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Chapter 1


The mysterious stranger filled Evangeline with both excitement and a nameless dread.

He bowed, then kissed her hand. Permit me to introduce myself, he said. I am the Count Korlovsky.

From the first draft of

The Castle of Count Korlovsky,

The Westover Papers



Bath, England

1817




Her plan was all very well in theory, Lady Diana Westover decided as she marched toward the Pump Room alongside her aunts. Unfortunately, the execution was going to be rather more difficult than she had assumed. Her hands were definitely clammy in her gloves, and her heart beat with a wild rhythm she hadnt experienced since her horse had bolted on her when she was ten years old.

To be sure, Bath was no longer the epicenter of fashionable life it had once been, but that didnt lessen Dianas uncomfortable sensation that she was too countrified and woefully unprepared. Maybe she should claim a headache and return to her aunts townhouseor all the way back to Lincolnshire.

Except that she had a plan that she couldnt abandon now, and that meant being around fashionable people.

Well, men. She needed to meet men.

And to do that, she needed her aunts who lived in Bath, a spa town famous for the hot spring that had been used since Roman times. Aunt Calliope and Aunt Euphenia were only too delighted to take her under their wing, as Diana knew they would be. Indeed, theyd been anxious to do that for years.

So now here she was on this fine day in May, trooping toward the large building where the supposedly restorative spring water was dispensed, dressed in a lilac pelisse, a bonnet she thought had been overly decorated with a riot of flowers, thin kid gloves and carrying a reticule that contained smelling salts and little else. Aunt Calliope had insisted that no proper young lady left the house without smelling salts, even though Diana had assured her that she had never needed them before, even when her horse had bolted.

That had been shocking enough for Aunt Calliope, but the poor woman had had to lie down when Diana also admitted she often walked for miles in the country, and without a chaperon.


As they neared the Pump Room, Diana again glanced surreptitiously at her aunts, one on either side of her like a guard of honor. Lady Calliope FitzBurton was dressed very stylishly, although her bonnet adorned with false fruit and ribbons looked more suited to a buffet table than a middle-aged womans head. She was, however, as sharp and bright-eyed as a woman half her age, which could be something of a problem when one was trying to keep a secret.

Lady Euphenia Harbage, older, wiser and calmer, was dressed in a more muted fashion. She had much less money to spend on her clothes, thanks to a spendthrift, gambling husband now mercifully deceased. Like Diana, she was a guest in her widowed sisters home, albeit a permanent one.

Aunt Euphenia patted Dianas arm gently. Since this is all very new for you, we wont stay long in the Pump Room, she assured her. Well see if any acquaintances are there, make a few engagements if we can, and then we shall leave.

Diana relaxed a bit. But really, what was she so worried about? It wasnt as if she had only this one chance to find what she sought, or that these fashionable, sophisticated people held any power over her.

She would just imagine that she was going into battle, like Hector at Troy. Achilles. The Spartans at Thermopolae.

Well, not the Spartans. They had all died.

We must spend some time in the Pump Room, Aunt Calliope exclaimed, the force of her remark causing her bonnet to tilt dangerously. Dear Diana must be noticed.

I dont want to make a sensation, Diana said, meaning it. She was there to observe, not participate, or at least no more than necessary to gain some acquaintance of men who had not spent most of their lives in Lincolnshire.

Of course not. That wouldnt be modest or proper, and you are a very modest and proper young lady, Aunt Euphenia replied. You do look lovely, though, my dear, and I daresay some of the young men will think so, too.

Diana refrained from pointing out to her kindhearted aunt that while she looked as pleasing to the male eye as it was possible for her to be, her appearance was hardly likely to elicit rapturous approval from the young men of Bath.

Has Madame Rotellini not outdone herself with that bonnet? Aunt Calliope asked, addressing Aunt Euphenia.

I absolutely agree and you were right about that color for Dianas ensemble. Lilac suits her perfectly and brings out the blue in her eyes. Mrs. Jenkins has fit the gown to perfection, too.

Im sure you wont be long in the marriage mart, my dear, Aunt Calliope said, speaking to Diana again. Although I wouldnt talk quite so much about books. In fact, I wouldnt talk very much at all. Let the young men do that.

Yes, Aunt, Diana obediently replied, but with a gleam of mischief in her eyes. Ill be on my very best behavior because who knows? Perhaps, if I am lucky and the ancient Roman gods of Aqua Sulis are with me, I may even meet my future husband this very day. Naturally I wouldnt want him to think I talk too much.

Aunt Calliope came to a dead halt. For heavens sake, Diana, dont talk about ancient gods being with you when we are in the Pump Room! People will think youre a heathen.

Diana nodded solemnly, although if her aunt had been a little more perceptive, she would have noted the gleam in her nieces bright blue eyes. Very well, Ill refrain from discussing the Roman gods and their various activities. I agree that given the loose morals they evinced, it wouldnt be wise to mention them in polite company.

Certainly not! Aunt Calliope said as she began marching toward the Pump Room once again. And dont mention future spouses, either.

But isnt that what all the unmarried men and women here hope to do, meet somebody to marry? Diana asked innocently. Why else would they parade about like horses for sale at a county fair, whether in the Pump Room or on the street or in the gardens and promenades? I was thinking I should wear a sign noting that I am currently unmarried, my late father was the fifth duke of Dilby, and the exact amount of my dowry. It would save a lot of time and unnecessary conversation.


Diana!

Aunt Euphenia laughed. Calm yourself, Calliope. Cant you see she doesnt mean it? She frowned at Diana with mock annoyance and shook her head. You had best take care, young lady, or I fear youll send your poor aunt into a fit.

I knew she was only jesting, Aunt Calliope said with a sniff. But remember, Diana, if you must speak, confine yourself to suitable subjects.

Yes, Aunt. Diana recited the list of forbidden subjects. No politics, no religion, no mention of the Prince Regents latest escapade or the kings illness. Nothing controversial or shocking in any way. Or interesting. Fortunately, I was only planning to observe today.

Instead of alleviating her aunts dread, her last remark made Aunt Calliope frown even more. Whatever you do, dont stare. You have the most disconcerting habit of staring at people, Diana, and that simply will not do.

Ill do my best, Aunt, but I daresay it will be uphill work. There are sure to be lots of interesting people to look at.

But you mustnt stare, Diana!

Diana didnt answer, because they reached the outer doors of the Pump Room.

Hesitating on the threshold, her throat constricted. If poor dear Papa could see her now, wearing this fussy gown beneath her velvet-trimmed pelisse instead of a simple muslin frock, her hair curled and dressed within an inch of its life, willing to be censorious of her speech despite his encouragement to always speak her mind, he would think a changeling had taken her place.

But her father was dead and soon enough, she would have to do the expected thing and marry. Before that, though, she had a dream to fulfill, and if that meant parading about the Pump Room of Bath in fashionable attire, trying not to notice anything unusual or talk about anything interesting, so be it.

Aunt Calliope led the way inside, then paused at the entrance of the large room, surveying the inner sanctum like an admiral on the bridge of his man-of-war. Sunlight shone in through the tall windows, lighting the pale walls. A three-piece ensemble played a Bach concerto on a little stage at the far end of the hall. Above it was a small gallery with a balustrade overlooking those gathered below.

People stood in clusters, or languidly strolled around the room. Snatches of conversation about balls and card parties and clothes drifted to her, the voices sounding as bored as the speakers looked. It was as if conversing was just too, too much trouble.

Diana wondered what would happen if she suddenly shouted, Fire! Would these oh-so-elegant people run, or would they slowly saunter out of the room, risking death rather than perspiration?


Even stranger, everyones gazes drifted to the people nearby or even across the room, as if they were seeking someone more important or influential or interesting to talk to. Surprisingly, nobody seemed offended by this rudenessbut then, they were all doing the same thing.

Diana thought of the lively discussions shed had at home. If this was what passed for polite conversation in Bath, shed be glad to leave it.

A group of three young women nearby, fashionably attired in muslin gowns so thin and diaphanous Diana foresaw an early death from consumption, kept glancing at the small stage. The music was well enough, but hardly superb, so Diana couldnt make out who or what was so fascinatinguntil the crowd parted and her gaze lit upon a man standing nearest the cellist.

Like a bolt of lightning, happiness and excitement shot through her. Good God, she had found him already!

He was perfect. Absolutely perfect. Raven black hair. Lean and excellent features. Superb cheekbones. Firm jaw. Broad shoulders. Slim hips. An excellent leg for a riding boot.

A shiver of delight ran down her spine as she watched him lean toward the lovely young woman in front of him in an intimate manner. Unlike so many in this room, it was clear he was really attending to his companion.

Impressed, Diana cocked her head, studying the casual grace and elegance of the mans stance while wondering what they were talking about. Surely they couldnt be mere acquaintances. What must that young woman be thinking, and feeling, to have such a man speak to her? What would it be like to have him interested in you?

Shed probably never know. After all, the young lady was the very epitome of beautyshining dark hair, swanlike neck, pale complexion, heart-shaped face. Her clothing bespoke wealth as well as style.

Although her own ensemble might be just as fine, Diana knew that in everything else, she could not compare. Her eyes were too large, her features not nearly so delicate.

Normally, she didnt give more than a moments thought to her looks, and then only if she happened to catch her reflection in a mirror. Even when enduring her maids dressing of her hair that morning, shed spent more time reading than contemplating her face.

Why would she? Staring at her face wouldnt change it. Shed known she was no beauty since she was ten years old and overheard a neighbors daughter say, with sweet malice, that it was a pity rank didnt also ensure a pretty face.

Diana turned her attention back to the couple. What if he was making an assignation with the lady? Would she agree?

Who was that elderly woman standing nearby, the one who seemed to be listening while looking the other way? Was she a relative of the beauty, or only a gossip shamelessly eavesdropping?

The astonishingly handsome man slowly straightened, a slightly puzzled look on his face.

What had the beauty said?

Then he swiveled on his heel and turned in Dianas direction, his dark brows rising in silent query.

Feeling as guilty as if shed been caught spying on a stranger in his bedroom, Diana quickly turned toward her aunt.

Before she could think of something to say, Aunt Calliope grabbed her arm. How dare he!

Shocked, embarrassed, worried about making her aunts upset, Diana did the first thing that came to her mind.

She feigned ignorance. How dare who?

Heaven help her, she sounded like an owl.

Thatthat odious man! How dare he look at me in such an insolent fashion!

She had never heard Aunt Calliope so annoyed in her life. Do you mean the man standing by the cello? Who is he? Why is he odious?

Never mind who he is, Aunt Calliope snapped.

Diana supposed she didnt have to know his name. It was enough that shed seen him. But she was still dying to learn why her aunt was so upset by the sight of him.

Whatever is the matter, Calliope? Aunt Euphenia asked.

Lord Adderley had the unmitigated gall to look at me. Impudent cur!


Impudent cur he may be, Aunt Euphenia said with her usual calm, but he is a viscount, so please dont speak so loudly.

The title explained the courtly and elegant manner.

Aunt Calliopes small nose wrinkled with the same disgust rotten food elicited. Lord Adderley is a complete cad, she said to Diana, obeying her sisters admonition and whispering as quietly as she could. A lothario and a gambler, too. No military service for him, either, thank you very much. Not that he would have been much help, Im sure, unless Wellington wanted to fight the war at the gaming tables.

No wonder Aunt Calliope, widow of General Lord Walter FitzBurton, spoke so harshly of him.

Not every man is cut out for military service, Calliope, Aunt Euphenia noted. I cant help thinking it would be better if some of these young officers decided not to purchase their commissions. I swear all some of them care about is how dashing they look in their uniforms.

Aunt Calliope leaned forward and spoke in a confidential whisper. A thorough reprobate, thats what he is. There is talk of gambling and cock fighting and mistresses by the score. Its only his good looks and family name that enable Adderley to venture into polite society at all. Even so, I dont know what the world is coming to when he is not given the cut direct in the Pump Room.

The man is charming, Aunt Euphenia said, as such men are, and pleasing to the eye. However, its not as if anybodys proposing that Diana marry Lord Adderley. Nor would she accept him, for there may be some truth to the tales about

Some truth? Aunt Calliope cried. I have it on the best authority!

Which meant that her friends had told her about the viscounts nefarious activities in great salacious detail, Diana supposed.

Then you have even less cause for concern, for if there is a grain of truth to the rumors, Diana has too much sense to encourage the attentions of a fellow like that. Dont you, Diana?

Before Diana could answer in the affirmative, Aunt Calliope said, I should hope so. She tapped Dianas hand to emphasize her point. If he did pursue you, he would only be after your money, Diana. Remember that.

Oh, I dont think you need fear, Diana replied good-naturedly, and sincerely. Such men are attractive in fiction, but Im certain they leave much to be desired in real life. Fortunately, I doubt my dowry would be enough to tempt him. Im sure he wouldnt sell himself for anything less than fifteen thousand a year.

Diana, please! Aunt Calliope exclaimed. Do not talk of anybody selling themselves! It sounds soso mercenary!

Ill try, Diana answered gravely. Yet I must point out that not everyone seems to share your poor opinion of the viscount. The expensively attired young lady talking to him, for instance. Who is she?

Shes not a lady, Aunt Calliope retorted. Adelina Foxborough is the daughter of a rum distiller. Her dowry, they say, will be twenty thousand a year and an estate in the West Indies, which no doubt explains the viscounts interest in her.

The viscount is in debt?

Aunt Calliope colored. Well, no, thats the one bad thing I havent heard about himwhich doesnt mean hes not, of course.

Her aunts logic was definitely faulty. Considering what else was being said about him, if the man was in debt, that rumor would be making the rounds of drawing and assembly rooms, too.

If Adelina Foxborough lacks in birth, shes been well educated, Aunt Euphenia observed. Shell likely make the viscount a better wife than he deserves, despite her lack of title.

Well educated she may be, in terms of history and Latin and other dead things, but shes not been well brought up if shell attach herself to Lord Adderley, Aunt Calliope said firmly. And that woman whos supposed to be her chaperon is absolutely hen-witted, if you ask me, too busy gossiping to pay attention to her charge.

Never mind them, Aunt Euphenia said. She nodded toward the counter where the restorative water was dispensed. The marchioness of Ellis and her son, Lord Fallston, the earl of Dartonby, are here.

Aunt Calliope smiled happily. Apparently the odious, impudent Lord Adderley was no longer important.

Excellent! she cried. He would be perfect for you, Diana, simply perfect! And he so deserves a fine young lady after that jilt ran off the day before their wedding.

He was engaged before? Diana asked.

Yes, unfortunately, to some romantic chit of a girl who ran off to the border with a former friend.

The viscount?

No, another man, Aunt Euphenia answered.

It seems Bath is full of reprobates and cads, Diana noted. Perhaps I should have stayed in Lincolnshire.

Aunt Euphenia smiled. But that would have deprived us of the pleasure of your company, Diana, and while I dont wish to speak ill of my brother, you are a dukes daughter, and its past time you took your place in society, as you deserve. Now come along, my dear.

Resisting the urge to look at the viscount again and feeling like a puppy on a leash, Diana followed her aunts toward the counter and the two people standing beside it.

Unlike her stylish aunts, the marchioness was plainly and simply dressed, and her son likewise. He didnt have high points on his collar or a jacket cut so tight his valet would have to wrestle him into it, or a waistcoat of brilliant colors in astonishing combinations. Indeed, he might be the most modestly dressed young man in Bath.

When he realized they were coming toward them, he gave Diana a tentative smile and brushed back a lock of chestnut hair that had fallen over his forehead. Although he was taller than Diana and certainly not a youth, that self-conscious action, and his smattering of freckles, made him seem like a shy little boy.

After her aunts had exchanged salutations and introductions with Lady Ellis and her son in their characteristic mannermeaning that Aunt Calliope was all delight and joy, Aunt Euphenia genial and calmLord Fallston stepped forward to take Dianas hand.

She stood absolutely still and held her breath. The only other men whod ever kissed her hand had been of long acquaintance and old enough to be her father.

Lord Fallstons lips barely brushed her glove.

Was that it? Lips against a glove would hardly ever be the last word in excitement, she supposed, but she was disappointed nonetheless.

Im delighted to make your acquaintance, Lady Diana, he said as he straightened.

She gave Lord Fallston a smile. He could hardly be blamed for failing to live up to her no doubt exaggerated expectations.


Would you care to take a turn around the room with me? he asked.

She glanced at her aunts. Aunt Calliope looked enraptured, while Aunt Euphenia gave an approving nod.

Lord Fallston held out his arm, and Diana experienced another first as she slipped hers through that of a young man shed only just met.

Youve not been long in Bath, I think, Lord Fallston noted as they set off around the room. I havent seen you in the Pump Room or the theater, or at the assembly balls. Im quite sure I would have remembered you if I had.

Maybe her aunts were right about clothes and a hairstyle making a lot of difference. Maybe she did look better than she thought. I had to purchase some new clothes in Milsom Street before I could venture into society. Ive been in black gloves for the past year.

Lord Fallston looked suitably concerned. Im sorry. I didnt mean to arouse unhappy memories.

She gave him a little smile of forgiveness. Before coming here, I lived very quietly in Lincolnshire with my late father. I rarely had cause or the opportunity to purchase stylish clothes. When I arrived in Bath, Aunt Calliope was appalled by my lack of fashionable attire and insisted I wait until I had new clothes before venturing out in society. I insisted on going to the circulating library, unfashionable clothes or not, so we compromised. We went to the shops one day, and the library the next, until I had an abundance of new clothes and books to read.

They strolled past a knot of elderly men hotly complaining about the country going to the dogs. Apparently it had been going to the dogs since 1749.

You enjoy reading? Lord Fallston inquired.

Oh, very much! I have no skill or patience for embroidery, and even less for painting. I am a very unaccomplished young woman.

The moment the words were out of her mouth, she mentally cringed. Aunt Calliope would probably have apoplexy if she heard her say that!

Fortunately, Lord Fallstons expression didnt betray either shock or horror or disgust. A well-read young woman is a rarity in Bath. I suppose you prefer poetry?

No, she admitted. Unless its the Iliad or the Odyssey, and some of Milton.

She did not tell Lord Fallston she liked Homers battle scenes the best, and found Satan in Paradise Lost a fascinatingly evil character.

Lord Fallston smiled with relief. I must confess, all that stuff by Byron and his ilk does not appeal to me, either. I tried to memorize some poems once, hoping to impress a young lady, but I just couldnt stomach most of it.

They passed three elderly ladies engaged in a discussion of their various ailments and treatments, each one seemingly determined to outdo the other with the severity of the symptoms and the number of times the doctor had been summoned to her deathbed.

Diana also noticed that the impudent viscount had disappeared and the beauty was now standing beside her chaperon. The beauty looked rather peeved. Perhaps the viscounts disappearance had something to do with that.

I prefer novels, Diana said, returning to the conversation, and the more they make my spine tingle, the better I like them. The Mysteries of Udolpho is one of my favorite books.

Lord Fallston started. You were allowed to read novels?

My father didnt censure my reading, except some parts of Ovid. But novels arent so very bad, are they? Theyre just stories, after all.

Yet they are hardly the sort of edifying tales a young lady should read.

Dianas first instinct was to inquire if he thought all reading had to be edifying, and if so, what edifying works had he read lately? However, her aunts strictures were uppermost in her mind, so she restrained herself, although she couldnt be completely mute on the subject. Surely you dont believe a novel can corrupt a woman?

They are a waste of time that could be spent doing better things.


I think it is better to read than gossip, which seems to be how many young ladies spend their time.

I dont disagree, Lord Fallston replied. It is what they read that I question.

What do you think they should read? Pilgrims Progress?

His steps slowed. I didnt mean to offend you, Lady Diana.

She mentally cringed again. I assure you, you havent. I hope I havent offended you, my lord.

To her relief, Lord Fallston smiled. Let us agree to disagree. Im glad you were honest with me. Im tired of young ladies who just smile and simper and flatter and flirt. Youre a very welcome change.

Im glad you think so and I believe I can give you my word that I wont simper.

From behind them, a deep masculine voice intruded. Hello, Fallston. Wont you introduce me to this charming young lady who promises not to simper?

Diana turned toward the speaker who had interrupted their conversation.

And found herself staring into the amused, chestnut-brown eyes of Lord Adderley.

Dianas heart missed a beat. Maybe two, because up close, the viscount was even more breathtaking. Not only was he handsome, masculine vitality fairly emanated from him, making everyone else in the Pump Room seem half dead by comparison.

Even Lord Fallston might have been an effigy, so rigidly was he standing. His verbal response was just as stiff, too. Lady Diana Westover, allow me to present Lord Adderley.

The viscount reached out and took her hand. Delighted, Lady Diana, he murmured, his deep voice perfectly suited to his coloring, making her think of secrets whispered in the dark. Then he pressed his shapely mouth to the back of her gloved hand.

No mere brush of the lips from him! The pressure of his mouth was firm, and lingered. Pleasure seemed to spread out from the place he touched her, seeping through her body until it was like being enveloped in a velvet blanket.

Oh, this was what she had imaginedexcept that the man eliciting such a response was a scoundrel.

The viscount let go and stepped back, smiling the most compelling little half smile Diana had ever seen while his dark-eyed gaze burned into her. He made her feel happy and wary and warm all at the same time.

I dont like women who simper, either, he said, his deep voice as fascinating as his eyes.

Why not? she asked, her curiosity overcoming her aunts admonitions.

His smile grew, and his approval suddenly seemed like the greatest compliment any man could bestow. Because it shows a lack of assurance. I prefer a woman who has opinions and isnt afraid to voice them.

Her father had always said that an intelligent, confident man would welcome discussion and never seek to censure anyone, male or female, who cared to participate.

I didnt think there was a woman you didnt like, one way or the other, Lord Fallston said, still stiff as a soldier on parade.

Diana couldnt quite believe what she had heard. The implications were so clear and so vulgar, she could hardly reconcile the sentiment with the amiable man beside her.

The viscount assumed a shocked expression that was patently fraudulent. Really, Fallston, is that any way to speak in front of a lady?

Diana didnt disagree, yet as Lord Fallston flushed with embarrassment, she recalled all that her aunts had said about the viscount. If he was a gambler and a rogue, it wasnt his place to correct Lord Fallston.

Its very kind of you to be concerned for my sensibilities, Lord Adderley, she said, assuming an affable mien that was as false as his indignation, but while I may have grown up in the country, I assure you that I am well aware of how some young men choose to spend their time, and with whom. Its a most unfortunate choice, given they have all the advantages and opportunities the world has to offer, but thus it is. What can one do but shake ones head over the waste, and regret that women do not have the advantages and opportunities instead?

The viscounts brows lowered. You think women would be less likely to engage in frivolous pursuits?

Frivolous pursuits are not what I would choose to call such activities. However, I am not so ignorant as to assume women are more virtuous than men, in general. That said, I do believe they couldnt do much worse. She gave him a very bright smile. Now if you will excuse us, we should rejoin my aunts and Lady Ellis.

Her arm still in the stunned Lord Fallstons, she turned and headed back toward her aunts and Lady Ellis, who were watching with their mouths agape. The crowd made way for them, and whispers followed their progress like the sound of dry leaves blowing in a breeze.

Blushing, she bit her lip. She hadnt wanted to make a sensation, but apparently she had, and not a good one. Perhaps she shouldnt have said anything.

I say, Lord Fallston murmured before they reached their relatives. That was marvelous! Ive never seen Adderley so shocked. His cheeks colored. I apologize for what I said to him at the first

Its really quite all right, she replied, relieved that he wasnt upset.


Her relief lasted until she reached her aunts. Aunt Calliope looked about to choke, Lady Ellis regarded her as if she were a freak of nature and even Aunt Euphenia seemed rather worried.

Aunt Calliope immediately drew her aside. I thought I would have an attack of nerves right here in the Pump Room when I saw you talking to that wastrel, Diana, she whispered. Whatever possessed you?

Lord Adderley spoke to me. It would have been rude to remain mute, wouldnt it?

You could have and you should have!

Dont be angry with her, Lord Fallston said, coming to her aid. She gave Adderley a marvelous set-down. You should have heard what she said.

Much to Dianas chagrin, he then began a long and exaggerated account of what had happened, making it sound as if shed delivered a notable oration in parliament instead of bantering in the Pump Room.

By the time he was finished, however, she had to be grateful for his version of their conversation. Lady Ellis seemed a little less frosty, Aunt Euphenia was obviously relieved, and Aunt Calliope was delighted.

Good for you, my dear! she exclaimed. Its about time somebody put that man in his place.

Indeed, yes, Lord Fallston said eagerly. She was wonderful.


Aunt Euphenia gave Diana an approving look. Im not surprised she could hold her own against such a fellow. Shes very clever.

That quality didnt seem to impress Lady Ellis overmuch. If youll excuse us, I think Ive spent enough time in the Pump Room for one day, she declared in a tone of command that would brook no dissent.

Lord Fallston wasnt completely under his mothers thumb, apparently, for he ignored her. Were going to Sydney Gardens tonight for the gala, he said to Diana. Will you be there?

Of course we shall! Aunt Calliope cried, sparing Diana the necessity of answering. We wouldnt miss it for the world. Dear Diana has never seen fireworks before, have you, Diana?

As she shook her head, she realized that Lady Ellis didnt look pleased. Clearly, she hadnt made the best of impressions on the woman. Well, she was used to being considered somewhat odd, given her country upbringing and penchant for reading. And Lady Ellis hadnt made a particularly good impression on her, either.

Lord Fallston grasped Dianas hand and again raised it to his lips. This time, he kissed with more pressure, but it still didnt give her the thrill the viscounts kiss had.

Why was that, she wondered. She liked Lord Fallston. He was a comely, modest young man. She should prefer his attention to that of a rake and a scoundrel.


Except that she found it hard to believe Lord Fallston was capable of any real passion, whereas the viscount.

She realized Lord Fallston was smiling at her. I look forward to seeing you later, he said fervently, like a little boy eager for a present.

Come along, Crispin! his mother commanded.

Diana gave him an encouraging smile as Lady Ellis turned and marched off, her son dutifully at her side.

Im so pleased we were able to meet Lord Fallston today! Aunt Calliope exclaimed when they were out of earshot. Hes a very fine young man. Well educated, mannerly, modest.

He seems quite nice, Diana agreed.

And more importantly, he is obviously very taken with you. I cant remember him ever walking about the Pump Room with any other young lady. Aunt Calliope fairly beamed.

Hes a fine young gentleman of spotless reputation, Aunt Euphenia confirmed.

Not like that nasty Adderley, Aunt Calliope said. And now you have even more reason to avoid that reprobate in the future, Diana. Lord Fallston hates him.

Diana found it difficult to believe the genial Lord Fallston was capable of any strong emotion. Why?

Some sort of prank at Harrow that went wrong. Poor Lord Fallston nearly drowned, Aunt Calliope explained. Adderley promised to be his friend if hed take the headmasters punt out onto the river in the dead of night, but the boat had a leak. Lord Fallston is convinced it was scuttled on purpose.

A villainous viscount, indeed, Diana murmured.

So you must avoid him in future. And you must be sure not to say too many shocking things to Lord Fallston tonight, Diana, or he might cease to be impressed and think youre odd.

Diana didnt want to upset her aunts anymore, so she nodded. I promise to do my very best to be ladylike and demure in Sydney Gardens. She caught Aunt Euphenias cautioning eye. And everywhere else in Bath, too, of course. May we leave now?

Of course, Aunt Euphenia replied. I think we should rest if we are to go out again this evening.

Aunt Calliope appeared reluctant to go, until a swift glance around the Pump Room confirmed that they were still the object of some curious speculation. Yes, that might be best.

Diana happily accompanied them from the room, although she had no intention of resting. She wanted to commit her thoughts about the viscount to paper while their encounter was still fresh in her mind.

His looks, his manner, his deep, seductive voice, the incredible power of his dark brown eyes, the sparks of anger that came to them when she bested him in their verbal duel.

Yes, he was perfectthe perfect model for Count Korlovsky, the villain of her novel and the nemesis of the fair Evangeline.







    

Chapter 2


Evangeline opened her eyes, then looked around. The contents of her baggage had been looted and strewn about the road. There was no sign at all of her traveling companions.

A man came around the side of the overturned vehicle, saw her and rushed toward her. My dear young woman, what has happened?

She recognized the familiar face of Count Korlovsky, who knelt beside her and took her hand. Are you injured? Ah, wait! You are the young and beautiful lady I met at the party, the one engaged to the Farinelli boy.

Yes, she said as he helped her to her feet. I was on my way to meet Rodolpho when the coach was attacked. What happened to my companions?

I do not know, the count replied. I have just arrived here. His voice lowered to a gentle plea. You must allow me to offer you my assistance. My home is not far off. You must come there until you are recovered.

But Rodolpho

When you are rested, you may have my carriage to continue on your way. The count looked and sounded as if his heart would be broken if she refused his request. You cannot stay here. The outlaws may return.

Evangeline barely knew the nobleman, but what else could she do? She was alone, in a desolate, dangerous countryside, and weak with thirst and hunger. The count seemed so kind and concerned. She would accept his generous offer.

The Castle of Count Korlovsky






Later that morning, Edmond Terrington, Viscount Adderley, strode into the library of the Honorable Brixton Smythe-Medways house in Queen Square. The odor of cheroots lingered in the stuffy atmosphere of the well-appointed room paneled in age-darkened oak, along with the scent of furniture wax and leather bindings unopened for a quarter century. Several portraits of stern relatives in amazing wigs looked down from the walls, as if wondering how their noble lineage had produced the slender, sandy-haired Brixton.

At present, Brix himself stood in front of a small table bearing three decanters and several glasses, his untied cravat dangling about his neck, and the dark circles under his green eyes telling Edmond he hadnt slept all night.

A bit early for the brandy bottle, isnt it? Edmond asked as he threw himself into an overstuffed wing chair.

Brix stopped in mid-pour. Its the first Ive had all night. He glanced at the sunlight streaming in through the tall windows. Or morning, either.

What was it this time? Cards? A woman?

If you must know, I got lost in the labyrinth in Sydney Gardens. I swear theyve rearranged it.

What, without telling a single soul in Bath?

Brix grinned, looking exactly like the boy Edmond had first encountered at Harrow who had a penchant for proposing the most astonishing pranks the ancient school had ever witnessed.

Oh, very well, Brix said with a laugh, I just plain got lost trying to avoid Fanny Epping. Honestly, one kiss fourteen years ago and apparently Im hers for life. I swear I spent half the night in there stumbling around in the dark.

Edmond shook his head more with dismay than manly sympathy. Hed never understood why Brix just didnt confront the young woman and tell her he didnt reciprocate her feelings. Every time he tried to suggest that, Brix made a joke and changed the subject.

However, he wasnt here to talk about Brix and Fanny Epping.

His more serious purpose must have shown on his face, because Brix ran a measuring gaze over him and said, You look like you could stand a stiff drink yourself. What the devil are you doing here this early? Not something amiss with the delightful Miss Foxborough, I hope?

Edmond leaned his head back, closed his eyes and groaned. Miss Foxborough? Oh, God. I forgot all about her.

Brix spilled the brandy. You forgot a beautiful woman worth twenty thousand pounds a year?

Edmond rubbed his eyes. This day was fast turning into a disaster. You would have, too, if youd been in my place.

Brix poured two brandies. He handed one to Edmond, then sat on the faded sofa opposite him. Youd better explain these extraordinary circumstances, and in words of one syllable, if you please. Im exhausted.

Edmond downed his brandy before answering, enjoying the familiar warmth as the drink slipped down his throat while he contemplated what exactly he would say. I was talking to Miss Foxborough in the Pump Room. She was rattling on about last nights concert when I had the oddest sensation, as if I was being spied on. I turned and discovered a young woman watching me from across the room. I swear, Brix, the way she stared at me made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

Brix looked puzzled. People stare at you all the time. You should be used to it by now.

Hed never get used to it, Edmond thought as he twisted his empty glass in his hand. Hed been stared at from childhood, and it had been years before hed known it was because he was good-looking. In their righteous zeal to stamp out any vanity he might possess, his parents had always spoken of his appearance as an unfortunate cross hed have to bear, and theyd never allowed a mirror in their home. He had been convinced he must be horribly ugly or disfigured, until the day hed overheard the new scullery maid telling the cook what a handsome boy he was and wasnt it a pity he was such a solitary little fellow? Hed immediately run as fast as his eight-year-old legs could take him to look at his reflection in the mill pond and discovered he wasnt so terribly ugly after all.

This was different and definitely odd, he said, trying to explain why Lady Dianas scrutiny bothered him more than most. At first, I thought there must be something wrong with my cravat, or that the seam in my jacket was ripped, but Ive checked and it wasnt that.

Brixs grin widened and he relaxed against the cushions. Well, it was a woman, wasnt it? She was probably overcome with admiration.

No, you dont understand, Edmond replied, searching for a comparison. It was like Buggy watching the spiders he used to keep in a jar in our room at school.

Grimacing, Brix shivered. Gad! I kept expecting him to go blind. Or start eating them.

Well, thats exactly how this young woman was looking at me. Like she was Buggy and I was a spider.

Or as if hed encountered an agent of the Spanish Inquisition trying to discover his deepest, darkest secrets.

The ridiculousness of that comparison struck him, and the worst of his tension eased. After all, it wasnt as if hed actually done half, or even a quarter, of the shameful things people said about him.

Then the woman realized Id noticed her, he continued. She looked away quickly enough, and had the grace to blush.

As he remembered the pink flush that had spread across her cheeks, it reminded him of a pale pink rose opening in bloom.

He put away such fanciful thoughts to go on with his story. I decided to find out who she was. Since she was with Fallston, I made him introduce me.

Brixs mouth fell open again. Fallston? That disgusting little rodent?

Edmond shrugged his broad shoulders. What else could I do? I didnt want to wander around the Pump Room asking a lot of questions. People might assume I was interested in the chit and Im not, beyond wondering who she was and why she stared at me like I was some sort of creature.

Shes not pretty, then?

Edmond frowned as he set down his glass on the scarred side table. There was a certain vivaciousness to her features, particularly the intelligent sparkle in her cornflower-blue eyes, but he doubted Brix, or most other young men in Bath, would appreciate that intriguing quality. They would compare her to the conventionally beautiful, like Adelina Foxborough, and find her lacking. That wouldnt have made a bit of difference anyway.

Yet you were so determined to find out the identity of this odd woman that you went and talked to Fallston. Brix shook his head. He probably wanted to strangle you on the spot. Hes never forgiven us for that dunking at Harrow.

He should be over it by now. Still, he was quite civil, for him.

This suddenly struck Edmond as rather odd. It was as if Fallston was on his very best behaviorto impress his bright-eyed companion, no doubt.

So, who was she, then? Brix asked.

Lady Diana Westover.

Brixs eyes widened.

Youve heard of her?

Havent you?

If I had, I would hardly come rushing over here to ask you, would I? Edmond pointed out.

I suppose not.

So, is she touched in the head or otherwise deranged?

As far as I know, shes not, but her father was definitely eccentric. Worse for you, Lady Calliope FitzBurton is her paternal aunt.

Edmond stared into his empty glass. Now the young womans cutting remarks made perfect sensebut they still rankled, perhaps more so because of the way shed smiled when she said them.

So I dont think you need have the slightest fear youre losing your appeal to the fairer sex. I dont doubt Lady Calliope has painted you the worst sort of lascivious cad. Fallston has probably told the young lady youre evil incarnate.

Yes, Im sure between the two of them, Lady Diana must think me the worst villain in England. He stifled a weary sigh.

Why dont you refute the lies Fallston tells about you?

As Ive told you before, Brix, its not worth the trouble. And a gentleman should be above such pettiness.

I dont call it petty to stop him from implying that you have mistresses spread hither and yon across the country, that you gamble for days at a time, that you

Thats enough!

When he saw his friends expression, Edmond regretted his harsh retort. Im sorry, but those stories are damned annoying.

Which is why you ought to nip them in the bud.

Brix, I dont want to discuss it, he said, his tone a cross between an order and a plea.

I know, I know. Brix grinned, the merry comrade once more. I suppose being the subject of gossip and rumor and speculation is the onerous price one must pay for being so handsome. Thank God Im spared. I dye my hair this color on purpose, you know, just to make myself less attractive.

Edmond laughed. Brix could always jolly him out of a foul mood. He was able to see the funny side of any situationquite a contrast to Edmonds humorless, undemonstrative parents, which was one reason Edmond liked him so much. It doesnt quite work. Youre not unattractive, Brix, if youd care to comb that mop of hair once in a while.

Brix looked offended. And risk being stared at by strange women in the Pump Room? No, thank you!

So, how exactly was Lady Dianas father eccentric? Edmond asked, returning to the original subject of the conversation.

Brix got up and poured them both another drink. After the death of his wife, the fifth duke of Dilby took himself off to the most remote estate he owned in Lincolnshire and

Her father was a duke?

Brix nodded. After he got to Lincolnshire, he never set foot out of doors again, or so they say. He kept his daughter with him, in a manor that, according to Mama, was a perfect ruin. Like something out of one of those gothic novels youre always reading. The Mysteries of Otranto and that sort of thing.

Edmond had often thought that his parents would turn over in their tomb if they knew that the gruesome stories they had provided that were intended to terrify him into good behavior had only whet his appetite for more lurid tales, whether they gave him nightmares or not. Its The Mysteries of Udolpho and The Castle of Otranto.

Whatever, Brix replied, waving his glass in airy dismissal. I dont think Lady Diana even went to school, but I could ask Mama. Shell know.

Edmond wondered what Lady Dianas father had been like. Was he simply a shy, retiring sort of man who preferred the quiet country life, or had there been a darker, more selfish element in his self-imposed banishment?

If the latter were so, he would expect Lady Diana to be a quiet little mouse of a thing, scarcely willing to open her rather shapely lips, which she most certainly was not.

Likely, then, the former was trueher father had merely preferred the quiet country life. Deep in his heart and despite what she had said to him, Edmond was glad to think so. He wouldnt wish the sort of loveless upbringing hed had on anybody, even bold, impertinent young women who stared.

Brix refilled Edmonds brandy. So if Fallston was genial and she only stared at you, why were you so angry?

Edmond wished he hadnt been. The lady saidsomething, he explained, the answer sounding weak even to himself.

Brix settled himself back on the sofa, drink in hand. What did she do, curse you on the spot?

It wasnt what she said so much as the way she said it, he reflected. It was as disconcerting as her staring. He
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