuss that—that unfortunate incident!”

      Louisa stopped in midcomplaint and eyed her aunt quizzically. “Unfortunate incident? Really, my love, I would hardly describe six years in the harem as an incident. ‘Career,’ perhaps, but…” She looked innocently at her aunt.

      With a stifled sigh, Lady Mulford got to her feet. “That’s as may be, but it is all behind you now—and I hope you will keep it there! Now, I shall send Rigsby in to you—it is time you were up and about. We have a great deal to do here.” Favoring Louisa with a cheery smile, Lady Mulford trotted from the room.

      Louisa pulled the bedclothes up around her ears to savor the last of the blessed warmth before Rigsby came to drag her from her bed, pour water over her, and insist that she behave like a proper young English lady of Quality. She was sorry now that she had teased Aunt Josephine; her aunt was always made acutely uncomfortable by references to Louisa’s childhood, although Louisa still couldn’t quite understand why.

      For all that people said about the ties of home and family, Louisa wondered whether it wouldn’t have been far better for all concerned if she had been let to stay in the only home she had ever really known, and all the incomprehensible English Darwens had gone about their own business. However, it was about five years too late to alter matters, so she supposed she must make the best of them. With a resigned sigh, Louisa thrust the bedclothes from her and went to select a walking dress.

      Something warm.
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      The freakish fair weather of early spring could not last, and so it was to no one’s surprise that a string of jewel-bright days was followed by as many more that were as gray and forbidding as any pessimist could wish.

      The Earl of Coldmeece occupied himself with the continuing business of increasing an already large estate, and with preparations for the coming ball. It would have been a matter for his hostess, did he have one, but he was reluctant to inflict the work on Lady Mulford, and he had not yet determined to have her fill that place. It would be seen by everyone as a shocking slight to the dowager countess, and Gervase had no desire to engage Caro’s volatile temper. There would be tantrums enough once Caro learned that he was marrying Lady Celia.

      These musings were cut short by the arrival in Gervase’s vestibule of a dripping figure in a voluminous coat of many capes, swearing and soaked. The earl appeared in the library doorway to watch the fun. From what could be seen through the still-open door to the street, the voluble incognito had arrived on horseback, and his mount, a blood bay stallion of uncertain manners, was currently trying conclusions with one of Gervase’s grooms.

      “Why, Augustus,” said the earl mildly, recognizing both horse and coat, “how kind of you to call.”

      The Honorable Augustus Leslie Templeton, at twenty-five one of the most eligible of partis ever to grace the ton, turned and doffed his dripping headgear to his cousin before handing the drenched article to a footman. He brushed a careless hand through his curly black hair and smiled ruefully. “Yes, I know. It’s shocking of me, ain’t it? But I didn’t have any idea it was going to rain, I assure you, and Prometheus don’t like it above half.”

      Correctly understanding this last to apply to Augustus’s mount, the earl suggested they repair to the fireside. “I don’t see, Augustus, how you could expect any colt of Witchfire’s to take to the wet.”

      “Oh, well, but you know Papa’d bred her to Torchlight at the Low Farm, and he’s gentle as a lamb. Not that it matters; it’s only a bit of temper that’ll easily work out. I’ll match him against your Champion any day!”

      The earl raised an eyebrow noncommittally. “You might be surprised by the result,” he said. “But what brings you to Town so far in advance of the Season? When I heard you’d come home with Lady Mulford, I made sure you’d be stopping in the country for another month.”

      Augustus accepted a glass of the earl’s excellent port and stretched his hands out to the fire. “And so I should have been, recruiting nature in the bosom of my family, except that the week I arrived one of the nurserymaids came out in spots, and what should my revolting siblings do but catch it, every one, from Deborah down to the baby. You never heard such howls. This was to be Deb’s Season, and now there’s no hope of it, and Mama running half mad, and couldn’t remember whether I’d had them or not. Not that it matters to me, but she packed me off to the Dower House!” Augustus looked outraged. Gervase’s mouth twitched, but he sternly schooled his features to an expression of sympathy. “‘The house at Temple Down,’” Augustus recited, in dark pedantic tones, “‘is built on the site of ruins of Great Antiquity’—and it’s a ruin of great antiquity itself, if you ask me. No chimneys, no drains—no cook—and the roof leaking with the everlasting rain. I tell you, it’s a miracle we stood it as long as we did, but there is a limit to what mortal flesh should be asked to bear. Even Town would be better, so I rode up to see about rooms at Grillon’s or some such while Sasha packs. Thought I could beat out the weather, however—” He shrugged. “I am as you see me. When the rain lets up I shall be on my way.”

      The earl regarded him fondly. “Don’t be a fool, Augustus. You must stay here, if you think you can bear it. Think how much more convenient. Besides, you can support me, if you will, through the rigors of what promises to be an exceptionally trying Season.”

      “Ah,” said Augustus superciliously. “Off to France again for cattle for Coldmere? Or is it Italy? Or Ireland, for horses? No.” Augustus shook his head wisely. “It will never do. You see before you the veriest stay-at-home, knocked up by the rigors of five years on the Continent.”

      “Liar,” said Gervase without heat. “But the Season to which I was alluding is right here in Town. I am presiding, for my sins, over the come-out of Lady Celia Darwen-Neville, the daughter of the late earl of Orleton. She’s a ward of mine, and it’s high time she was brought out.”

      “Good God!” said Augustus. “You’re never letting Caro get her hooks into her? It won’t do, Cousin, it just won’t do. Orleton lived buried in the country, didn’t he? Odds on the gel’s never even seen a city, and to hand her to Caroline—she’ll go for a governess, you wait.”

      “Hardly that,” said Gervase. “As a matter of fact, Lady Celia’s to be the Countess of Coldmeece, though I agree with you about Caro. The betrothal’s not to be made public yet, by the way.”

      “I say!” Augustus bounded to his feet and seized Gervase’s hand. “This is a stunner! Well, let me be the first to wish you very happy, though I don’t suppose the last. It’s about time you were pulling in double harness—Mama said that very thing, just before Deb came out in spots. When’s the day?”

      “Oh,” said the earl vaguely, “sometime toward the end of the Season. There’s no need to rush things, and I’m sure Lady Celia will have enough on her mind at first without cluttering it with wedding preparations.” Then he eyed his cousin keenly. “You don’t mind, Augustus?”

      “Now that you’ve crushed my boyish dreams of becoming an earl when I grow up, by finally knuckling down to married life and setting up your nursery?”

      “The thought had crossed my mind,” said the earl.

      “Stuff!” said Augustus roundly. “After the hey-go-mad time I’ve had traveling about with our sainted Aunt Josie, I’d think it pretty tame to settle into a respectable earldom.”

      “A fate you seem perfectly ready to wish on me, however.”

      “Ah, well. Born to it, don’tcha see? Darwen on both sides, odiously respectable, while I’m no more than a skimble-skamble Templeton.”

      “One of the oldest and richest families in the country,” the earl commented.

      “Which ain’t the same thing at all,” Augustus finished happily. “No, no. To you the title, cousin mine, and I shall simply scrape along on my graces and the miserable pittance I’m to get from Great-aunt Serena.” He raised his glass to Gervase and looked pious.

      Since the “miserable pittance” referred to was, at a conservative estimate, something over ten thousand pounds a year, Gervase doubted Augustus would suffer much privation.

      “So what are your plans now, Augustus, the avenue of ‘respectable earldom’ being closed?”

      “Well,” Augustus began, “after I’ve seen you safely married—” He broke off. “Perhaps I shall pursue the wastrel course of the younger son; with Charles in the Army and Harry minding Temple Down, there’s no particular need of me,” he finished glibly.

      “You might consider doing something useful,” Gervase suggested.

      “I might,” Augustus conceded, favoring Gervase with a smile of such charm that the earl was certain his cousin had been wearied to death of this matter in the not-too-distant past. “But what? I ask myself, Gussie-my-lad, what occupation is there upon this swiftly tilting globe that is worthy of you? Your charm, your intelligence, your wit…”

      “Marriage, perhaps,” suggested the earl. “It’s time you took a wife as well. But that’s neither here nor there,” he added, ruthlessly turning the subject. “You haven’t yet said you would bear me up through the Season. When I think of the parties, the routs, the assemblies…”

      “You’ll give a ball, of course?”

      “Of course. For both girls, here at Coldmeece House. We’ll start the Season with it. I fancy we can be assured of a proper turnout.”

      “A proper turnout? I should say! Coldmeece House hasn’t been opened for a ball since before I was born. You’ll do famously, and of course I’ll be delighted to do my small bit to bear you up and turn all the matchmaking mamas green that they haven’t snabbled you for their daughters. I’d forgotten what it’s like here at home.”

      “You needn’t tell me the net wasn’t spread for you abroad, Augustus, for I know better.”

      “Oh, it was, but I am as subtle as the serpent, and more guileful. But here—what do you mean, ‘both girls’? And who’s to play your hostess, if Caroline’s not presenting this Celia chit?”

      The earl looked ever so slightly uncomfortable. “As to that, I have not yet made up my mind. Caroline’s fragile health, as you know, Augustus, makes it out of the question for her to bring Celia out.”

      “Oh, by Jove,” said Augustus appreciatively, “don’t it just! No, no, there’s no need to glare at me, Gervase, I know how to keep mum.”

      The earl did not look convinced of this, but continued. “And so I have asked Lady Mulford to sponsor Celia, and of course we shall give Lady Louisa a Season as well.”

      “Give Louisa a Season?” gasped Augustus in awed delight. He began to laugh, forcing Gervase to rescue his wineglass and set it on the side table. “Oh, dear,” said Augustus between peals.

      Gervase waited patiently for him to subside. “Is the girl really so ineligible, Augustus?”

      Augustus wiped tears of mirth from his eyes. “Oh, not at all, Cousin Coldmeece. No, no. In fact, I am sure she will do you credit.”

      The earl regarded Augustus narrowly. “Something must be done with her, after all, and as she is twenty-three, dowerless, and of an—unusual background, let us say, what better course than for her to share the come-out of the future Countess of Coldmeece?”

      “Where the Darwen name can cloak her sins in a mantle of English virtue,” Augustus caroled happily. “Oh, if only I could have been there when Aunt Josie told her they were staying in London! Oh, my dear Cousin, you are too good to us all, really you are!”

      “All right,” the earl demanded suspiciously, “what’s wrong with the girl?”

      “Wrong?” said Augustus, with an expression of pellucid innocence. “Nothing in the world, I assure you!” He paused as if to consider, then added in the bright tones of one telling an absolute bouncer, “It’s just that poor dear Lou’s most dreadfully shy, you know, but other than that…” The earl settled back in his chair with a disgruntled expression. Judging by Augustus’s reaction, Lady Louisa was a regular out-and-outer, who had not put off one whit the scandalous behavior she must have learned in Turkey. He must find out how outrageous the girl actually was; he had assumed from Lady Mulford’s letters that his cousin Louisa was at least presentable, but now…

      He would have to call on Lady Mulford at the earliest possible moment. Louisa Darwen’s unfortunate history was currently known only to a few, but if the girl were completely ineligible the whole appalling story would be bound to come out. There would be no getting her married off then—what man would choose a bride reared in the seraglio of the Grand Turk, however virtuous she might actually be? Lady Mulford had indignantly defended her niece, but Augustus’s maliciously gleeful expression argued ill for Lady Louisa’s virtues. Well, it should not become a tale for all the town if he could help it.

      “Since you’re staying,” he said to Augustus, “you may as well get yourself out of those wet things and send a message to your man to bring your traps here. You shan’t weasel out of your family duties with a cold, that I promise you.”

      “No,” said Augustus virtuously. “Certainly not. A London Season. Oh, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      The object of all this exercise sat, the following morning, in her aunt’s breakfast parlor, regarding the sun streaming in the windows with deep relief. If it had rained another day, she felt, she would surely have gone mad, but she did not trust the sun to remain past the point at which it beguiled her out of doors. Idly she toyed with the stiff billet of cream-colored vellum that lay beside her plate. Under the Coldmeece crest Augustus had written to tell her that he was staying at Coldmeece House to escape the measles, and would she ride with him at three? She had already dispatched her acceptance, and was quite looking forward to seeing Augustus again, but there was still the morning to be dealt with.

      The previous seven days had been a mad whirl of activity. Mulford House was still being cleaned top to bottom and made fit for occupancy. There had been appointments with the modiste, where Louisa had argued heatedly against her aunt’s plan to garb her in the die-away pastels suitable to a young girl’s first Season. There had also been far too many social calls on Lady Mulford’s London acquaintance, which Louisa had found numbing beyond words.

      On the brighter side, the horses—including her own dear Corsair—and Lady Mulford’s carriage had arrived, so they were not obliged to go on foot or in a job-chaise, and Lady Mulford had written to the abominable earl’s unknown betrothed, bidding Celia come to them for the Season. Louisa hoped that Celia would shield her from the worst of the deadly social rounds, and in truth, she looked forward to having another girl in her aunt’s establishment. Louisa had never lacked for companionship in the harem, but among the Franks, save for her cousin Augustus, she had met few persons her own age. Lady Celia would be welcome company.

      She had just poured herself a cup of tea when her aunt appeared in the doorway. “Louisa?” she said in amazement. “I was, the last time I looked,” Louisa said pertly.

      Lady Mulford subsided into a chair and gazed at Louisa, who was garbed in a serviceable but sadly outmoded gown of blue wool challis, cunningly accessorized by not one but three thick wool paisley shawls. “But, my dear child, whatever are you got up as?” she asked weakly. “I did not think to find you awake before noo—at this early hour. But since you are up, you may come with me to see Lady Vane—but not dressed like that!”

      Louisa grinned at her scandalized aunt and wrapped the topmost layer of shawl more securely about her shoulders. “Now, Aunt Josephine,” she said, “if you expect me to inventory the linens, turn out the closets, and air the guest rooms in one of my ball gowns, I must disabuse you of the notion.”

      “Turn out the—oh, Louisa, no! It is true Madame Francine will not have the first of your new wardrobe ready for another week, but your amber walking dress is more than suitable for an informal call of this nature.”

      “I could not ask such condescension from Lady Vane,” said Louisa hollowly. “Besides, isn’t she the one with that appallingly dull-minded son? Really, Aunt.”

      “Well…” Lady Mulford admitted with a sigh. She fiddled with the snugly fitting cuff of her morning dress. “But really, my dear, why don’t you let Mrs. Files attend to those horribly tedious chores? Whatever is a housekeeper for? It is the first sunny day in a week—do come with me, love.”

      Louisa laughed and shook her head. “No and no and no. You’ll not take away my excuse to avoid those dreary calls so easily. Besides—”

      “My dear Louisa, do you mean to tell me that you are planning to indulge in actual physical labor merely to avoid the tedium of a social call?”

      Her unregenerate niece regarded her with round, soulful eyes. “Aunt?”

      Correctly interpreting this as an affirmative, Lady Mulford sighed deeply. “Brain fever. I knew how it would be. The voyage home and the strain of the coming Season. I shall have to call in Sir Henry to examine you, but I know what he’ll say. Brain fever.”

      Louisa smiled and reached for a muffin. “Now, dearest, you know you simply cannot leave the task of making ready a house that has been closed for donkey’s years to poor Mrs. Files. One must always consider the sl—the servants. The day-to-day chores, yes, but there are major decisions to be made, and if one of us is not here…”

      “Mrs. Files may take offense, and feel we do not trust her,” suggested Lady Mulford hopefully.

      “Who do you think brought the matter to my attention in the first place?” Louisa asked.

      “Well,” said Lady Mulford doubtfully, “if it is that much of a task, perhaps I should stay and—”

      “No!” said Louisa instantly. “That is, I had much rather make myself useful here, while you bang the drum for Lady Celia’s arrival. It wouldn’t do, you know, for her to find her Season flat—any more than it would for her to find no bed ready for her.”

      Lady Mulford was forced to admit the truth of this, and of the fact that she was as much suited to ‘bang the drum’ as Louisa was to ready the bed. Louisa loved comfort, ease, and order, and in matters pertaining to their arrangement she was the most efficient and organized of mortals.

      “But,” Lady Mulford protested feebly, “I brought you to London to have fun, darling, not to slave away in the attics!”

      “Dearest and most totty-headed of aunts! I shan’t be slaving away in any attics, I assure you. Besides, Gussie has come up to Town to stay with Coldmeece, and I am engaged to ride with him at three, so you see, I shan’t be working all the day.”

      Lady Mulford reached out and patted her niece’s wrist. “I see that you are right, Louisa, but that reminds me…” She looked vaguely guilty. Louisa raised quizzical brows. Lady Mulford took a deep breath and continued. “It is about Augustus. I’m sure I need not tell you that London is different from any place you have ever been, and certain standards apply. Things that are perfectly acceptable in foreign society are not looked on at all the same way here. I’m certain it would not harm Augustus’s reputation—men are different, darling, as you know—but it would not look well, and really, as much as you may frown at me, there is Celia to consider. Gervase trusts me to see that all is brought off well, and so many people are likely to be jealous of poor Celia that they will seek any opportunity to brew scandal-broth. You see that it is a delicate situation.”

      “I’m sure I would see that, Aunt, if I could but figure out what you are talking about,” Louisa said perplexedly. “What is wrong with Gussie’s behavior?”

      “It is not so much his behavior,” Lady Mulford admitted reluctantly, “as it is—forgive me, darling—yours. Everyone has seen how you hang on his sleeve, and you must not do that here!”

      “But Augustus is my dearest friend, Aunt,” Louisa said in bewilderment. “I can’t pretend not to know him. I won’t!”

      “No one is asking that you give Augustus the cut direct, Louisa, only that you behave conformably with—with the decorum expected of a young lady of Quality, my love. And, my dear, you must be careful for Gussie’s sake as well as your own.”

      “You said he hadn’t any reputation to lose,” Louisa muttered mutinously.

      Lady Mulford looked shocked. “I never said that,” she protested. “Only think how it would reflect on his character, to seem to encourage a young, unattached lady of good family to sit in his pocket—be she never so much his cousin.”

      “Augustus hasn’t got any character,” Louisa said, but she knew she was beaten. If Aunt Josephine said that was what people would think, well, then people would think that. But it seemed hard to lose her dearest—her only—friend to the conventions of Society. She felt more alone than ever.

      Lady Mulford stood and patted Louisa’s cheek. “There, there, dear, do not look so sad, I beg of you. You may find someone this Season you can like better than Augustus, and I know neither of you would wish to stand in the other’s way. All will right itself with time, and you will laugh at this, you’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Her aunt’s words stayed with Louisa as she and Mrs. Files attacked their monumental task. She had thought herself well able to weather whatever the London ton saw fit to hurl at her, but only because she had imagined Augustus would be at her side.

      She was just about to change for riding when a breathless housemaid knocked to disturb her and announce that there was a caller in the morning room, and (in tones of greatest awe) that “It’s an earl, miss!”
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