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The Earl of Holybrooke lay dying. Downstairs, in the uninviting gloom of the parlor, were gathered his remaining relations. They had all been summoned to await the conclusion of the earl’s rotten life.

“His lordship was an evil man in his day, one who cared for naught but his own pleasure and amusement,” said Lady Serena in her quavering voice to no one in particular.

A few of the others stirred, but Lord Watersham in particular was discomfited. He frowned and cleared his throat portentously. “Here now, Mama. It isn’t the thing to speak ill of the dying.”

One of the other gentlemen, obviously a man of considerable fashion judging from the quantity of falling lace at his throat and edging his coat sleeves, smiled. “You are too nice by half, cousin. But then, you were not well acquainted with my father.”

Lord Watersham answered the viscount stiffly. “Perhaps not, Taredell. However, I believe it safe to say that respect must always be reserved for those on their deathbed.”

The lady attired in elegant widow’s weeds tittered. She pretended to smooth a fold in the large fichu crossing her breast. “La, you can scarcely expect Taredell to feel any but the most unnatural of emotions, my lord. It has been an open secret these past eight years that he was cut out of the succession after a particularly grievous quarrel with his lordship, the earl.”

“My misfortune was always your good fortune, was it not, Aurelia?” Lord Taredell asked quite gently, swinging his foot in a leisurely fashion.

The lady stiffened in her chair. “I hope that I am not so lost to sensibility as to gloat, as you seem to imply my lord! Pray recall that I, too, have sustained a bitter loss.”

“My pardon, Aurelia. I had quite forgotten your declaration of undying grief at the untimely passing of my brother these five years past.” Lord Taredell contemplated the silver buckle of his shoe. “Strange, indeed. I had never thought either of you particularly content once the blissful hours of your scandalous elopement had been made public.”

Mrs. Holland clutched her bottle of smelling salts, which she was never without. Pale and beautiful, the very picture of martyrdom, she said in tragic accents, “Am I to be so maligned even at this dreadful hour? I would not have come to this house, in which I never received any but the most callous of attentions, if it was not for my children. Indeed, nothing else would have induced me to do so but my sacred duty. At least none can say that I am not a devoted mother!” With a theatrical gesture she took recourse in her smelling salts.

The young girl sitting beside Mrs. Holland, whose striking dark looks strongly favored the widow’s, placed slim arms about her.

A handsome youth sprang up from the same sofa, his fists tightly clenched. “Sir! I demand an apology for my mother,” he exclaimed, his blue eyes ablaze in an earnest young face.

Lord Taredell regarded the youth for a moment. The faintest of smiles touched his lips, at sight of which the youth flushed. “You remind me vaguely of my brother, bantam. For his sake, then, the apology is yours.”

The youth stood irresolute a moment, uncertain how to respond to that softly mocking voice.

A hand dropped onto his thin shoulder.

“That will be enough, Percival. The viscount was but voicing his thoughts. There is little enough in that to drive a wedge between nephew and uncle, I should think,” said the gentleman attired in military togs.

Percival Holland glanced from his mother’s brother across to his paternal uncle. “Very well. Apology accepted, my lord,” he said stiffly.

“Good lad. Now attend to your mother.” Colonel Caldar waited until the youth had returned to his former place beside Mrs. Holland before he glanced again at the viscount. The gentlemen measured one another for a long moment, much to the interest of a small lady sitting a little apart from the rest.

Miss Penelope Childe had contributed little to the conversation for the last hour, being more interested in listening to the oddly assorted members of the group. Her quiet attention had made her almost invisible, as had also her dress. She was demurely attired in a countrified fashion, her fichu modest and her pale blue gown belted with a ribbon of the same color. The beribboned lace-trimmed cap that graced her light brown hair was much simpler in style than Mrs. Holland’s own fulsomely trimmed headdress.

Penelope could not be considered to be a great beauty, for there was nothing outstanding in a diminutive stature and a pleasant countenance. Her eyes were her best feature, being large and a luminous gray. However, as often as not, her gaze held such a thoughtful expression that it was apparent that her character was not one that would easily regard frivolous conversation.

Lady Serena suddenly spoke again, and her discourse drew the attention of all in the room. “His pleasures were unholy. Wicked, wicked! I do not like to think of them. There are ghosts restless in this house. I have felt their cold fingers on my face at night.”

Lord Watersham dropped his heavy hand onto her ladyship’s slight shoulder. “Pray do not excite yourself, Mama.” He glanced apologetically about the fascinated circle. “She is not herself. Hasn’t been since we arrived. It is all becoming too grave a strain, I fear.”

Lady Serena’s head turned so that she glared up at her son. “You are a fool, Ambrose! You have not the wit to understand these things. My brother amused himself by sacrificing others, never counting the destruction of those lives he touched. But now those long denied their rights – indeed, their very lives! – begin to cry out for recompense.” She shuddered suddenly and seemed to shrink in upon herself. “It is an ill will that begins to gather.”

There was silence, stunned and embarrassed.

“For my part, I’d just as lief have the business done with,” said Colonel Caldar gruffly, with all the abrupt style of his military calling. The gilt of his gold buttons gleamed dully, reflecting the meager fire as he shifted his tall form at the mantle.

The colonel’s sentiment was heartily agreed with, though most would not have actually voiced it. But then, of them all, Colonel Caldar would be the least affected by the unlamented earl’s demise.

Penelope, seated too far from the hearth fire to feel any advantage against the chill, gathered closer her soft wool shawl. In the flickering candlelight, she glanced around at the respective faces of her companions, wondering at their thoughts. She knew none of them well and some not at all, though most were in some fashion obscurely related to her.

She had come to be one of this uncomfortable gathering by circumstance of her betrothal. Her father had appealed to Lady Serena to chaperone Penelope so that she could meet with the gentleman who had contracted for her hand.

Lady Serena clutched at her shawl and drew it up once more over her frail shoulders. She stared into space, her watery blue eyes unfocused, and her lips moved as though she were holding conversations with an entity that only she could see.

In the short space of her acquaintance with Lady Serena, Penelope had come to pity the elderly woman. Lady Serena was obviously much affected by the strain of the vigil, and though Penelope had yet to hear that her ladyship had been close to her brother, it must be a difficult thing to await the death of her sibling.

Penelope’s gaze lighted on Lord Watersham as he bent to say something in Lady Serena’s ear. Certainly, Penelope thought, Lady Serena could not rely on Lord Watersham for insight into her obvious suffering, for that gentleman was too pompous of opinion and short of understanding to offer the sort of quiet sympathy best suited to the occasion.

As for the rest, Penelope had in a few short days also formed opinions about their characters. Her eyes traveled to the handsome youth and pretty young girl seated on the settee opposite with their parent. The two young Hollands were inoffensive and prettily behaved; not so their mother.

Mrs. Holland was fragile in appearance and wore her lengthy self-imposed bereavement like a badge of honor, but underlying the surface softness was a steely determination to protect her children’s birthright. Penelope, who had already known that the viscount had been barred from the succession by the earl’s wishes- or perhaps, machinations was the better word - had quickly learned that Percival Holland stood in direct line to inherit the titles. No doubt Mrs. Holland hoped also for a substantial settlement for her daughter, Guineveve. It would not grieve the woman in the least when her father-in-law, the earl, was dead, yet Mrs. Holland







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





