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      “In London, Fleet marriages…were notorious. They were performed without license, first in the chapel of the Fleet Prison and then in nearby taverns and houses, several of which bore signs depicting a male and female hand clasped together above the legend ‘Marriages performed within.’ The marriages were mostly conducted by clergymen who were imprisoned in the Fleet for debt and were allowed the ‘Liberties of the Fleet,’ that is to say, were permitted to move about freely within a certain area immediately surrounding the prison.” (The English, a Social History, Christopher Hibbert, p. 382)

      “Fleet Prison, not far from Newgate, was one of three prisons chiefly for debtors administered by the Royal Courts of Justice at Westminster; the other two, the King’s Bench and the Marshalsea, were located to the south of the river.” (Thieves’ Kitchen, Donald A. Low, p. 56)

      “Lord Hardwicke’s [Marriage] Act of 1753 directed that any person solemnizing matrimony in any other than a church or public chapel without banns or license should on conviction be adjudged guilty of felony and be transported for fourteen years, and all such marriages should be void.

      “These clandestine marriages (especially of minors) were performed in rooms and taverns near the Fleet, a notorious debtor’s prison on Farringdon Street. Defrocked…ministers, imprisoned for debt in the Fleet, earned the ready by performing surreptitious marriages. Until Lord Hardwicke’s Act went into effect as law in 1754, such marriages were perfectly legal.

      “Members of the royal family, Quakers, and Jews were exempt under the Act, but Catholics were not. The only legal marriage a Roman Catholic could contract under English law had to be performed by an Anglican.… Scotland was declared exempt from the new law.” (The Regency Companion, Laudermilk and Hamlin, p. 80)
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      March 1807

      “I am afraid, Severn, that this time you’ve gone too far.”

      The light seeping through the library curtains was the dismal illumination of late afternoon, but Malhythe’s servants had been forced to drag Lord Severn from his bed for this interview. Severn regarded his father with mingled amusement and shock.

      “I am afraid, my lord father, that I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about.” With an indifference just shy of insolence, Severn seated himself. Crossing his legs, he concentrated his attention on the gleam of one silk-stockinged calf.

      “Pity—as the matter has gone far beyond the realm of boyish prank. And you, my lord, are no longer a boy. I lunched last week with Lord Childwall—his son, you will recall, is one of your cronies.”

      Bewildered by the abrupt change of subject, Severn ran a careless hand through his disordered curls to conceal his unease. “Ah, yes, Lucius the Anatomist—a man with an eye for neck but no bottom.”

      “If you choose to mock me, Severn, you show yourself to be far stupider than I had given you credit for. And I did, once, cherish some hopes of your intellect.”

      The arid acid in Malhythe’s voice brought Severn to attention—whatever he was babbling on about, the old man thought it was serious, and the Earl of Malhythe was not a man noted for either scruples or nerves. Severn straightened slowly in his chair and set both feet on the floor. For a brief moment he wished his cuffs less ornate and his toilette less hurried.

      “I meant no disrespect, sir. Pray continue.”

      Lord Malhythe leaned forward in his chair. The periwig that he affected despite changes in fashion gave him an antique severity, like a magistrate out of an old painting. His lace cuffs were brilliant in the gloom, and the large garnet on his forefinger flashed fire as he clasped his hands.

      “As I told you, I lunched with Childwall. His son had come to him with a tale of an exploit so disturbing that he felt compelled to confess his part in it. Childwall found it difficult to credit that such a thing could actually take place in this century—but, hearing of your involvement, I did not.”

      Severn experienced a distinct sensation of unease. Mr. Lucius Foley—Lucius the Anatomist—had been Severn’s agent in an enterprise of breathtaking scope—and now seemed to have published the affair to the world.

      “I…see. And might one know what this third-hand report consisted of?” Severn still thought it unlikely that the Earl wished to tax him with his peccadillos—Malhythe had been a notable rake in his day.

      “So the young fox has a few leagues left in him? Very well. Mr. Foley represented himself to his father as your agent in the seduction and spoilation of a young virgin of good family whom you cozened with false promises of matrimony, going so far as to have a sham marriage ceremony read over the two of you—”

      “Oh, no, Father—the marriage ceremony was quite real—it was only the priest who was a sham!” interjected Severn irrepressibly. Now that the matter was out he found it difficult to take seriously. His mind was already turning on the matter of a suitable repayment to Mr. Lucius Foley for his treason.

      “Indeed,” said Malhythe frigidly. “And is that your sole offering with regard to this matter?”

      Severn thrust himself to his feet and moved toward the sideboard. He splashed a careless peg of brandy into a glass, downed it, and took another. Much soothed, he turned back to his father. “Oh, very well. I shall take myself off to Rudbek for as long as you please. The chit won’t grass—you may satisfy yourself on that head—I called myself Cunningham and she hasn’t a clue to the identity of her loving husband. It is a famous joke, sir, I do assure you.” His volatile spirits lightening by the instant—when his father had called him to this interview he had thought it was a matter of his debts—Severn turned and arranged himself to indolent advantage by the fireplace.

      Malhythe was by nature a cold man, with little in the way of warmth or fellowship to offer any of his children. Born into a mannered age, he valued the semblance of virtue even more than the assumption of it. He was far less concerned with the lost honor of the outraged virgin—whose name it had been little trouble to him to discover—than with the cavalier indifference to appearance and consequence that had caused his heir to go raking among members of his own class. One way or another, this behavior would cease. Malhythe opened a drawer and placed a slim calfskin wallet of papers on the desktop.

      “‘A famous joke.’ Well, sir, perhaps you will find another as amusing. You are indeed, as you have foretold, to leave London—but not for Rudbek Manor.” Malhythe placed a large purse beside the wallet of papers. “Your man has been instructed to pack what you will require, and the coach is waiting to take you to Dover. I will be sincerely sorry if I should hear that your ship has been sunk. If you are boarded you may, of course, apply to my man of business for any reasonable ransom.”

      “To Dover,” Severn echoed blankly.

      “Your espoused standard of behavior has been in my mind for some time—boyish pranks from a man of five-and-twenty are as unsuitable to your station as they seem impossible for you to forgo. I have secured for you a position with the East India Company, which you may exploit to what advantage you will. I shall expect to hear that you have made your fortune. Or died,” the Earl added as an afterthought.

      Severn stared at his father. “Banished to India? Over a trifle like this? It’s infamous—how can you consider such a thing?”

      “I will thank you not to take that tone with me, my lord; I assure you, I could have made your penance far more onerous. As for infamy, I hardly think it is less infamous to trick a young girl not yet even out upon the town with promises that amount to little more than lies—or are you prepared to make good upon your word?”

      “My word? What the devil do you mean?” Annoyed in good earnest now—for even his enemies could not accuse Lord Severn of timidity—Severn rounded heedlessly upon his father.

      “You promised the girl—Miss Primula Greetwell, to be precise—the protection of your name.”

      Severn stared at his father for a long moment of incomprehension. When he did understand he began to laugh, until he was forced to cling to the mantelpiece for support.

      “Marriage! To Miss No One, daughter of Sir Nothing?” he said in derision. “Are you that desperate for me to wed? If that is your game you will catch cold at it—before I marry that whey-faced little ninny, I’ll—I’ll enlist, and there’s precious little you can do to stop me—or to make me go to India, for that matter!”

      Father and son regarded each other long enough for Severn to regret his momentary levity. Lord Malhythe’s indifference to moralities and legalities alike was a legend that Severn’s set constantly hoped to outshine, and Severn wasn’t quite as comfortable in his defiance of the formidable old man as he hoped to sound.

      “You leave regardless,” the Earl said passionlessly. “You have some say in the destination, that is all. Gretna—or Dover. Choose any other destination, my posturing young hotspur, and you will find yourself without a brass farthing with which to buy the allegiance of your pot-valiant cronies. Every door I can close to you I shall close, and when you are taken up for debt—as seems quite inevitable—you will have infinite leisure in which to reflect upon what an unlucky precinct the Fleet is to frequent.”

      Severn stared, his green cat’s eyes wide with shock. The old man knew everything—the scrape, the name of the girl, even the shift by which he deceived her. He tried to summon up her face and could not—only the memory of a trick of youth and freshness that had marked her as his lawful prey. To marry her now would be to become the laughingstock of all he knew.

      Any fate would be preferable. He was certain—or nearly so—that his father would intervene before he was hanged or transported for debt. He was equally certain that the old devil would ensure that every unpleasantness inherent in the situation short of those final ones would be his to experience in full measure.

      “Very well then,” Lord Severn said ungraciously. “I’ve always had a mind to travel. Dover it is, then. Now, if there’s nothing more…?”

      “Nothing at all,” his father agreed. “You’ve done quite enough already.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            DECEMBER 1815

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, no, Colley, really! Marriage?” The speaker, known to all of her friends and most of her enemies as Aspasia, reclined in a welter of lace-trimmed pillows and stared at her companion incredulously.

      “Marriage, my dear, is said to be the making of a man,” Lord Malhythe said. “Perhaps it will be the making of my son as well.”

      Aspasia favored him with a sidewise stare and tapped her carmined lips with one exquisite finger. Her short dark curls bobbed with the gesture, and her sapphire eyes gleamed. “That depends, my lord, on what you want to make of him. Of course, by the time you know what you have it will be far too late to do anything about it.” She sat up decisively and leaned forward. “And who can you possibly find to marry him?”

      “That, my pet, will remain my secret for the moment. I’ll tell you this much—she is of good family, will definitely accept my proposal—and is known to be to Severn’s taste.”

      “So, they say, were half the ladies in London—and all the muslin company, though that was before my time.” She paused in the conversation to select a confit from a plate by her bedside, admiring as she did so the sparkle of the sapphire bracelet she wore. She bit into the sweetmeat, and the gems flashed brightly in the weak winter sunlight. Malhythe gave her gifts and liked to see her wearing them. “Oh, you needn’t rip up at me—it’s only common gossip.”

      “No gossip you repeat could ever be common, my dear Aspasia.”

      Lord Malhythe patted the couch beside him invitingly, and after a moment she joined him, fluttering gracefully to rest in a welter of silk and swansdown. He liked to see her en négligée, too, and so she appeared. Everything in her charming jewel-box house in St. John’s Wood was to Lord Malhythe’s taste. After all, he paid for it.

      “How kind you are today, my lord—or is it laziness? But tell me—who is the bride, and how will you get Severn home from India to wed her?”

      Lord Malhythe’s son Severn had been banished to India for almost as long as Malhythe had had Aspasia in keeping, and she could number the times the Earl had spoken of him on the gilded toenails of one pretty foot. It did not seem a relationship of such warmth and filial devotion as to allow of the Viscount’s wedding, sight unseen, a bride of his father’s choosing.

      “Now that is the simplest part of the entire matter,” the Earl said, pulling her comfortably closer. “My gentle son and heir has been petitioning me these past few years by every passing ship—though I warrant Bonaparte hasn’t made that too easy—to be returned to the so-loving bosom of his family, not to mention the felicities of the English climate. Now that peace has broken out I suppose his letters will come more often—and I am tired of reading them.”

      “So you allow him to return, and marry him off, and hope he will settle down,” Aspasia said doubtfully. Malhythe was minded to be expansive, it seemed, but Aspasia’s experience of human nature did not make it seem likely that his plan would succeed.

      “Child, I am giving him the best of all reasons to do so. If his marriage is not to my taste I will cut him off without a sou—and marry.”

      Not one gilded fingernail twitched, though their possessor felt a cold pang of dread. Aspasia had learned economics in a hard school. She knew exactly how the Earldom was situated, and what the Earl’s marriage would mean to both Severn and herself.

      The Earldom of Malhythe was a ramshackle creation of Charles II, and none of the peerage’s holders had ever seen reason to improve on the merry monarch’s works. Not a stick nor stone of Malhythe was entailed, all—houses, horses, lands—passed at the whim of the current Earl. In fact, it had passed to its present holder from an irritable great-uncle long before the title had. Only the Glorious ’92 and the continental bloodbath that followed had winnowed the lines of descent to the point that Colworth Rudwell was Earl of Malhythe as well as master of Rudbek Manor. He could will it all—house, lands, income—away as easily as it had come.

      “Well, am I to wish you very happy? I shan’t, you know,” she said candidly. “I think I shall be insulted, instead.” Malhythe loved to tease her until she ripped up at him—let him find disappointment this time.

      “You may be insulted if you like,” the Earl said blandly. “I imagine Severn will be appalled—his expected inheritance wasted on what I trust will be a large and happy family—”

      “My felicitations, my lord,” Aspasia interjected.

      “—and, if a son is born, the possibility that I will find some way of transferring the Earldom thither, instead of to his own unbowed head.”

      “‘How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning.’ I ought to have been more suspicious when you brought me sapphires, but this—! To be turned out of my own house into the worst snows in ten years…”

      “I would find the image more affecting did I not know that the Deed of Gift I gave you for the place reposes with your bankers. Sheathe your claws, pet—I have no intention of reentering the happy state of matrimony. Unless, of course, Severn does something to displease me.”

      “I hope, in that case, that you have already chosen your own bride, as well as your son’s!”

      Malhythe laughed, as she had meant him to, and conversation turned to the victory celebrations and the effect on England of free trade with France again after almost twenty years.

      But long after he had left Aspasia turned the disturbing intelligence over in her thoughts. Severn was to marry as the price for being allowed to return home, and Malhythe was to pick the bride. Well and good: but if Severn’s behavior did not suit the Earl, Malhythe would marry to disoblige him.

      And that was not well and good. Above all things Malhythe valued discretion; the name of Aspasia’s protector was a mystery to the ton; he did not speak of his mistress nor did she disclose the name of her lover. A man of such discretion would be wise enough to know that the happy marriage he spoke of so blithely could hardly be a reality while Aspasia reigned over a more familiar and comfortable household.

      Nor would she beg to stay, only to see his wife replace his mistress in his affections, as had happened to some of her friends. No, if Malhythe choose to marry, Aspasia would leave him immediately—and at the moment she could see nothing to prevent it.

      Severn’s behavior? The sullen wild boy she vaguely remembered was not likely to moderate his behavior to suit his father—Viscount Severn was a reckless rake, and ninety years in India could not have changed him, let alone nine.

      After due consideration, Aspasia flung herself down among her pillows and wept.
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        * * *

      

      “A visitor, Miss.”

      “For me? Good heavens, Badgley.” Primula glanced up from her embroidery to see the butler—the very image of a family retainer gone grey in service—bending over her to offer the stiff cream pasteboard on the polished silver salver.

      “He did ask for Miss Greetwell, Miss.”

      “And I am certainly the only Miss Greetwell there is—unless he wants Papa’s sister, and she has not stirred from Harrowgate spa since before the Peace of Amiens. I wonder who it could be?” As she spoke she turned the card over and studied it, glad of the interruption. Even in full daylight the December sun was not quite strong enough to do fancywork by, and her tidy soul rebelled at the thought of having candles lit in the middle of the day.

      Neither the very grand embossed crest muddled with its many quarterings nor the title meant anything to her for a moment. Then she remembered.

      The Earl of Malhythe was Viscount Severn’s father.

      “Oh, dear,” Primula said faintly, half-rising. Conscious of Badgley’s curious gaze upon her, she subsided again, one hand pressed to her bosom just below the brooch that closed her lace fichu at the throat. Warring with the strong instinct to refuse to see him was the conviction that he had come to bring her news of Severn, impossible as that was.

      “What shall I say to his lordship, Miss?” the butler said, and by his tone had said it more than once. Primula gathered herself together. She must see Lord Malhythe. To refuse would be inutterably missish.

      “Please conduct his lordship to the Egyptian Room, and offer him a glass of wine. Tell him I will join him directly.”

      “Yes, Miss.”

      It could only be her imagination that Badgley looked surprised. Surprised…and disapproving.
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        * * *

      

      Hard upon Badgley’s heels she whisked up the stairs to her room and glanced anxiously in her mirror. Well enough, she supposed; brown eyes and brown hair—when she was younger she might have been pretty but now had settled on serenity as a good second-best. The dress would have to do—she could not bear to keep the Earl waiting as long as it would take to change it—but she brushed cologne through her short brown curls and changed her sensible wool shawl for an opulent silk one brought all the way from India.

      India! Everyone knew that was where Lord Malhythe had banished his heir—even people like Sir Rowland knew that, though Papa had no idea why.

      Nor would he have. Lines of determination leapt to bracket Primula’s mouth as she looked into the mirror. If, at five-and-twenty, Miss Primula Miranda Greetwell, beloved and only daughter of Sir Rowland and Lady Jane Greetwell, was not precisely entitled to the spinster title she had taken to herself with such unshakable determination, it was a secret that was hers to keep.
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        * * *

      

      She had been sixteen, a giddy girl still in the schoolroom. Mr. Cunningham had been tall, auburn-haired, and dazzling. Her parasol had blown away from her as she left Hatchard’s one day, and from the rescue of it he had scraped an acquaintance with her. John Cunningham had no trouble convincing the sixteen-year-old Primula of his fatal attraction to her—nor of the reality of the draconian guardian who would never allow them to marry openly.

      She had been far too young to question why the secret marriage he proposed could not be celebrated with her parents’ connivance, or to find this mythical guardian’s behavior odd. Sometimes at night when she closed her eyes it seemed she could still see the signboard with the two clasped hands swing back and forth above her head. “Marriages Performed Within” it said on it, and she huddled close by John’s side, terrified to be out alone and in the district that held the notorious Fleet Prison besides.

      But greater than her fear had been her love—a love that had lasted all of two weeks, until her new-wedded lord explained the exact nature of his deceit and left her standing on her own doorstep at nine o’clock in the morning.

      Fortunately, her parents weren’t there. The day before her elopement her father had traveled to Kent upon business. Her mother had elected to accompany him. They were not yet back.

      It left her a grace period in which to be thankful that “Mr. Cunningham” had not dispatched to them the letter she had written, and to prepare the story she would tell, when the servants came to them with the tale of her disappearance.

      Only it wasn’t a story, just a flat refusal ever to discuss where she had been those two weeks. She had always been stubborn, and when “Mr. Cunningham” was through with her she had learned to be sensible as well.

      Her parents were kind; in their place many would have beaten the errant daughter until she confessed, or turned her out into the streets to pursue the career she had apparently embraced. But Papa and Mama made no such threats, and eventually stopped asking for answers Primula would not give. Primula was glad of that; it would have made her unhappy, even though it would not have made her tell.

      Of course there had been a little gossip—and Mama had made defiantly sure that Primula was on very public display at every afternoon tea she gave for the next nine months, until even the gossips saw that there was nothing to see. But not even Mama had suggested a Season when Primula was eighteen, and so the years went by, leaving behind only a faint bitter regret for “Could Have Been.”

      For that—and for a pair of cat-green eyes that gazed at her with a love put on for the occasion. But hers had not been—and wasn’t now.
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        * * *

      

      The Earl of Malhythe was not a man accustomed to being kept waiting—especially by “Miss No One, daughter of Sir Nothing.” But in this case he acknowledged that the chit had some right to accommodation from his family, whether she knew it yet or not.

      When Severn had taken himself off to India—and not a moment too soon, from the tales of his conduct that had surfaced afterward—the Earl had interested himself in the Greetwell family. The girl was in some sense his responsibility, and the child, if there were to be one, certainly was.

      But there had been no child, and Miss Greetwell had not been driven from the family hearth, so Malhythe had let the matter rest. He had retained enough interest to note that an announcement of her marriage had never appeared in the Gazette, and when he had conceived his plan he had set his man of business to confirm that Miss Primula Greetwell remained unwed.

      But with all his careful research, Malhythe had never seen the girl with whom his son had so disgraced himself, and so it was something of a surprise to confront the young woman who opened the door to the room where Malhythe had been set to wait.

      She was twenty-five years of age and neither stunningly beautiful nor shatteringly plain. The intractable set of her mouth was something for which he had not been at all prepared; Malhythe revised his plans.

      “Miss Greetwell, how good of you to see me. I trust your father is well?”
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        * * *

      

      Her father was well, her mother was well; her aunt’s rheumatism, the weather, and the foreign visitors attending the victory celebrations were thoroughly exhausted as topics of conversation. By the time she had helped her visitor to a second glass of malmsey and offered him a selection of little sugared cakes, Primula had become convinced that he was laughing at her.

      “But I must be boring you with my silly female chatter, Lord Malhythe,” she said with great determination. “Are you quite certain that you wish to see me and not my father? I am certain he could be of more use to you than I.”

      The Earl smiled. “I doubt that very much, Miss Greetwell. Sir Rowland may be in all things an admirable servant to the Crown, but what I am seeking is a bride for my son, and I very much doubt that your father could be of more use to me than you will be.”

      Primula gazed at Lord Malhythe for an instant before jerking herself to her feet. “Then I shall ring for Badgley to show you out, my lord—and I trust your visit has been as amusing as you hoped!” Spots of angry color flamed in her cheeks as she strode toward the door.

      “Miss Greetwell.”

      The sheer dispassion of his voice stopped her. Unwillingly she turned and looked back at the Earl. He had not stirred from his position in the chair before the fire.

      “That was certainly ill-done of me, but I am an old man with few pleasures—”

      And one of them is telling lies, thought Primula stormily.

      “—and it was a matter of intense curiosity with me to discover just how long this veneer of politeness could be made to last. Now I have had my fun, so be a good girl and sit down, and we will discuss Severn. I see, from your manner, that you know him.”

      “And if, my lord Malhythe, I do not choose to discuss Viscount Severn?” It was foolhardy of her to attempt to cross swords with so notorious a person as the Earl of Malhythe, but there was something about the man that made her ache to slap him, even if he was old enough to be her father.

      “And if, my Miss Greetwell, you do not choose to discuss my son, who knows? I might very well choose to make public your previous connection with him. He is coming home, you know, if both you and he behave yourselves.”

      On lifeless marionette legs Primula recrossed the room and seated herself again. So she was finished with Severn, was she? Now there was a joke. She was still poisoned with love for him, a malignity that had leached away her happy respectable future, and only the knowledge that she had no chance at all of attaching him had kept her from boarding the next ship to the East any time in these last nine years.

      “So Severn is coming home,” Primula said with wooden politeness. “If he fulfills my requirements. Pray indulge my curiosity, Miss Greetwell; how did you ascertain the identity of your ravisher? He told me he had been discreet.”

      If the Earl had hoped for tears he was disappointed; Primula’s eyes were dry. “It was not entirely difficult. Of course no one knew why Lord Severn had been sent away—there was talk that it might have involved an affair of honor. But he left at the right time, and someone described him to me. There are not so very many tall, green-eyed gentlemen in the world who have been banished from London for misconduct.”

      “You exhibit admirable powers of deduction, Miss Greetwell. And yet you told no one?”

      “Whom should I have told? I do not think you would have brought Severn back to England, even if Papa asked you very nicely. And then I should have had to spend the rest of my life apologizing.”

      “And you did not wish to do so?”

      “Frankly, my lord, I hardly feel that it was my fault.”

      Malhythe laughed. “You are a most remarkable girl, Miss Greetwell. You remind me of… Well, never mind. Talking pays no toll, as they say. What I have come to set before you is this:

      “Severn wishes to come home from India. He knows that I have it in my power to make his return exceedingly unpleasant; thus, he wishes to return with my permission. I am prepared to give it, on the condition that he marry, sight unseen, a bride of my choosing and live with her in quiet amity for one year. I propose that this bride be you, Miss Greetwell.”

      “For all my sterling qualities?” Primula said acidly. She hardly thought it worth her while to expend common politeness on a man as dreadfully rude as Malhythe.

      “For the hope that you will cause him great remorse,” the Earl said. In an entirely new tone he added, “I do not know my son, Miss Greetwell, and the little I know of him is bad. Yet on my death a great deal in the way of money and position will pass irrevocably into his control. I will not give the power of great wealth into the hands of a reckless libertine and bully. If he has changed, you are the instrument that will reveal it.”

      Such absolute self-interest was a thing worth seeing at least once, Primula decided a little breathlessly.

      “So I am to marry Severn for your convenience, my lord?” She was absurdly proud to be able to match his tone of detachment.

      “And yours. Viscountess Severn… Countess of Malhythe… Your own establishment, the freedom of matronhood, a secret that will remain a secret—and certainly Severn is the last person to whom you need apologize about your past. Your dowry is a matter of supreme indifference to me, and no matter what provision I make for—or against—my son, I will see to it that you are well provided for.”

      “And in exchange for this you get what?”

      “The acid test of my son and heir’s reformation…and your promise that you will not reveal that you are aware of the previous part he played in your life until the first anniversary of your marriage.”

      “But…why?”

      The Earl smiled thinly. “Because it will be so much more unpleasant for him that way, my dear. And because if he is aware that you already know, it would eliminate all need for him to confess.”
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      Primula had promised Lord Malhythe his answer in a week; the last several years had taught her enough caution to be wary of committing herself to anything she had not thoroughly reasoned out. But what answer would she give?

      Malhythe had all but promised to make the ton a present of her childish folly if she did not fall in with his mad scheme, and certainly the consequences of that would be most unpleasant. But she was old enough to know that they would not be fatal. Not quite.

      Mama and Papa would support her decision—and Papa would very likely praise her for refusing to truckle to a blackmailer.

      So, thought Primula carefully, she could refuse. But what if she accepted?

      If she accepted, she would have a smart address and nearly unlimited freedom—and she would have Severn, of course, who would cold-bloodedly have agreed to marry “a bride of his father’s choosing” in order to come home.

      And there was the crux of the matter. What would it be like to be married to John Rudwell, Viscount Severn?
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        * * *

      

      Sir Rowland Greetwell’s study was a long narrow room that ran the width of the house. Through a multitude of tall, narrow windows it overlooked the stables and garden, and a long oak table was pulled up to the windows to catch every ray of the brief daylight. Upon the table was a small press for preserving botanical specimens and a much larger one for flattening damp watercolors. A bundle of mistletoe lay on the table in the middle of the litter of pens and brushes; its golden greenness was startling in the winter gloom.

      “Papa, are you busy?” Primula peered hesitantly around the study

      door.

      “If you wish to hide Christmas presents here, I am. I will not have your mother tidying me out of existence on the basis of her suspicions.”

      Lady Greetwell was both organized and inquisitive. It was the combination of those two character traits that gave rise to the “tidying mania” that was a standing joke in the Greetwell household. It was not that she was vulgarly prying or odiously insistent; merely that when Lady Greetwell wished to know something she dogged the maids’ steps with a dustrag of her own; if there was physical evidence she unearthed it. Christmas was especially taxing to the ingenuity of her loved ones, though one could not deny that the house was clean.

      “No, Papa, of course not. Mama’s present is—” Out of habit Primula stopped and looked around.

      “Oh, we are quite safe; your Mama is paying a call upon Lady Hawkchurcn and won’t be back for quite some time.”

      “Oh, dear—how very difficult for her,” Primula said. Lady Hawkchurch was in deepest mourning; she had lost two sons on the field of Waterloo, and of a large and hopeful family of nine possessed only one remaining child. Lady Greetwell would certainly find no lively welcome.

      “Still, I suppose Lady Hawkchurch will be grateful for the company,” she added.

      “And one must always do one’s duty,” Sir Rowland agreed. “But that is hardly why you came to see me.”

      “No, Papa. I came to ask you something.” She came and seated herself beside him at the broad worktable placed in front of the uncurtained window.

      As befit a man who had christened his daughter Primula—Latin for primrose—Sir Rowland Greetwell’s passion was botany. He had published a folio of watercolor studies of the wildflowers of England and Scotland, and discovered to his chagrin that the prints were being framed rather than studied.

      But there was another side to Sir Rowland’s studies—one that had led him to cross the Channel many times when Primula was a little girl to sketch quite another kind of flower entirely: the fortifications that bloomed along the Calais coast as Bonaparte made plans to invade England. But all that was long past, and England now was safe—as safe as Miss Primula Greetwell wasn’t.

      “Papa, Lord Malhythe came to see me today.”

      “So Badgley gave me to understand, before I had so much as removed my coat. I trust you made his lordship comfortable?”

      “Yes, Papa. I gave him the malmsey.” She plucked one of Sir Rowland’s watercolor brushes from the vase on the table and twirled it idly between her fingers.

      “Well, then, he can have had nothing to complain of; I was most satisfied with that particular shipment. And having so encouraged him I trust he soon disclosed the nature of his most singular visitation?” Sir Rowland frowned down her misuse of the brush, and she replaced it in its jasperware container.

      “Yes, Papa. He came to ask me if I would agree to marry his son.”

      At this Sir Rowland removed his spectacles and smoothed his mousey brown hair back over his temples.

      “‘To marry his son.’ Ah…Viscount Severn, the one packed off to India after he killed his man, or some such nonsense? Yes, of course; Malhythe has only the one son. And four girls; it is enough to cause a man to wonder…but perhaps you can enlighten me, Primula, as to why he would make such an astonishing suggestion to you. He can’t mean that you should go to India; does he mean to bring Severn home?”

      “He has said, Papa, that Lord Severn may return to England if he is to wed,” said Primula carefully. “Lord Malhythe expressed his belief that I would be a suitable bride.”

      Sir Rowland polished his spectacles and replaced them on his nose, then peered at his daughter doubtfully, as the action did nothing to make matters clearer.

      “Suitable for what, I wonder. Did he tell you that?”

      “He wished the marriage to induce a condition of remorse in his heir,” Primula explained gravely, and Sir Rowland laughed.

      “Well, I don’t know if he has settled upon quite the right female, if that is his intention…. And what did you say, lass, when Malhythe came to offer you his heir?”

      “I told him he might call for his answer in one week’s time— Oh, Papa, what shall I tell him?” Primula burst out. Now that she was well and truly tangled in Malhythe’s plans, the way out seemed less and less attainable.

      “It all depends on whether you think you will be happy as the Viscountess Severn, Prim. If you will be, then nothing else signifies, of course.”

      Primula stared at her hands.

      “Of course, the offer—and the fashion in which it was tendered—are peculiar enough to induce caution in even the most reckless bosom,” Sir Rowland continued. “Why cannot Severn choose his own bride? Will he hold himself bound to his father’s taste in daughters-in-law? If Malhythe is asking you to bind yourself to such an agreement without the chance to form any notion of your betrothed’s character before the ceremony, it argues, rather, that he hasn’t got one. There’s no denying that—on balance—one wouldn’t expect to be happy with a man like that.”

      “But Papa—we do not know that! He has been in India such a very long time—he might be anyone now! That is—” Primula said hesitantly, “I am not at all certain what we are to think of Lord Severn.”

      Sir Rowland patted her hand with rough affection. “Very well, daughter. Who am I to hold an opinion of a man where his possible bride refrains? I will speak to Lord Malhythe myself and attempt to satisfy my objections—and if I do so, I will not withhold my consent to the match. Whether you give yours now will be up to you.”
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        * * *

      

      “So Malhythe’s cub is to wed, eh?” Mary Naismith delivered herself of her most burning on-dit even before handing her bonnet to Mrs. Clutterbuck, though that most worthy domestic had followed her all the way into her mistress’s bedroom in constant hope of receiving it.

      Once divested of rose-trimmed poke and rose silk pelisse, Mrs. Naismith dropped down upon the ornate gilded bed carved with swans that dominated the room to continue her assault.

      “Oh, come now, ’Spasia, don’t keep everyone in suspense! What has your gentleman said? Is it true?”

      “Is what true? For all of that, is it morning yet? Oh, Mary, my head—! Do be an angel and ring for Mrs. Clutterbuck. There must be tea somewhere in the world,” Aspasia added plaintively.

      “I’m right here, duck,” the housekeeper said.

      Aspasia pushed herself upright in the lacy mass of pillows and lifted her aerophane mobcap up to peer suspiciously out from beneath the edge. “Oh, so you are. Do be a positive Iamb, Cutty, and make us up a nice pot of that China Black my lord sent—and some scones. One must have something, rising with the dawn.”

      Aspasia regarded her friend with narrowed eyes only partially accounted for by her protests of sleepiness. Since no one knew under whose protection Aspasia lived, Mary’s coming here with tales of Severn’s wedding was coincidence, nothing more.

      “Oh, bosh! Don’t try to gammon me, ’Spasia—you’ve been up for hours!”

      “I was going back to sleep,” her hostess pointed out with great dignity, opposing herself to a threatened avalanche of pillows. “But now that you are here I probably shan’t. Probably,” she added, yawning.
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        * * *

      

      Mary Naismith was several years younger than Aspasia, though not so many years as Mary’s self-told biography insisted. Her guinea-bright hair owed more than a little to the assistance of hair washes, and her complexion to the cochineal in the French Salve she liberally applied. Her dress was of a cherry kerseymere that disagreed feebly with the garnet bracelets she wore on each wrist and above each elbow. Unable to be still for very long, Mary leapt to her feet and critically inspected each corner of the room she had seen so many times, chattering all the while as she did so.

      “Well, I must say you missed a great to-do last night—or was it this morning? Lord Drewmore took over a whole tavern, down on Ratcliff Highway—threw everyone out but his party and held an inquest on the death of innocence, so he said. And Barham was there, and young Gressingham, and—oh, everyone. The owner was too green even to cheep, when Drewmore was done flashing gold and threats, and when some cit came along to complain of our noise, why, didn’t my lord offer to draw his cork for him? Ah, it was a lovely bit of a brawl, that was.” Mary Naismith sighed reminiscently and settled herself on the blue-and-gold sopha.

      “Yes; I thought that was blood on your dress. Oh, Mary, when will you learn to be sensible? A tavern on the Highway—that’s the place for penny whores the fine gentlemen pick up in the Garden along with a bunch of violets.”

      “Aspasia!” gasped her friend, shocked.

      “What’s wrong, Mary? Didn’t you think I knew the words? But it’s true enough. Your Jeremy shouldn’t take you on routs like those; it isn’t proper.”

      “Proper! What’s propriety to the likes of us?” Mary pouted.

      Much as she loved her friend, Aspasia wanted to shake her. Propriety was everything; to act cheap was to be held cheaply. Or not to be held at all. She drew breath to attempt to impart some of this to Mary, but at that moment Mrs. Clutterbuck returned with the tea and Mrs. Naismith made her conversational escape.

      “Oh, but don’t scold me, ’Spasia! You know how Jemmy likes the flash kens—and if I don’t go in with him, it’s someone else who’ll leave with him, and that’s certain! But you are very bad to tease me this way, when I have come to hear all your gossip.” Smiling, she helped herself to tea and poured a cup for her hostess.

      “I never gossip,” said Aspasia piously, accepting the tea and drawing her swansdown cape closer around her. “But I will promise not to tease you any more if you will tell me who is putting about such a shocking tale about the Earl of Malhythe’s son.”

      “Oh, but how can it be shocking, ’Spasia, when it is probably absolutely true?”

      Mary Naismith had heard, from her very good friend Doll Lambeth, who had had it in strictest confidence from her young gentleman, whose valet was walking out with a maid of the Malhythe household, that the Earl of Malhythe’s personal secretary had absolutely, positively, been instructed to definitely recall Severn from India.

      “—and why else, except to marry him safe out of the way?” Mrs. Naismith demanded. “Or murder him—though like as not he could safely have left him in that perishing place and let the heathens do it, or so I hear. Now, what have you heard?”

      “Well, I have not heard the date the boat is to dock, anyway—really, Mary, what fustian! Everyone knows that Doll’s Peter plunges so deep that he can’t remember his own name, let alone his gossip! So Severn is to return home and marry, is he? Well, where’s the girl?”

      “You haven’t heard, then?” Mrs. Naismith asked hopefully.

      “Nothing about a girl,” said Aspasia with reasonable truthfulness. “If a man wants someone to gossip about him, he has only to look in at the Wilsons’, and The Queen of Hearts’ will be delighted to do it. She says she will publish her diary one day, and bring Europe to its knees, I don’t think. I daresay she can’t even read, let alone write. And besides—if Malhythe were bringing the boy home to set up his nursery, what is that to do with us?”

      Mary Naismith regarded her with an assumption of superior experience. “Everything’s to do with us, ’Spasia—isn’t that what you’re always telling me? Suppose Severn takes you up, and your Lord Inconnu comes to pistols over it. Now suppose—”

      “Now suppose I were the Queen of the Cats! Really, Mary!”

      “They say that Lord Severn’s a wild ’un,” Mary said obliviously.

      Aspasia bit her lip. That chance remark struck too close to home. If Severn were wild— If Severn hadn’t changed—

      “I’m sure that Severn coming back won’t make the least bit of difference,” Aspasia said hopefully.

      “And is he coming home, then? Severn, I mean.”

      Aspasia flung a pillow at her, narrowly missing the teapot. “Wretch! And after I’ve told you I do not know? Very well—but in strictest confidence, mind you—I have heard that Severn is coming home to wed. And nothing you can possibly say will induce me to disclose the name of the bride!”
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        * * *

      

      One week to the day from the last occasion on which he had called, the Earl of Malhythe ascended the steps of Sir Rowland’s neat London house in its spacious square. Upon sending in his card to Miss Greetwell he was informed that Sir Rowland would see him; with a meekness belying his reputation, Lord Malhythe suffered himself to be conducted into Sir Rowland’s study.

      “Sir Rowland, how kind of you to receive me.”

      “Lord Malhythe, an unexpected pleasure.” Both men smiled with identical formality. “But come, I do not intend that so illustrious a guest should stand upon ceremony. Perhaps you will be so kind as to give me your opinion on a sherry I am thinking of purchasing, and then we will touch upon the business of why you have come.”

      The sherry was tasted and approved; the news from France discussed. Lord Malhythe was a canny cardplayer, and in years past his had been the will that wagered such men as Sir Rowland in the Great Game played against the Continental Tyranny; Malhythe was willing to wait, if waiting would serve him.

      “Primula tells me that Severn wishes to offer for her,” Sir Rowland said at last.

      “In a manner of speaking. I confess I had hoped to hear her answer today. News of his engagement would gladden the hearts of his sisters in this joyous holiday season.” Lord Malhythe set his sherry glass precisely down upon the table at his side.

      “Are you so certain she will accept him?”

      “My dear sir, if I were certain of any such thing I should already have sent the announcement to the Gazette. Allow me to proceed to assuage a parent’s feelings.”

      Sir Rowland settled himself amiably in his seat and prepared to allow himself to be assuaged.

      “I shall expect my bankers to meet with yours to draw up a marriage contract that meets with your approval. Though Severn’s financial future remains uncertain, I do not intend that Miss Greetwell’s should be. I shall make over one of my London properties to her as a wedding present, and tie that and her settlements up neatly so Severn can’t get his hands on them. Whatever should eventuate, she and any children will be provided for. I imagine she may continue to look to you and your wife for emotional support?”
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