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Chapter One

 


It was a typical day for
late March, a bit chilly, but tolerable for
travel if one had an adequate cloak and a closed conveyance. The
female urging her ancient, broken-in-the-wind steed to abandon his
plodding walk along the North Road for at least a half-hearted trot
had neither. She was aware she was beating a dead horse—well,
nearly—but the traveler was feeling decidedly chilly.

"Come on, old fella," she bullied the horse,
"surely you can do better than this. For a blacksmith's rental, you
make a sorry advertisement for his establishment. You represent
your employer as well as your own kind, you know, yet I dare say I
saw a tortoise flash past us some two miles back. Have you no
pride?" Other than a half-hearted twitch of his left ear, there was
no response from the un-proud beast.

"I should never have agreed to be governess
for the Squire's brats," she told herself aloud for the hundredth
time, "if I had not been so desperate. Tare an' 'ounds, I wager
they send me off to a cold garret next to a drafty schoolroom,
without so much as a crust of bread or dish of tea. Oh, I'm cold,
I'm tired, I'm filthy, I'm hungry, and this blasted gig is giving
me splinters enough to have me eating my mutton from the
mantelpiece for the next fortnight."

Poor, poor Miss Tansy Tamerlane (for that
was her name) was obviously not too well pleased with her current
lot in life, as indeed she had every right not to be, for she had
not been born to penury and service. In fact, six and twenty years
before—when Tansy's premature, rather puny self had first been
brought kicking and squalling into this world to become the only
child of Sir Andrew Tamerlane and his scatterbrained wife, Phoebe—
her arrival could only have be termed "well cushioned."

When she not only refused
to expire, as many babes breeched too soon
often did, but steadfastly grew in size and strength every day, her
Mama—who one would think would do more for the only child of her
bosom—cursed her with the absurd appellation of Tansy, which she
had heard meant "tenacious" and "persistent." Sir Andrew tried to
point out that it was only a short hop from tenacious to stubborn,
but his wife would have none of it.

Tansy's life on a small country estate was
much like that of any young girl born to genteel, moderately
wealthy parents until her Mama obediently succumbed to a trifling
summer cold when Tansy was just ten years old. Her education was
evermore left in the hands of a parent who directed his grief into
bouts of drink and gambling for high stakes, which is the same as
to say Tansy's education—at least at ladylike pursuits—ended when
Mama did.

The girl now traveling the North Road to her
fourth place of employment in less than two years knew nothing of
French or Italian—indeed, knew just enough of the King's own
English to get by—and most of that was not fit for a proper lady.
She could not play upon the pianoforte or harp, sew a fine seam, or
sing so much as a note. These deficits, plus a strong tendency to
speak her mind, had made for her abrupt departure from her last
three posts as governess, and explained her readiness to accept
employment bear-leading Squire Lindley's four milk pudding-faced
offspring.

If only she had been born a man! Perhaps
then she could have halted, rather than simply delayed (by means of
stringent housekeeping), the inevitable erosion of the Tamerlane
wealth that ended with Sir Andrew's creditors cutting up the estate
piecemeal after his death. As it was, her only legacies were a
superior riding ability, a cool hand and clear head while up behind
a spirited pair, a mind crammed with the name of every Newmarket
winner of any moment (as well as the leading fists, their matches,
and opponents), the location of the best fishing waters within
fifty miles of her former home, and even the right to claim the
Tamerlane Precision Fishing Lure as her own invention. She could
also load and fire handguns and fowling pieces better than most men
and—when pushed into losing her none-too-serene temper—could spout
oaths with the best of them.

On the other hand, Tansy
could not dance at all (not a step), did not know how to curtsy to
a lord, would undoubtedly use the wrong fork on a lobster (a
delicacy she had never seen, let alone
tasted), and had never mastered the blush, the simper, or, alas,
the giggle. It was no wonder, then, that she remained unmarried
and, if not firmly on the shelf, definitely at her last prayers, as
her hired horse slowly covered the remaining miles to the Squire's
abode.

She gave another flick to the ribbons. "Get
up there Dobbin—or Horace, or whatever your blasted name is," she
urged once more. "There'll be a nice bag of oats for you at the end
of the ride." It wouldn't do to tell him he'd probably only get
straw, and that moldy and damp. Dobbin, or Horace, perked up his
droopy ears this time and broke into his own version of a trot for
a few yards, then lapsed once more into what seemed his forte—the
slow plod.

According to the blacksmith's scanty
directions, the turnoff for the Squire's should be just around the
next bend of the road. After a day and a night on the Mail, the
tired traveler was anxious to arrive, no matter how thin her
welcome. She thanked her lucky stars (or at least the single one
she thought even she was allotted) that there was little traffic at
this dinner hour. Constant trips to the side of the road to let
other travelers by would have quite deflated her spirits, as well
as delayed her arrival to the wee hours of the morning.

Just as Tansy was buoying her flagging
spirits with this bit of uplifting thought, a sporting curricle
sprang up behind her as if conjured out of Merlin's magic hat.

"Hey you, woman," came the loud call. "Haul
that rig and that piece of offal pulling it to one side and let
your betters pass." A swift look over her shoulder told Tansy she
was in immediate danger of overturning as a pair of showy grays
edged out from behind her, threatening to pass at the very
beginning of the bend.

Horace—or was it Dobbin?—either could not or
would not move his old bones to one side fast enough, no matter how
much (or because) he was insulted. His driver took the only
alternative and hauled mightily on the reins. The horse obediently
(and thankfully) came to a halt, allowing the other equipage to
pull in directly in front of the gig. This move also allowed the
curricle to narrowly avoid a collision with the Southbound Mail
that appeared round the bend, stretching its sixteen-mile-an-hour
steeds to their fullest on the suddenly overcrowded roadway.

The driver of the curricle
sawed frantically on the reins as his high-strung pair took
rightful exception to such cow-handed driving, and the off-wheel of
the conveyance came abruptly in contact
with a deep scar on the side of the road. In a twinkling the Mail
was past, but the curricle was well and truly stuck.

Tansy was neither hysterical nor vaporize.
"Good!" she stated simply. "If there is any justice in this world,
all his spokes will have cracked. I shall never get this ancient
beast moving again!" The nag, far from being hurt by the maligning
words, began nibbling happily at a nearby bush with his few
remaining teeth.

She took a moment to assess the occupants of
the curricle, quickly inspecting and categorizing the driver as a
ham-fisted young looby who was probably more used to squiring
pretty bits around the Park, as befitted his showy but out-of-place
curricle, and should leave any country driving to his coachman. She
dismissed his reasons for being on this road as none of her
business. Actually, Tansy didn't give two hoots about anything but
moving on to her destination, on foot if necessary.

As the driver was fully occupied with his
horses, she studied him again. Dobbin—or Horace—wouldn't move until
he finished his snack anyway, she reasoned, and gave herself up to
the contemplation of the driver, whose foppish dress and
unproductive maneuvers with the reins only confirmed her opinion of
his inability to either quiet his pair or extradite the curricle
from the ditch. Her Papa would have horse-whipped him for
mistreating his animals that way. So she would do also, but not
being a man had its drawbacks. Tansy wouldn't even be on this
cursed road if she were a man. "No, I'd be in the Fleet for Papa's
debts," she chided herself before shouting, "Move your vehicle,
sir! You are blocking my way!"

She got back a strangled curse for her pains
as the man pulled viciously at his team's mouths in an effort to
get them moving. Obviously not a Four Horse Club man she told
herself dryly. Equally obvious was the fact that to leave the
curricle where it stood on the curve of the road was courting
disaster. She shrugged her shoulders. So what? It wasn't her
problem.

But then the other occupant of the curricle,
who had let out a single piercing scream (a screech, were it
uttered by one of the lower classes), recovered her composure
enough to ask baldly, "And now what, Godfrey? How do you propose to
get us to Gretna now? Ashley will overtake us and All Will Be Lost!
What a fine muddle this is! How could you be so stupid? I told you
to hire a coach and driver. But did you listen? On, no. You did
not. Why even a—"

"Oh, shut up," came the
ungentlemanly reply that cut right into his
companion's speech, just as she was really getting into the spirit
of the thing.

"Shut Up, is it, Godfrey!" It seemed, the
girl was not quite finished. "How dare you say such a thing to me,
the sister of a Duke?'" The girl also seemed to speak solely in
exclamation points. "I begin to think our marriage is not such a
good idea. Whoever heard of a bridegroom telling his beloved to
shut up! No!" Her mind seemed made up. "Indeed, I will not marry
you! I insist you unstick our wheel and turn this equipage about! I
wish to return to London." Her voice had taken on tones of great,
if somewhat high-pitched, dignity. "If you can manage to keep from
landing us in any more ditches, we can be back to Grosvenor Square
before dark."

Her hauteur was short-lived, for her
betrothed was unimpressed. "Back to London is it, my
high-and-mighty Lady Emily? Not while there's breath left in my
body. It's marriage you wanted, and it's marriage you'll by damn
get." The leer on Godfrey's vacantly handsome face made him look
like a sneering cherub.

"Oh!" said Lady Emily. And once again, "Oh!"
Her pretty face crumpled for a moment, then brightened. Jumping
lightly down from the curricle before her tarnished swain could
pull her back, she ran up to the female sitting none too patiently
in the gig. "You heard?" asked the younger girl without
preamble.

Tansy nodded and took the opportunity to
take a good look at the girl-woman called Lady Emily. She was a
beauty. Her peaches-and-cream English complexion appeared all the
more delicate, set as it was against startling deep blue eyes,
while guinea-gold ringlets, looking soft as kitten fur, fuzzed
closely around a small heart-shaped face. Her soft, pink mouth was
slightly pouting, but distracted nothing from the whole. Add to
that a deep-blue traveling ensemble and matching bonnet trimmed in
warm sable fur that the female in the gig would have gladly traded
her right arm for, and the picture Lady Emily presented was one of
beauty, taste, and wealth.

And youth. Extreme youth.

Suddenly Tansy felt older, dowdier, and even
more sadly used than she had when her last employer informed her
she was a complete failure at ladylike pursuits and would be better
employed mucking out stables at a back country inn.

She felt one other emotion
as she looked down at the young girl standing so regally in the
dirty road. She felt protective—fiercely so. What harm is there in
being kind, she thought. Besides, to leave now would be like
turning one's back on a lost infant. So
convinced, she smiled gently at the girl. "I did indeed hear, Lady
Emily. As your swain seems, er, entrenched with his own affairs at
present, perhaps I can be of some assistance. If you will but come
up here and hold the reins—whatever for I vow I'm not sure, for
Dobbin won't wander off—I shall go retrieve what I am sure is your
portmanteau from the back of the curricle. Perhaps then the two of
us can continue down the road to my ultimate destination at Squire
Lindley's, and you can send a message off to your, er,
brother."

A single, huge tear found its way
caressingly down one prettily flushed cheek as Lady Emily bobbed
her head in enthusiastic consent. Her unlikely savior saw it and
her protective feelings for Lady Emily mushroomed.

Lady Emily wiped away the evidence of her
prowess as a play actress and grinned impishly behind her hand as
the female stomped off toward the curricle, and—suppressing the
urge to clap her little hands in glee—contented herself with
rocking back and forth on her high-heeled kid boots.

"Oh, yes, miss, please," cried Lady Emily
belatedly. "I should like that Above All Things!" As usual, she had
found herself a champion and come out of a possibly fatal scandal
with nary a scratch. Only an optimistic nature and a limited
mentality could think so, while standing stranded in the middle of
nowhere with an irate brother on her trail and night rapidly coming
down. But then, what other person would have gone off on such a
hey-go-mad start but a spoiled ninny-hammer like lovely Lady
Emily?

She had still one teeny niggle-jot of sense
in her largely vacant brain box that told her she had nearly done
it this time. She had almost sunk herself beyond reproach but, once
again, Fate had come to her aid—this time in the form of a tall,
shabbily-dressed quiz who looked more like a governess than a
knight in armor.

The female Galahad had, meanwhile, climbed
stiffly down from the gig, resisted an ungenteel urge to rub at her
stiff posterior, and advanced on the young man who was ruefully
surveying his broken right wheel.

"Good day to you," Tansy
began airily. "I am happy to tell you that Lady Emily has agreed to
ride along with me to Squire Lindley's, which is just down the
road. If you will please place her portmanteau in my gig, we shall
be off. If you wish, you may join her there later. The Lady Emily
intends sending a note to her brother, the Duke—directly she
arrives at the Squire's, you understand. Or, if you wish, I could
instead have a message sent to the nearest posting inn to have a
vehicle brought to your aid, and you may continue to your destination." She finished off
her small list of options with a devilish grin that totally negated
the picture of feminine innocence her words painted.

This rambling speech first baffled the
gentleman, but one look at Tansy's satisfied smirk changed
bafflement to anger. "She goes nowhere with you, my good woman," he
retorted in crushing accents. "The lady is my affianced wife, and I
and I alone am responsible for her protection."

"You are not!" came a shout from the gig. "I
wouldn't cross the street with you, Mr. Harlow, So There!" Lady
Emily remembered her pose of betrayed innocence then and
refrained—just in time—from poking her little pink tongue out at
the so-recent great love of her life.

Mr. Harlow flushed deeply and bellowed back.
"Emily, get down from there before—"

"Oh, cut line, you young looby. Don't you
know when to call it a day? You've lost this prize, and out of your
own mouth, no less. She'll not have you now if you was served up to
her on a silver platter with an apple stuck in your jaws."

Godfrey wheeled at hearing this outlandish
speech coming from a female mouth, and his own mouth dropped open
in amazement.

Tansy was taking a chance addressing a
gentleman so boldly while standing unprotected in the middle of an
abandoned highway near twilight, but she had little fear of the
masculine gender. Her native ability to quickly judge the character
of her adversary had added further ginger to her words.

She was not disappointed. Mention of Emily's
brother, the Duke, gave Mr. Harlow pause, and a slight shiver
skipped down his spine like a stone skimmed across the calm waters
of a stream. The wretched woman was right, damn her. Without a
backward glance at Lady Emily, he alit from the curricle, unhitched
his greys and mounted—with more haste than style—the nearest one.
Only then did he turn in his seat and doff his curly-brimmed beaver
to the two ladies.

He seemed to have regained his poise, if not
his scruples—which could not have been very strong in the first
place considering he was an admitted abductor of heiresses.

"Ta-ta, Emily, love," he
called jauntily. "Give my regards to your dear brother. And you
madam," he continued, looking down at his ex-love's champion, "I
hear Cheltenham is tolerably well sprinkled with plump-in-the-purse
cits who are at least one generation away from the smell of the
shop. My thanks, good lady. Upon reflection
on the charms of sweet Emily, I do believe you may have saved me
from a sad end on the gallows. I probably would have murdered the
chit within the month, were we really leg-shackled. Speaks like a
Penny Dreadful, she does, and unceasingly. Her pretty face was to
be some compensation. But then, it seems I remember that the most
glorious of birds, the peacock, likewise sends up an awful screech
each time it opens its beak."

"Farewell, Mr. Harlow," replied Tansy, who
relented and gave a genuine smile of amusement at this brash young
puppy. "Good luck to you. You are a very well set up young man,
just flying a bit too high for safety—absconding with the sister of
a Duke! Better set your sights on an only child next time—or better
still, an orphan. Goodbye, Mr. Harlow."

 The young
man, down but far from out, blew an irreverent kiss to the
eccentrically appealing woman standing in the middle of the North
Road. Then he kicked at his horse's flanks and was off at once,
bouncing down the road toward—he hoped and Tansy secretly
seconded—a brighter future.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Tansy walked back to the gig, her head
shaking back and forth slightly and a chuckle escaping her lips. "A
fine one you are," exclaimed Lady Emily with a definite pout. "It
would almost seem as if I were the guilty party and Godfrey an
innocent lamb. I was used, I tell you, sadly used!"

"Fiddlesticks," countered her companion
without rancor. "You got just what you set out for—excitement—and a
bit more than you bargained for, I'll wager. You never intended to
wed that young scapegrace. Confess! You left an enlightening note,
right where your unfortunate brother would see it and come charging
posthaste to the rescue," Tansy concluded. And then, in a gentler
voice, she inquired, "What's wrong, my dear? Are you sadly
neglected by this brother of yours? Not in a material way,
obviously, but does he sometimes need to be reminded you are no
longer hidden in the nursery with your governess?"

That arrow hit home. Instead of condemning
her unfeeling relatives, though—or even resorting to the already
used ploy of tears produced-to-order—Lady Emily gave out with a
delicious giggle. "Oh, you are so very quick! Aren't I beastly to
have used poor Godfrey so shabbily?" she bubbled merrily.

"Utterly criminal I'd say," concurred Tansy.
"But then, had I your face, title and money, I daresay I should be
an even worse termagant than you could ever aspire to be. I have a
decided talent for mischief, or so my poor harassed Papa used to
say. It is such fun to be the center of all attention, is it
not?"

"Oh, dear, it is a very good thing for me
you are not my aunt. If Aunt Ce-Ce thought as you, I should never
have any diversions."

"My dear Lady Emily,
personal gratification aside, do you not think the time has passed
for schoolroom pranks? You must be all of eighteen, and ready for
your come-out. There comes a time, sadly,
when we must put away childish quirks and at least outwardly behave
as Society dictates. Though we can certainly still think what we
wish and occasionally—just to lend an air of intrigue to our
countenance—indulge in the odd devilment."

By now the portmanteau was safely in the
back of the gig and Tansy had retaken her seat.

The younger girl's eyes fairly danced. "I am
to be popped off, as Grandmama so vulgarly says, this Season. It is
ever so exciting to think of, but all I have been doing for weeks
on end, ever since I came to town, is standing for hours and hours
being fitted for the ugliest gowns imaginable. It is all so very
fatiguing, and I just had to do something or go mad. Aunt Ce-Ce has
charge of my wardrobe, you see—Grandmama being too frail for such
exertions—and Ce-Ce has the vilest taste. The modiste she favors is
so hungry for our favors she agrees to every horrid ruffle, and
spouts ecstasies about the absolute tons of lace Ce-Ce thinks must
smother everything I wear. And Ashley, the wretch, refuses to
listen to my complaints at all!"

Lady Emily paused for breath, her emotions
on this so-near- to-her-heart subject having brought a becoming
flush to her cheeks.

"So when I met Godfrey at the library," she
resumed, explaining a brand of logic that snacked of a mind that
readily made five of two and two, "and again several times in the
mornings at the park, I decided to, well, to use him to remind
Ashley of my existence. He does sometimes forget me for months on
end, what with his clubs and hunting boxes, speeches in Parliament,
and the managing of all the estates, and—oh!—and any other excuse
he can find," she wailed, thus condemning the unimpeachable
lifestyle of the Duke to the ranks of the pointlessly silly.
"Ashley is my brother," she added somewhat unnecessarily.

Tansy was busy trying to get the gig moving
again. "I don't think I follow you."

"Ashley—he's my brother," repeated Lady
Emily.

"That, my dear nodcock, I
comprehend," her new confidant replied dryly. "What I cannot fathom
is why you have so little to say as to your style of dress, if we
may pass over your brother's failings for the moment and fall back
to the subject of flounces and smothering lace. The tedium of
fittings, and the lack of social affairs for one who is not yet
Out, I also understand—for I have worked for part of a Season for a
Miss Buxley during her come-out." A small
smile appeared as she recalled her sudden departure from that
particular position. "Please enlighten me as I try to raise Lazarus
here from the dead so we can push off for the Squire's."

At that she yanked the dozing Dobbin—or
Horace—to a semblance of attention and the old cob, his hooves
fairly dragging with each step, set off at an even slower pace than
before.

"The fact is," Lady Emily willingly
explained, "my gowns are much the same as any now in the mode, I
suppose. There is just something, I cannot quite put my finger on
it, but Something rather Overpowering about them. I feel quite
dwarfed. There just seems to be so Much Gown and so Little Me! The
only things I've liked at all are this outfit and one other, my
riding habit. Grandmama picked both of them before informing Ashley
that one more trip to Bond Street with 'that young
prattlebox'—that's me," she admitted artlessly, "and she would
surely be carried off by an apoplexy."

Tansy gave a chuckle and inwardly agreed
with the old lady's opinion that young Lady Emily's roundabout
method of speaking for five minutes to say what could have been
said in less than half the time—and with less than a quarter the
drama—could be a bit wearing.

The turn to the right was in sight now,
finally, and Tansy tried with little success to coax Dobbin from
his straight and narrow path. Perhaps showing up on the Squire's
doorstep with the sister of a Duke in tow would soften any censure
on her late arrival, she thought with little hope.

Just then the thundering sounds of an
approaching rider reached her ears and she turned on the plank seat
for a view of what would probably be a prime bit of blood and bone.
The turn forced yet another sharp bit of the seat through her thin
gown and into her already tender posterior. "Damn," she swore
soundly.

"Oh, drat, you are absolutely right," agreed
Lady Emily, who had also swiveled about for a better look. "However
did you know that is Ashley approaching?" she asked
ingenuously.

"I didn't. I have just been
impaled upon a splinter half the size of Cornwall, as nothing else
as unpleasant comes to mind except the home of my last unlamented
place of employment. As for your brother, we don't stand a prayer
of outrunning him with old Fleetfoot in the shafts. If you were of
a mind to bolt for cover, that might be a
means of escape, although I think it would have gone easier for you
to face him for the first time with the Squire to act as a
restraint on his undoubtedly sorely-tried temper."

Lady Emily at once burst into noisy sobs
(this time they were genuine) as her brother was riding like a man
possessed, for once uncaring of his horseflesh. If she could have
swooned without tumbling ignominiously into the road, she would
have.

A confrontation with Ashley in these
surroundings was sadly lacking the romance of standing out of
harm's way while her brother vented his anger by loosening a few of
Godfrey's front teeth. Nothing seemed to come right for poor Emily
lately, nothing at all. She sniffled loudly and hiccupped.

"There, there, don't go blubbering,"
consoled her no-longer- so-capable-looking champion. "All will come
right soon enough. Just let the poor man rant and rave until he's
spent, then flash him those soulful blue eyes while you tearfully
promise to be a pattern card of virtue forevermore. And don't let
him see you crossing your fingers behind your back!"

Tansy gave out with an unnecessary "Whoa,
boy," for the horse had already decided on a halt after spying some
interesting-looking long grass left untouched through the winter,
forcing the pursuing brother to control a plunging, dancing
stallion reluctant to discontinue a fine gallop.

After easily controlling his horse, the
rider cast his eyes coldly over the ill-assorted pair and their
antiquated vehicle. After a cursory examination of his sister he
riveted his cold stare on Tansy, noting the drab brownness of her
garb, hair, and eyes. In his anger he overlooked the fine bone
structure of her pleasantly arranged face. Tansy in her turn
returned his gaze, noting the Duke's large, well-muscled frame, his
dark-brown curls (now well-tumbled by his long ride), arid the
startling blue eyes that stood out so well in his sun-darkened
face. "Emily," he fairly purred in his deep voice when at last—his
eyes still on Tansy—he broke the tense silence. "I perceive I have
found you unharmed. I can only hope I also find you unwed and, this
I hope most fervently, unbed!"

Lady Emily blushed to
advantage and did so now, although her companion never batted an
eye at such plain speech. "Oh, yes, Ashley," the repentant sister
assured him. "But I've had the most dreadful—ouch!" A well-placed
elbow jabbed directly into the tender area below her ribs made Lady
Emily break off with a gasp that turned
discreetly into a cough and then, most intelligently, into silence.
Her friend was right, for complaints from a captured truant could
not fail to blacken to pitch the already dark scowl Ashley was
aiming at his baby sister.

"Madam," the Duke—not failing to notice that
less than discreet nudge—remarked, still with a velvety smoothness
that went so ill with his dire expression, "I do not understand
your presence at the scene any more than I can explain the absence
of that young villain Harlow, but I do believe I have to thank
you."

"You certainly do," came the equally velvet
reply.

The Duke was surprised. He even allowed one
well-defined brow to arch. "I beg your pardon?" he questioned, with
the tone used by one just addressed by a drawing room chair.

"I merely agreed with you, your grace," was
Tansy's direct reply. "You do have me to thank for your sister's
rescue. However, you have only yourself to thank for her near ruin
at the hands of a rake-hell fortune-hunter who, luckily for you,
possessed all the foresight of a grasshopper. If Mr. Harlow were
not a wet-behind-the-ears looby, your sister would be well and
truly ruined by now."

"I am to blame, madam? I do not quite see
your logic, or remember any invitation for commenting on my
guardianship of my sister." The velvet now dripped icicles.

Another woman would have
been sent searching in her reticule for her vinaigrette. But this
definitely was a different sort of female. "My logic is simple,"
Tansy explained, as though speaking to a particularly backward
child. "If you paid more attention to what is going on around you,
you would know your sister to be bored to flinders and a lonely
child into the bargain—not to mention green as grass and easy prey
for any pretty face or agile tongue. I dare because, between your
sister and yourself, the pair of you have delayed my arrival at my
new post, erased any hope for the supper I had optimistically hoped
to find there, and denied me the snug cot my bones ache for. I also
dare because my eyes tell me that—although you doubtless think you
cut a right dashing figure on horseback pelting pell-mell in the
pursuit of an eloping sister—you neglected to provide
transportation for said sister once you had performed your splendid
feat of derring-do. I do not wish to push the point, but I daresay
you made an error in judgment when you decided to opt for speed
over common sense. A curricle or coach would have been more the
thing. Now," she told him with a pained sigh, "it is left to poor Dobbin—or Horace, I doubt my lapse
insults the beast—and me to transport your sister to the nearest
posting inn. That is why I dare."

This sizzling set-down was wondrously
admired, if prudently not applauded, by the incredulous Lady Emily,
who belatedly cringed at the thought of her brother's
soon-to-be-expressed displeasure. What was obvious was that the
brown lady in the gig was decidedly warm, "madam" was.

In fact, it was not exaggerating to say
Tansy was nearly overcome with righteous anger. How dare this high
and mighty Duke condescend to her! Look down his nose at her!

Just a minute! Tansy halted herself in
mid-tantrum. She looked more closely at the Duke. That nose. No. It
couldn't be. "Are you by chance the Duke of Avanoll?" she asked
suddenly—apropos, so thought the Duke, of nothing—and just as he
was ready to deliver one of his famous scolds.

"I am," the Duke replied, surprised into
answering this unwarranted question. It is true then, he observed
to himself, what the old lady my grandmother says: breeding will
out. Here I sit, calmly being railed at like a schoolboy remiss at
his sums, when I should like nothing better than to take that
obnoxious hellion over my knee and give her the thrashing her
parents so obviously declined to dispense. Such forbearance on my
part reflects quite noble breeding. Almost kinglike, he
complimented himself. And why, putting all that aside, is this
creature looking at me as if I have suddenly grown another head?
"Is something amiss, madam, or have you come belatedly to your
senses and in turn been struck dumb with shame over your outrageous
behavior?"

Tansy waved this last statement aside with a
slight motion of her hand. The hand then continued upward until it
reached her forehead, where it rubbed wearily back and forth as she
spoke once more. "Nathaniel has cocked up his toes then?" she said
quietly, as if to herself.

But not quietly enough. "I beg your pardon?"
The velvet ice became a howling blizzard.

"Oh, forgive me, I merely spoke my thoughts
aloud," Tansy apologized. "Has he been dead long—the late Duke,
that is?"

The Duke was still a bit nonplused and
answered almost automatically. "A little over ten years." Then he
had an idea that shook him to his socks. "But what, if I may be so
bold, is that to the matter at hand?" He spoke more softly, almost
gently. The creature was quite possibly deranged, an escapee from
Bedlam.

He would have to report the woman at the
next town. Why, at any moment the sick woman could turn violent and
do bodily injury to his sister.

Tansy's head rose once more to look the Duke
straight in the face. "I apologize for my outburst, your grace. My
only excuse is that I am extremely fatigued. I have been traveling
for two days and nights, and the last of my funds disappeared at
last night's inn on a meager dinner of bread and cheese. That must
be why I did not recognize it at once."

"Recognize what, my dear young woman?" the
Duke crooned warily. Now he was sure the woman was deranged. He
made sly eye-shiftings and head-jerks in his vacantly smiling
sister's direction, willing her to climb down from the gig. Lady
Emily winked happily back at him, thinking herself part of some
fine joke, and her sins all forgiven. The Duke sighed. Emily was a
pretty chit, he granted, but there wasn't a problem of overcrowding
in her upper rooms.

Tansy spoke again. "Why, the nose, of
course. How could I, of all people, have failed to immediately
recognize the Benedict nose! It is my father's to the life. Horrid
beaky thing, ain't it? Oh, excuse me. Of course you cannot know.
You must think me daft—or worse. My name is Tamerlane. My great
grandmother was a Benedict. Her daughter married a Tamerlane, and
they produced my father who, in turn, produced me. Great
grandmother Benedict was first cousin to your great grandfather. We
are cousins," she ended unnecessarily.

"A bit distant, I must say," put in the Duke
quellingly, exchanging the label of Bedlamite for the milder one of
eccentric—but definitely quite reluctant to claim kinship with the
girl.

"Distant enough to be almost nonexistent,"
she agreed cheerfully, "which is why I did not contact you upon my
father's death two years ago. Or rather, why I did not contact your
father. His was the last name entered in the family Bible. I did
not know of your existence."

"Or I of yours, might I add," commented the
Duke, still secretly feeling the niggling idea he was holding
converse in the middle of the North Road at twilight with a
madwoman. Well, perhaps not mad, but definitely ill-bred, he
mentally decided.

Emily, who had taken in as
much as her brain could without the benefit of constant repetition,
added her bit to the bizarre conversation while clapping her
kid-encased hands, "Oh, how famous! Ashley! Isn't it wonderful? We
have a Brand New Cousin. Well, not brand
new, precisely. I imagine you have been around for some time." She
halted abruptly, put her hand to her mouth and giggled. "Oh, that
didn't come out just right, did it? I just mean you are new to us.
And I have discovered you! Miss Tamerlane, you must come home with
us to Grosvenor Square for a nice long visit, you Simply Must! I
knew there was something special about you when you so masterfully
put that hateful Godfrey to the right-about."

She grasped one of Miss Tamerlane's
none-too-clean hands between her own two immaculately-gloved ones
and turned rapturous china-blue eyes upon her brother. "I declare
Ashley, it is Fate. Please say we can keep her, dear, dear Ashley,"
she pleaded—for all the world as if she were a nursery tot begging
to keep a scruffy, smelly, stray dog she had dragged home.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


The duke of Avonall was not ordinarily left
at a loss for words. Indeed, many of his cronies would have gladly
plunked down a hefty sum to be privileged to see this normally
almost infuriatingly articulate man in his present state. He was
utterly without a rejoinder. His mind, however, was tripping over
itself in rapid thought—and not a single one of those thoughts
appealed.

The gel was a positive quiz. Even seated as
she was in the gig, he could see she would tower over every female
he knew, although she would fall far short of his own
greater-than-average height. Her clothes and hair were abominable,
her speech perhaps unexceptional in a man but totally untenable in
a lady of quality. She was rude, unmannered, and, in total,
unacceptable to the Duke's mental picture of what any of his blood
kin should be.

"I believe, Emily, my pet, that Miss
Tamerlane said she was on her way to a new post," the Duke finally
offered without any real hope he would be heeded.

"A position! Governess, no doubt. Ashley,
how can you allow a Benedict to hire herself out like any Common
Person?" Lady Emily fairly shrieked.

"If I may interject a moment?" Tansy began
coolly. "First, I am barely a Benedict. I did not even get the
nose—perhaps my one blessing. Secondly, I deeply resent being
talked around and across as if I were a piece of goods on a store
shelf. In my opinion—"

"Pish-tosh to your opinion, dear cousin,"
cut in Lady Emily. "You are like a lone ship in a storm-tossed sea,
and none but your family should even be contemplated as a safe
nesting place. Am I not correct, Ashley? We have A Duty, do we
not?"

The duke opened his mouth,
appeared about to speak, and then folded
his lips together in a thin line. He opened them once more and
admitted his defeat. "Dear sister," he began, "your metaphor is
mixed but, rest assured, your point has been made." He turned, his
eyes to Miss Tamerlane, manfully suppressing a wince, and added,
"Miss Tamerlane, my home is at your disposal. It would give my
sister and myself extreme, er, pleasure if you were to avail
yourself of our hospitality for," he sighed, "as long as you
wish."

"Your pleasure? Ha! In a cocked hat it is,"
Tansy returned with some heat. "You long for my presence the way
your chef yearns for the sight of roaches in his pantry. Thank you
for the gesture, all references to stormy seas and warm nests are
greatly appreciated, but Tamerlanes do not sink to charity nor fly
to nests lined with conscience-soothing featherdown reluctantly
offered by almsgiving hypocrites who would rather wish me at the
bottom of the ocean. One can drown so easily in the outpourings of
pity, you know— besides finding so little warmth in the molting
feathers that cloak all obligatory poor-relations."

When the import of these words was realized
(at least in part) by Lady Emily, she started in again to snuffle.
The Duke, who by rights should have felt the heavy mantle of
familial obligation floating blissfully off his already burdened
shoulders, was amazed to find himself irrationally incensed by this
cavalier refusal of his largesse. Ignorant drab, he thought,
heedless of the trap he was setting himself. Does she know she has
just bailed out of one of the deepest gravy boats in all England?
And how dare she flippantly snap her fingers at me, the head of the
family and, worse yet, by her thoughtless cruelty reduce my poor
baby sister to tears?

Actually, poor Lady Emily, left to her own
devices, would probably forget the girl in less time than it took
to ride back to town. But who's to say she wouldn't take it into
her head to pout, even go into a minor decline? Females could be
touchy that way. Witness the dowager, for heavens sake!

"Fie, my good woman! Fie
and foul!" the Duke blustered, as he had always supposed a head of
family was called to do, for hadn't his pater always gotten his way
by merely railing louder and longer than anyone else? "Look what
you have done to my dear little sister."(Far be it from him to
remark on any lowering blow to his own mighty Benedict pride.) "I
did not believe a member of the gentle sex could b: so cruel. To
think you would so malign your kinswoman as harboring such
self-serving motives, when her golden pure
heart was—and is still even after being forced to hear such
calumnies—full of none but the milk of human kindness."

"Oh, give over, your grace," Tansy came back
with a barely suppressed smile. "I cannot abide another muddled
metaphor. You know as well as I that I regard this watering pot by
my side as no less than the greatest of Samaritans. It is you I
accuse of baser reasons for your half-hearted invitation to visit
your establishment."

The Duke colored angrily. "If you think I
have designs on your virtue, my good woman," and his voice was
frosty as a winter morning, "let me cast your fears upon the
winds." That should squash her, he congratulated himself.

But Tansy only laughed, a clear, bell-like
tinkling laugh that set the Duke's hackles even more on edge. "I
had hardly any fears of cousinly compromise, your grace," she
retorted gaily. "My greatest fear is the belief you mean to make of
me an ape leader-cum-warden to this young puss here, and so free
yourself for your own selfish pursuits. Come now, cousin, make a
clean breast of it. You see in me a golden opportunity to unload
your frisky little filly into hands you think capable of holding
her."

"Oh! " protested Lady Emily, much offended.
"She is as bad as you, Ashley. As if I am either a feline or a
horse! I have quite changed my mind. If Miss Tamerlane wants no
part of us I think it unseemly to embarrass her or ourselves by
begging."

Lady Emily did not know it, but her
statement set the seal on the matter as far as his grace was
concerned. Here indeed was just the chaperon he needed for his
witless sister. Egad, that antidote would give even the most
desperate fortune-hunter pause. The Duke felt a conspiratorial
smile pass between himself and Miss Tamerlane. The lady obviously
knew her own worth. To his amazement the exchanged smiles widened
into shared grins, and the grins burst forth into laughter. Within
moments the two adversaries were chortling with unholy glee.

Lady Emily, her histrionics totally ignored,
lifted her face from her bone-dry handkerchief and looked from
Tansy to her brother, dissolved over a joke she could not
quite—thank heavens, or there would be the devil to pay—fathom. She
refused to be shut out from any gaiety, and so half-heartedly
chuckled along with them for a little while, until the effort of
her forced laughter was overcome by the numbing cold penetrating
her fashionable half-boots.

"Ashley," she pouted. "Ashley!" she cried
again, whereupon the ridiculous laughter died raggedly away. "Are
we to sit here all the afternoon? I begin to feel the chill."

His grace looked down at Miss Tamerlane,
testing the tenuous rapport that had been established, and cocked
one fine dark eyebrow. "Well, cousin?"

Tansy, finding herself the object of two
sets of penetrating blue eyes, shrugged her shabby brown shoulders
and surrendered to her—as Lady Emily termed it— Fate. She arched
one sable-brown eyebrow in mimicry of his grace and said, "Lead on,
MacDuff. We shall follow you with all deliberate speed. Which is to
say we should make London by late December, I should think, if
noble Dobbin's performance to date is to be used as a
yardstick."

"We shall hire a vehicle in the village
where you borrowed that sad beast—and I recollect his name as
Horace, I believe. Perhaps you have insulted him. I have no wish to
spend the next nine months completing a journey that should take no
more than three hours. Turn his carcass if you can, cousin, and let
us be off."

Tansy bowed to the inevitable. "Get going,
Horace," she urged.

"Horace," the Duke moaned as the aged
creature groaned himself into a laborious turn. "Why, in the name
of all that's holy, would anyone—even a blacksmith—name a horse
Horace?"

"Oh, not the blacksmith. I think that worthy
dubbed our noble steed Dobbin," Tansy corrected as they inched
their way back from whence they had come. "I renamed him Horace
after a childhood pet of mine that also refused to heed my
commands."

"A singularly intelligent creature, I would
say. What was it? One of those repulsive little lap dogs with a
pushed in phiz?"

"You insult me, sir. I would rather forego a
pet than have one of those horrid little beasts about, forever
yapping and becoming nervous all over the drawing room rugs.
Perhaps owing to my own size, I prefer large dogs. Large, romping,
tongue-lolling, tail-wagging brutes who are invariably affectionate
to a turn. Besides, Horace was not a dog. He was a goldfish." This
last was delivered with a solemn face that could not conceal the
twinkling of two russet-brown eyes.

His grace was not daunted. "And he did not
heel? Poor specimen, I dare say."

Tansy agreed gravely.
"Indeed, sir, you are so right. In the end,
I was forced to be content with the ordinary tricks: fetching a
stick, catching a ball between his jaws. You know the sort, I'm
sure."

This was too much, even for his grace. "Were
you spanked often as a child. Miss Tamerlane?"

Speechless for a moment, Tansy merely shook
her head.

"A pity. If you were mine I would have
applied corporal punishment quite often, I believe."

"But then I believe I should have run off at
a very young age if you were my parent," she returned
triumphantly.

"And I would have had the housekeeper pack
your portmanteau, and myself supplied a map to the Orient—not to
mention enough of the ready to set you firmly on your way."

Tansy opened her mouth to retort and found
she had for once been solidly trumped. "Touché," she said gaily and
made a mock bow, sadly ungainly when done while sitting in a
gig.

Lady Emily interposed at this time,
reminding the foolishly giggling pair of idiots that she was
chilled to the bone. Tansy urged the horse into a bone-crunching
trot, leaving behind, and quite out of mind, the dining room of
Squire Lindley's snug country house, where the Squire's lady, still
content in the delusion that her four squalling brats were to be
taken off her hands by a penny-cheap governess, was at that moment
gleefully biting into a fluffy, cream pastry.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


The journey to Grosvenor Square was
accomplished in four rather than three hours, due to Tansy's
refusal to budge one inch from the posting inn until her gnawing
hunger was put at ease. But as the crier was just calling out the
hour of ten ("All's well and it's comin' on ta rain") the weary
party ascended the imposing flight of steps to Avanoll's
mansion.

Tansy could do little more than catch a
glimpse of the imposing stucco exterior and delicate grille work
lining the upper storeys before being almost shoved indoors, where
her eyes were completely dazzled by the brilliant light emanating
from the hundred candles that burned welcomingly in an immense
crystal chandelier that seemed almost small in the huge foyer.

She roughly disengaged her elbow from the
Duke's vice-like grip. "Unhand me, sir. If you are in such a pelter
about being discovered with so poor a specimen as I entering your
abode, I could have as easily trotted round to the tradesman's
entrance. I have not been so roughly handled since the oldest son
of my last employer sought to play slap-and-tickle in the herb
garden."

"I'm surprised he had the nerve," his grace
hissed. "And be still," he added, painfully aware of Dunstan the
butler, three assorted footmen, and a housemaid—who had no business
using the front stairs—looking (and listening) with great interest
to every word that was being said. "It is not you but Emily I
wished out of the light of that veritable beacon in front of the
house. You would think the house was lighting the way for the
long-awaited return of the prodigal! Tongues wag often enough in
this snoop-nosed town without some dowager witnessing Emily, who is
not yet Out, stealing into the house after dusk."

As Tansy opened her mouth
to apologize—not an easy thing for her—he
shut her off quickly by saying, "Let me get shed of these
nosey-parkers, if I may, before we continue."

She bowed to his wisdom, not meekly, but
merely acknowledging his request with a curt nod.

His grace dealt with the assembled servants
quickly. A quelling glance to the footmen sent them scattering on
suddenly-recalled errands belowstairs. The housemaid, praying
fervently for the anonymity of a servant most masters never
bothered to penetrate, had already fled of her own accord back the
way she had come, and was already tripping down the dark back
stairs.

Having satisfactorily disposed of the lower
staff, his grace turned to address his butler. "Dunny," he
commanded the stately grey-haired man, who had somehow come into
the possession of three woolen capes—the last of which, being a
particularly undistinguished brown article of indeterminate years,
he held at arm's-length and surveyed as if he were indeed clutching
a particularly vile species of vermin, "Lady Emily desires a cold
collation brought to her in her chambers. And have her maid sent to
her immediately."

At this preemptory dismissal, Lady Emily
pouted and made as if to protest, but was struck down in mid-whine
by a look much like the one that had sent the footmen scurrying.
With a toss of her fair curls and a halfhearted stamp of one small
foot, she turned and began ascending the staircase. Midway she
turned for one last entreaty.

"Now, miss, if you please," came a stern
female voice, not to be denied. Lady Emily blinked, blushed, and
knew herself bested by Tansy. She retired without another word.

"Well done," congratulated his grace.

Tansy turned from the sight of a bit too
much maidenly ankle, exposed as Lady Emily flounced her way
abovestairs, and addressed his grace. "Thank you. I have always
found it best to begin as you plan to go on. Our roles are becoming
established nicely, don't you think?"

"Quite," returned Avanoll, happily amazed.
"But be warned: that was just the opening skirmish in what may well
prove an epic battle. My dear sibling may not be very astute, but
she is inventive, and mischief is her middle name. Shall we adjourn
to the drawing room and allow the footmen to resume their posts at
the door? My undependable aunt is assuredly still out and about,
regaling everyone she meets with the details of the debilitating
disease that will probably keep her niece abed and secluded for
several days."

"Was that your brainchild or hers?"

"Mine, more's the pity. She'll probably lay
it on so thick and rare only a ninny will fail to scent a scandal.
But we—and if I haven't thanked you I do so now—have shut the door
on any rumor by fetching our fledgling home safe and dry. I suppose
you think me cold-hearted or unbearably rude in not allowing you to
retire along with my sister?" suggested his grace, as he motioned
Tansy into a large room and directed her to a chair near the neat
fire blazing in the hearth.

"On the contrary, sir. I find it entirely in
character," replied Tansy as she ignored the gesture to stand in
front of the fire, holding her chilled hands toward the heat. His
grace, having half-descended into a facing chair, hastily rose once
more so that he fairly bumped heads with his cousin.

He could see her discomfort and fatigue and
his conscience twinged as he remembered her protestations of hunger
and bone-deep weariness. But he felt deeply the need to get a few
things settled before his aunt, who headed the increasingly long
list of banes upon his suddenly blighted life, burst in on them and
opened her proverb-spouting, epigram-quoting mouth. Five minutes
with Aunt Lucinda would be sufficient to make even the redoubtable
Miss Tamerlane lope off to parts unknown.

So instead of dismissing his cousin—who was
making only a cursory effort to hide several wide yawns—he launched
into a detailed description of her duties as concerned his
sister.

As these duties seemed all directed toward
the same end. Tansy cut in rudely, "I believe you have made
yourself abundantly clear and can say no more without repeating
yourself. I am correct, I believe, in surmising from your words,
dressed up in fine linen as they are, that you merely mean I am to
keep Lady Emily on a stout and short leash while giving her the
impression she has been given her own head. I am to be an ape
leader without, thank goodness, having to teach sums,
globe-reading, water color sketching, or fine needlepoint. I
daresay it sounds no easy task you have set me, but it is head and
shoulders better than slaving over Squire Lindley's brats." She
rose as if to quit the room but hesitated as Avanoll spoke
again.

"You are correct as far as
it goes, cousin, but there is more to it than that. Emily must be
chaperoned at all times, and that means you must be fitted out
with, er," his eyes flitted unflatteringly over her present attire,
"what I mean to say is that you will need a complete new wardrobe."
As Tansy started to protest he cut into her objections with a stern
voice. "Be sensible, Miss Tamerlane. As our
cousin it is only right we assist you if the cost of the thing is
what has put you on your high ropes. Besides, to be frank, if that
gown is any indication of your wardrobe—any argument you make to
appear in Society in more of the same would be
ludicrous."

Two high spots of color appeared on his
cousin's cheeks, but she swallowed hard and bowed to the
intelligence of his reasoning. Indeed, what she stood up in was
more than representative of her wardrobe, it was the best thing in
it. Her firm (some would say stubborn) chin came up and she asked
if she could now retire. Any minute her stomach would set up a loud
grumble and destroy her last shreds of dignity.

"I will detain you no longer than necessary,
but there are one or two more items—"

"Yes, yes, I know. Your sister is a very
open and confiding person." She held out her right hand and ticked
off the items on her long, slim fingers as her cousin mentally
added fine bone structure to the plus side of his list on the
girl—a side heavily outweighed by the minus column. "One: your
grandmother, the dowager Duchess. An intelligent old lady from what
I could glean, who washed her hands of Lady Emily's come-out after
their first foray to Bond Street. Two, and here I am not as clear:
your aunt, the woman responsible for your sister's dislike of her
wardrobe, and whose laxity, laziness, or gullibility is no more a
deterrent to Emily's high flights than a parlor table. Now may I
please be excused, your grace?"

"If you would cease to interrupt me every
time I open my mouth, we could bring this interview to an end in
short order. I too have had a trying day," his grace pointed out
uncharitably. "My grandmother, who as you say is a highly
intelligent and rather sly old girl, resides for the moment in
town, but has decided to return to Yorkshire by the end of the
week. If you guard your manners and refrain from stable slang and
boxing cant, we should scrape by with her with no problem. It is
Aunt Lucinda, who I am forced to keep here for lack of any relative
to ship her off to—none of my kin being so desperate for a live-in
companion or so out of my favor as to have dear Lucinda foisted off
on them—who presents the most delicate problem. She will be quite
hipped to find herself replaced, you see."

Tansy cocked one well-defined brow. "A real
clunker?"

The Duke allowed a small
smile. "Widow of my cousin, Jerome Benedict. Old Jerry turned up
his toes some six months ago, about a week after losing his last
groat at the gaming tables. It seemed
logical at the time to have Lucinda companion Emily for the Season.
She has been under my roof for the eternity of time that makes up
the span since Jerry's funeral. I should have realized a simple
loss of fortune wouldn't be enough to make my cousin cash it all
in. Living with that widgeon, I'm surprised he lasted so long, but
in the end I'm positive it was the enforced rustication with the
woman that drove him to sticking his spoon in the wall. You see,
she has this, let's see, how can I put this? You see, Aunt Lucinda
harbors a predilection to, er, that is, she, um—"

Whatever the uncomfortable Duke was about to
say was forestalled by unmistakable sounds of arrival in the foyer,
and both pairs of eyes went at once to the doorway. Out of the
corner of her mouth Tansy suggested teasingly, "Drinks a bit, Aunt
Lucinda, does she?"

The corner of Avanoll's mouth lifted as he
returned ruefully, "Would that she did. I'd keep her so well
supplied she'd have no time left to pest me into following Jerry to
my heavenly reward posthaste."

Tansy's visions of her cousin did not
include a halo, but the image of him with horns, tail, and
pitchfork caused her russet-brown eyes to dance in her head and a
wicked grin to light her fine face with mischief.

So it was that the first sight Aunt Lucinda
had of the young hoyden (or so was her first impression) she would
later learn was to usurp her position as guardian to the innocent
little lamb—just now regrettably misplaced—did not show the girl to
advantage.

For the moment, however, the lady was not to
be deterred from informing her honored relative and head of the
family of her success at Lady Jersey's soiree—strange females in
the house or nay.

Watery blue eyes disengaged contact with
startled brown ones, and not by even so much as a nod did the
former recognize the necessity of being presented to the
disgustingly high female who was in the act of leaning down a bit
to get a better sight of the tiny woman in voluminous crepe
draperies.

The eyes slid to regard
Avanoll, and when she was sure she had his attention she raised one
pudgy beringed hand (half- covered by dripping lace) to her blonde,
ringlet-festooned brow, sighed deeply, and tottered—weary from
fighting the good fight—to the chair nearest the hearth (there were
several closer to the near-swooning female,
but these were not nearly so well padded).

Once comfortably seated, her three-tiered,
ruffled skirts arranged decorously about her ankles, she announced
in the tones of one badly used: "'It is easy to tell a lie, hard to
tell but a lie.' Thomas Fuller."

Tansy sidled nearer the Duke and whispered,
"I cannot doubt Emily and your aunt are not bosom beaus. Two
tragedy queens in the same household? Insupportable! But tell me,
who is this Fuller person?"

"A divine, from the seventeenth century, I
believe," Avanoll informed her absently, then added, "kindly hold
your tongue while I endeavor to sort this out."

With the air of one about to begin an
oft-performed but never looked-for office, he approached his aunt,
who was now fanning herself with a wisp of lace hankie.

"I take it, aunt, that you did set it about
tonight that Emily is unwell." Although Avanoll was only bound to
Lucinda as a cousin, he called her "Aunt" as a form of
courtesy.

"'A liar is a bravo towards God and a coward
towards men.' Lord Bacon," his aunt answered, nodding.

The Duke was heard to sigh. "You have my
bravos, too, for what they are worth, Aunt. I take it, I dearly
hope, that you have succeeded in convincing the harpies that Emily
is the victim of a temporary indisposition. I would hate to think a
plague notice will be nailed to our door in the morning in answer
to your fervor."

Aunt Lucinda raised her eyes to the ceiling
and bobbed her head, as if confirming with her Maker her belief
that any blame to come out of this entire sordid affair would be
placed firmly at her door—everyone forgetting the great strain on
her nerves the Duke's instructions to spread a falsehood abroad
would be to one of her sensibilities. "'Who spits against heaven,'"
she warned the architect of the lie, "'it falls in his face.'
Spanish Proverb."

Throughout this interchange
Tansy had remained silent—though dumbfounded might have been a
better description. But this last was too much. That absurd little
woman, dressed like a wedding cake and reciting words of wisdom in
her high, childish voice on one hand, and the Duke of Avanoll,
overwhelmingly masculine in this dainty room and undeniably holding
his temper only by an impressive display of rigid self-control,
swam before her mirthfully tearing eyes.
Imagine, the Duke spitting up at heaven. Better still, imagine the
inevitable result. Oh, her sides ached from trying to restrain
chortles of laughter.

It was no use. She could not resist. Rising
from her chair placed discreetly in the shadows she approached the
adversaries—one glaring, the other simpering—to add her bit to the
farce. She directed her words to the Duke: "'Let not thine hand be
stretched out to receive and shut when thou shouldst repay.'
Ecclesiasticus."

Aunt Lucinda's abused look vanished in a
twinkling as she beamed up at her champion, who wasn't after all,
that very tall. For if one was in need of a savior, she should be
of more impressive figure than anyone of just average height.

As Tansy candidly returned the funny little
woman's scrutiny, the Duke tried to make amends for insulting his
aunt's well-meant attempt at subterfuge only to be
interrupted—quite thankfully, if the truth be known, for he dearly
hated apologizing to anyone, least of all an irksome widgeon like
his aunt—when said widgeon pronounced in suitably awestruck tones:
"'She appeared a true goddess in her wrath.' Virgil."

The unlikely goddess gave a slight curtsy
and replied, "Not a goddess, I am sure, and I am at the moment
anything but wrathful, but thank you for the compliment, dear
lady."

"Yes, well," his grace interposed before
this show of mutual admiration got out of hand, with questions
still mainly unanswered. "Briefly, Aunt, briefly, succinctly, and
to the point if you please, tell me if your mission tonight ended
in success or failure. In short, is my sister's reputation
intact?"

His aunt bristled slightly but condescended
to reiterate: "'When I'm not thank'd enough, I've done my duty, and
I've done no more.' Fielding."

As Tansy hid an appreciative smile at this
sharp-as-a-saber- thrust retort, Avanoll strove for more
clarification. "You kept it simple, I hope. And I will not have to
explain away Emily's amazing recovery from, say, cholera, in the
next few days?"

The insulted lady sprang up from her
comfortable chair, tipped back her be-curled head the better to see
this Doubting Thomas who refused to take her words (or a selection
of other people's words) as the truth. "'It is not every question
that deserves an answer.' Publilius Syrus." With that, she picked
up her voluminous skirts with the delicate repugnance often shown
when forced to step around a slimy puddle, and made to quit the
room.

"If you would but wait a moment, dear Aunt,
I would like to express my thanks for your kind action this
evening," the Duke cajoled.

The lady sniffed. '"In fine, nothing is said
now that has not been said before." Terence."

"But you will forgive me before you rush
off?"

By this time his aunt had reached the
doorway. "'Pardon one offense and you encourage the commission of
more.' Syrus," she said. Her stern visage and pudgy, waggling
finger presented a grand imitation of a Prophet of Doom,
forecasting dire consequences if she were to soften her
attitude.

Avanoll bit out a short, pithy epithet
before the peal of his cousin's unleashed mirth brought him back to
an awareness of his surroundings. "Aunt," he called out, taking a
step toward the door. "You have not been introduced to—oh, damn and
blast, why do I bother?" he ended as the last row of flounce
disappeared up the staircase.

He approached his cousin and opened his
mouth for, unbelievably, yet another apology, but Tansy forestalled
him by saying, "If it is of any consolation, your grace, you have
my deepest sympathy. I'm astonished you haven't forsworn your title
and flown off to the wilds of India in search of some peace.
However," she continued, pausing to stifle yet another yawn, "if
there are no more of our eccentric relations yet to climb out of
the woodwork tonight, I would appreciate being shown to my
bed."

At that moment Dunstan, the Benedicts'
long-standing (and long-suffering) butler, knocked and entered at
the Duke's call. "The young lady's chamber is ready, sir, and a
small repast already by the fire." Dunstan then bowed and left the
room, Tansy in his wake.

"Wait, Miss Tamerlane. If you are to remain
here there are some rules of common courtesy that must be adhered
to, even if my theatrically inclined aunt chose to ignore them in
order to enact a dramatic exit. I cannot countenance another such
as she without slipping my wits entirely." Avanoll locked his hands
behind his back and paced importantly about the carpet, his
cousin's eyes boring into the back of his jacket. "As it is never
too early or too late to learn, we shall now have lesson number
one. I am a Duke, but you are not a Duchess. You do not dismiss me
or leave a room I am inhabiting without first gaining my
permission. You beg my pardon to retire."

"Oh, bother," his cousin
groaned. "Wasn't once enough? All right,"
she decided after swallowing down hard on her rising temper, and
dropped into a curtsy that would have been tolerable had she not
caught her hem in her jean boot, necessitating the putting out of
one hand to steady herself against a footstool. She rose awkwardly
and began in a monotone. "I am mightily fatigued, your grace, and
humbly beg your kind permission to . . . "

"Damme, Miss Tamerlane, don't be impertinent
or . . . "

". . . retire to my bedchamber where I shall
. . ." she persisted, singsong.

"Enough!"

". . . immediately ring for hot water in
which to soak my tired, aching feet. Standing on ceremony, I find,
gives me a royal pain!" she finished doggedly before allowing a
self-satisfied smirk—no amount of indulgence could term it a
smile—and quitting the room.

The Duke sank into his chair, dumbfounded.
Did he still harbor enough vitality to rant and rave, or should he
take the coward's route out and allow himself to be amused? He
decided on the latter. Between smiles and frowns he thought back
over the events since his acquaintance with his new cousin and
their bizarre conversations. He chuckled and unwittingly repeated a
few of her statements aloud. The chuckles grew into a halfhearted
laugh, and the laugh into a near fit of hilarity which he would
later attribute to his exhausted state.

A housemaid passing by overheard Avanoll's
laughter, peeked in to see her master the sole occupant of the
room, and scurried off to the kitchens to wonder aloud that it was
a rare treat to see his grace half-foxed and all silly-willy like
plain folks.

Dunstan heard, sighed deeply, and ordered
another decanter of port for the drawing room, sure to find the one
he put there earlier sadly depleted, before coldly reminding the
housemaid it was not her place to make sport of her betters.

The Duke's valet, Farnley, who had sneaked
down to the kitchens in the hopes of begging some bonemeal for a
charm he was making to ward off warts, shrugged his shoulders and
offered a silent plea he would not be called upon to undress his
grace—a very huge man—in an unconscious state. Offering a further
entreaty skyward that his grace would not slop wine on his
waistcoat, he repaired to his master's chambers to lay out some
night clothes.

He was very surprised once
there to meet a sober Duke, with not a sign of the drink that had
supposedly sent him into a fit of the
giggles while all alone in the drawing room. Farnley raised his
eyes to the heavens, apologized that his prayers had been
unnecessary, but thanked the gods anyway—just to keep them happy in
case he ever had further need of them.

If that Miss Tamerlane Dunstan had told him
about caused his grace's strange behavior, and if it was true she
was to be living with them all in London for the Season (such news
travels fast belowstairs), Farnley felt he would be making many
calls on the deities in the coming months.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


The main drawing room of Avanoll House was a
huge chamber, its confines done in the classical manner—with
festoons of draperies at each long window, light paneled walls
embossed with wooden bouquets of flowers caught up with rams' heads
and raised bundles of husks banded about with knots of ribbon. Its
ceiling was a Cipriani work of art, consisting as it did of small
armies of nymphs, goddesses, and assorted amorini cavorting within
their intricate arabesque borders.

The furnishings were for the most part
compatible with their background, Hepplewhite's work being most
frequently represented. The only flaws to offend the discerning eye
were to be found in the existence (in a far-off, shadowy corner) of
two of Thomas Sheraton's mistakes in judgment—which Aunt Lucinda
foisted off on her relatives as being "sentimental treasures" left
to her by her late husband and vowed never to be allowed far from
her sight.

The "treasures"—or chairs, as they could
loosely be termed—were sufficiently alike as to be considered a
pair, yet dissimilar enough to inflict not one but two separate
insults to anyone of any discernment.

The first (for although painful to describe,
the effort to do so exhibits the magnanimity of the Duke's
indulgence) was composed of a griffin's head, neck, and wings,
united by a crosspiece of wood, on top of which was draped a length
of fabric that was tossed over to the back and tacked down. The
front was made up of a dog's shaggy, maned head and legs, joined
together with a reeded nail.

For the second creation, substitute two
camel heads and two of their legs combined with two lions' heads
and two leonine forepaws, add the same draperies, and the picture
is complete.

When asked his opinion of
the chairs, Ashley termed them painful.
Emily pronounced them vulgar. But the dowager, exercising the
license that comes with age, did not mince words. "Anyone who would
profess a liking for those monstrosities is either crazy or
blind—or both. I'd as soon plant my rump on a cold stone floor than
risk losing it entirely to one of those mangy beasts."

So it was that the persons assembled were
for the most part congregated in one end of the large room. Lady
Emily fidgeting and complaining from her perch on the edge of a
heart-backed japanned chair, his grace absently gazing at the
dancing flames in the grate of the Adam fireplace, the mantel of
which was serving for the moment to hold up his leaning body, and
the dowager Duchess herself lounging against the back of a fan-
backed sofa.

A good twenty feet downwind (as the dowager
termed it). Aunt Lucinda hopped back and forth between the two
Sheraton chairs, so as to not favor either one overmuch with her
attentions.

Just as the Brachet clock (a Thomas Johnson
creation hung all over with boughs, leaves, steeples, and even a
vacant-faced owl balancing on one spikey, gold limb—the entirety
perched on an ornate wall shelf sporting the tragedy-steeped phiz
of some anonymous Greek sage) struck eleven, Dunstan pushed open
the double doors from the foyer and announced, "Miss Tansy
Tamerlane, your graces, my lady," and Miss Tamerlane walked
reluctantly into the room.

"Tansy," his grace gasped. "My God, no
wonder you dragged your feet in revealing that preposterous
handle."

And then he laughed. Miss Tamerlane, no
faint-hearted baby, and with her green years far behind her, was
not crushed by this blatant display of mirth at her expense. She
drew herself up to her not inconsequential height, crossed the room
with firm—if unfashionably lengthy—strides to stop not two feet
away from her tormentor, and looked him up and down with an
expression of mild distaste. "I agree, my name is not on a par with
those appellations taken from Nature, the Bible, or some great
literary work. But I fail to see the reason for such unbridled
humor from a man who must carry the handle of Ashley. Personally,
it puts me in mind of the messy, sooty pile found in the grate
after a fire."

The Duke's laughter ceased
abruptly and his face took on a fierce scowl. Lady Emily tittered
behind the safety of a concealing hand. Aunt Lucinda missed the
exchange entirely and decided her chairs would consider her time
spent with them sufficient and hastened to
a more advantageous seat.

The dowager, that formidable dragon who
still, when the mood struck her, ruled her family with an iron
hand, choked on the sherry she had been sipping and then exclaimed
roundly, "Oh, I do like this gel! Tansy, my dear, come sit beside
me and we shall begin to get acquainted. I understand the
connection with the Benedicts is tenuous, but valid just the same.
Indeed," the thin, hatchet-faced woman observed as her keen eyes
took a quick mental inventory of the rather dowdy young woman
before her, "if I harbored any fears of an imposter trying to foist
herself off on us they have been quickly laid to rest. You are, in
build as well as manner, a pattern copy of your great-grandmother
Benedict, whose likeness hangs in the long gallery in Avanoll Hall.
Ashley, surely you see the likeness?"

Ashley probed his memory until he
recollected the portrait his grandmother had in mind. "But.
Grandmama, the girl in that painting was most handsome and, er, I
mean, perhaps there is some slight resemblance. Both being tall and
brown-haired," he ended lamely.

Emily chose this time to make her presence
known by pointing out her brother's near faux-pas. "Shame on you
brother, for speaking so thoughtlessly! How did you ever last in
the Diplomatic Office during the war without raising the backs of
at least a hundred dignitaries?"

Aunt Lucinda broke in before Avanoll could
answer his sister. "'Nature has given us two ears, two eyes, and
but one tongue, to the end we should hear and see more than we
speak.' Socrates."

"Whom are you admonishing with that little
tidbit, Aunt—Emily or me?" Avanoll asked.

"'Children and fooles cannot lye.' Heywood,"
his aunt returned doggedly.

"There is no question into which category
you fall, Lucinda," the dowager sniffed. "You are nothing but an
educated parrot, mouthing words and never ideas. Do be quiet before
I throw a shawl over your cage to shut you up."

Miss Tamerlane, or Tansy as she had admitted
to being named, was beginning to feel quite at home with both this
odd little group and their assorted quirks.

Suddenly the dowager's attention returned to
the girl now sitting beside her. She asked Tansy for her full name,
pointing out that perhaps it wouldn't sound so much like the
heroine in a Penny Dreadful.

"Tansy Marie Antoinette Tamerlane! Good God,
were your parents foxed at the time?"

Tansy smiled and took the outburst in good
form. "Mama had a failing for things French, though I doubt she
would have so blessed me if she knew how tragically it all ended
for that poor lady. Mama was very superstitious, you know. To her
such a name would now mean I shall come to a sad end. Then again,
as I think on it, perhaps she would not have been too unduly upset.
I fear she never quite forgave me for coming along and disrupting
her organized little life of tatting, tattling, and tittering with
her neighbors. Rather like Nero fiddling while Rome burned,
considering the never-ending coils my Papa was forever blundering
into whenever left to his own devices."

The dowager listened with interest and then
observed that perhaps multiple names were not the answer. After
all, look at poor Emmaline-Lucille Pratt. All a double name did for
her was to give her one more word to stumble over. "She stammers,
you know," the Duchess told them. "Thank heavens I wasn't cursed
with palming that one off. Getting Emmaline-Lucille hitched-up
would be the coup of the Season."

The Duke was not at all interested in
Emmaline-Lucille Pratt. To be honest, he wasn't very much more
interested in Tansy Tamerlane.

All he wanted to do this morning was to
establish Tansy as Emily's new keeper, bid a fond but not unpleased
farewell to the dowager, and get on about more serious
business.

"First things first, I think, cousin. If you
would give me the direction of this Squire you spoke of I will
write to him concerning your inability to assume your post. He will
undoubtedly be concerned for your welfare."

Tansy gave a short laugh. "I doubt he'll be
dragging the local river for my body in his anxiety, your grace.
But I shall Write him myself and save you the trouble."

'"It is better to learn late than never.'
Publilius Syrus," Aunt Lucinda pointed out.

"Then there is hope for you yet, Lucinda,"
the Duchess drawled, causing Lucinda's brow to pucker as she tried
and failed to understand the dowager's subtlety.

"Enough," the Duke interrupted. "After
yesterday's near disaster, I have found it prudent to entrust my
sister's care to our new cousin in an effort to keep Emily from
single-handedly destroying the Benedict name in the coming months
of the Season."

His aunt, rather miffed at her displacement,
quoted, "'When the steede is stolne, shut the stable durre.'
Heywood."

"Nonsense!" Tansy scoffed as Emily sputtered
angrily, but luckily not completely comprehending the insult, "The
little filly here was not stolen, or even lost. She was merely
temporarily misplaced. Besides, no harm's been done, and we can
even hope Emily has learned something from the episode." This last
was said with a stern look in the truant's direction.

"'Pardon one offense and you encourage the
commission of many.' P. Syrus," the suddenly strict ex-companion
prophesied, causing Ashley to wonder where he had heard those words
before.

All this was just too much for Lady Emily's
tender sensibilities, and she bolted out of her chair in protest.
"I think you are all perfectly horrid! Why don't you just lock me
upstairs in my room and leave me to wither and die!" she shrieked,
and ran sobbing from the room, her concerned aunt hard on her
heels.

The remaining occupants were not so easily
impressed. While Tansy smiled and shook her head and Avanoll
uttered an exasperated oath, the dowager summed it all up nicely by
wiping her hands on each other and saying, "Well, that routed them
both quite nicely, don't you think? Now we can get down to cases
and plan out the chit's season."

"I beg your pardon, Grandmama?" Avanoll
queried. "It was my impression your townhouse was in Holland covers
and you were leaving shortly for Avanoll Hall. Surely you don't
wish to be detained by our problems with Emily, seeing as how she
wears on you so."

"Don't throw my words back in my teeth,
Ashley, if you don't mind. That was before I met this girl here.
Suddenly I feel quite rejuvenated, and I have decided to stay in
Town. There is no need to fill more servant bellies at town prices
if you are in residence here, so I shall stay here rather than my
town house. Have my chamber prepared, Ashley," she instructed
imperiously, then added, "And take that vacant look off your face.
If you just apply yourself a bit I'm sure you realize which chamber
I require."

"I do, madam," his grace agreed, "but since
that is now my chamber I believe the red suite will have to do,
even if it is not exactly to your taste."

"Hummph! Hardly, grandson, hardly. I cannot
imagine what imp of perverseness induced your mother to rig out an
entire room in red. Such a color is only fit for whores and wild
Russians."

"Madam!" the Duke
protested, only to find he was being ignored. The dowager had asked Tansy's assistance in rising
from the sofa and was even now leaving the room on her arm,
chattering nineteen to the dozen about morning gowns and rout
parties and the "jolly times" they would all be having
shortly.

Avanoll groaned and sank into a nearby
chair. Not only had he not rid himself of the silly prattlings of
his aunt, but he had been burdened even further by the addition of
both an irascible dowager and an impossibly outre cousin.

Why, oh why hadn't he had the good sense to
be born an orphan?

 


 



Chapter Six

 


As Tansy wandered around her
pleasantly-decorated bed chamber, enjoying her first bit of
solitude in nearly a fortnight, her mind traveled back over just a
few of the many exciting happenings since her arrival at Avanoll
House. She traced a vague pattern in the light layer of dust on her
desk as she moved to gaze out over the Square.

Naturally, her first thoughts were of her
newly discovered relatives—the silly, lovable Emily, the even
sillier and just as lovable Aunt Lucinda (Tansy could not bring
herself to call the old lady Ce-Ce), the irascible and
unpredictable Dowager, and, of course, the seldom seen head of the
family, the Duke himself. Tansy was well pleased with them,
eccentricities, quirks, and all, and felt at home to a peg with
these characters who so resembled her dear, departed Papa.

She had to admit, though, that she was glad
the dowager had at last called a halt to the endless stream of
bodies that had been cluttering up the house these past two weeks.
Dressmakers, milliners, silk merchants, linen drapers, corsetiers,
even an Italian-spouting shoemaker, had all appeared within moments
of the dowager's summons, to poke, measure, pin, and fit until
Tansy thought she would go mad.

The only respites from hours of standing
about like a wax doll while strange hands pushed and prodded at her
were a few excursions to shops on Bond Street, where her befuddled
mind tried to gather ribbons and laces that would match the
multitude of gowns that were threatening to outgrow her over-taxed
clothespress.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/59897
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
MICHAELS

j/lC /enacmu;

\ st j{llll@t[(l[l@






