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      In the beating of a judge’s gavel, Miss Anne Sloane becomes the daughter of an Earl.

      Her first marriage proposal arrives immediately.

      It’s more of a demand than a proposal, and it’s not even signed!

      

      Written using US English spelling
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        England

        December, 1818

      

      

      The house was in uproar within three minutes of Papa bidding the clerk from the Prerogative Court of Canterbury a jovial farewell. Their trusty house-servant, butler, footman and man-of-all-work, Michaels, had barely closed the front door when Mama cried out, “It has happened at last, my darling children! My dearest Mister Sloane, esquire, is now The Sixth Earl Penge! The Canterbury Court has ruled in our favor, I mean, his favor!”

      George and Anne Sloane put down their reading at the behest of their excited mother.

      George cast Anne a raised brow, and she delivered a shrug in return. Anne’s comprehension moved more slowly than honey in winter, such was the shock.

      Ever since the fifth Earl Penge had passed, leaving no direct heir, Anne had not let herself hope, too much, that the coronet would ever fall their father’s way in their little corner of Nettlebury.

      To their collective shock and delight, Papa, a second cousin, was declared the closest living male relative to the Earl, and therefore the heir.

      “I’m to be the wife of an Earl!” Mama said.

      “Indeed, my Countess, Mrs Sloane,” Papa said as he exited the calm of his study for the emotional upheaval in the morning room. He had several letters in hand, which the clerk must have delivered to him. He gave one of the papers to Anne. “Here you are, Lady Anne, this came for you.”

      Thrills danced through her limbs to be addressed in such a way by her father. Accepting the letter, Anne saw that it was indeed addressed directly to Lady Anne.

      “Goodness, that is rather fast. Is this a jape from my dear brother, the Lord George?” Anne said, casting him a quick glance.

      His blank expression showed no deception. It clearly hadn’t been him.

      Smiling, she cracked the unfamiliar seal. It came away in three clear breaks and she set them back into position on a side table, resting beside her book. She liked to collect seals and keep the imprint intact, because she received direct letters so rarely.

      “Read it out, Lady Anne,” Mama said, her eyes round with anticipation.

      Anne began, “ ‘My dearest Lady Anne, Congratulations on your recent good fortune.’ ”

      Mama butted in, “That’s so lovely!”

      “Oh dear,” Anne read more of the letter. It diverted acutely in tone from the opening salutation.

      “What is it?” Mama demanded.

      “It says, ‘I shall be pursuing your hand at the earliest opportunity, so that I may reconnect the family seat of Penge to its rightful place in the family line.’ He’s underlined the word ‘family’ for emphasis. And then he says, ‘Your humble servant,’ but there’s no signature, merely a letter T.”

      “Show it to me,” Mama waggled her hand out toward Anne, who duly handed the paper over for further examination.

      Mama held the paper up to the light, as if that would yield its secrets.

      Anne touched the three pieces of the seal, setting them together as if unbroken. The wax contained an image of a curled feather over the letter T.

      Anne asked, “Papa, who were the other families in the case? And which one had the letter T?”

      The nearly-bestowed sixth Earl Penge ruminated. “There was a Thomas Thomas, and there was a Wilfred Thackeray. Oh, and there was an earlier family who withdrew, the Trenthams.”

      George joined in, “Wasn’t there a Tormund as well?”

      “Oh yes, him too, William Tormund.”

      Anne sighed. “In other words, all of them?”

      Papa confirmed, “Yes, it appears so.”

      George jollied Anne along with a teasing, “Little sister has a secret admirer!”

      “A secret despiser, would be more accurate,” Anne said. The tone of the letter implied that Anne had no say in the matter, and that whoever had written it still believed himself the rightful Earl.

      Mama was already planning farther ahead as she declared, “An Earl handing out messages to his children, it’s not to be condoned. We shall hire new staff immediately to fetch and carry for us.”

      Papa shook his head and said solemnly, “I shall give you a day to have your carry-on, Countess Penge, as I’m well aware this has played on your nerves ever since Holy Week. From tomorrow, however, we shall continue our lives as if nothing has changed.”

      George gave Anne one of those secret ‘chance would be a fine thing’ looks siblings often exchanged at the expense of their parents.

      “My Lord!” Mama said, “Everything has changed! We shall have to visit the family seat at the earliest opportunity and learn about our heritage. Nettlebury may well be an appropriate residence for a gentleman’s family, but an Earl cannot reside in such squalor!”

      Anne was glad she did not have a cup of tea to her lips at that moment or she would have sprayed the contents over her day dress.

      “Let us get through winter and the new year first,” Papa said, “We shall travel to wherever Penge is, when Spring makes such journeys viable.”

      “How can you vex me so?” Mama shook her head at her life partner. “We must go there at once! Lord George is now your heir, and he too needs to know the ways of a future Earl, and Lady Anne must have new dresses for the season!”

      A season? Thrills sparked through Anne at this exciting development. She was to have a season! It all sounded so grand and wondrous.

      Papa cast his gaze through the windows to the outside world. “It’s snowing heavily enough to comfort a polar bear. I’ll not be going out in this to catch my death. I’ve only just become an Earl, I think I’ll rather enjoy being one for at a good deal longer.”

      Mama turned to her almost-grown children. “George, Anne, our lives have irrevocably changed for the better, and that means we must become better people. Anne, you must have deportment and dance classes so that your season next year is a triumph!”

      George - Lord George - snickered into his hand.

      Anne squinted at him in retaliation.

      “And you, Lord George, my little prince, you shall have the same, as is befitting the son of an Earl who will one day carry on the family traditions!”

      It was Anne’s turn to chuckle behind her hand.

      George’s posture slumped. “What family traditions?”

      Mama pressed her fists onto her hips in determination. “Penge family traditions!” Then added, more quietly, “Whatever they may be.”

      To think that only this morning when Anne had awoken, she was merely Miss Anne Sloane, gentleman’s daughter. As of barely one hour ago, she’d become The Honourable Lady Anne of Penge and she’d received her first - if terribly blunt and confusing - offer for her hand!
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      It wasn’t the famed Almack’s they attended on this gloomy late winter afternoon, but something close to it. Perhaps once The Season Proper began, they would visit that illustrious residence.

      Today they took their seats at a delightful establishment Mama called ‘Almost Almack’s’ for a dinner service at four in the afternoon. How well they’d come up in the world, taking dinner at such a lavish institution, mere days after arriving in London.

      Flowers adorned every table and wall sconce. Great urns of blooms graced each doorway, their heady aromas mixed with beautiful beeswax tapers. Real daffodils appeared in deep bowls, with twisted willow branches creating the illusion of an outdoor garden growing beautifully within. Charming yellow crocus flowers were also on display, matching the sunshine of the daffodils. They floated in delicate bowls of water in the midst of each table setting.

      A smartly-dressed waiter brought them their soup course, then delivered a note to Anne with a bow, and left.

      Mama eyed the note and said, “You seem to have made an impression on someone already?”

      Anne turned the paper over and tilted the wax seal towards the light. Her stomach fell as she recognized the insignia she’d seen once before. A curled feather and the letter T.

      “Whoever this is,” Anne said, cracking the seal, “They know we’re here.” Before reading the missive, she cast a glance around the dining room. There were many occupied tables, but each party were seemingly very much occupied with themselves. Nobody was looking their way, certainly nobody appeared to be watching to see Anne’s reaction to the letter in her hand.

      How odd.

      She was about to ask the waiter who had given the letter to him, but he man had wheeled his service trolley away. She would have to shout to call him back, and a niggling voice in the back of her mind said it would not be the done thing to shout across a room filled with guests. Guests who could very well hold her fate for the season, and therefore her future, in their hands.

      Curiosity won her over. She cracked the seal and opened the letter.

      “Meet me by the statue of Venus in the gardens at 4.15. T”

      Anne folded the small note and dropped it on the table. “Honestly, this is silly.”

      Frustration gnawed at her like a hungry dog with a bone. Looking around the room again, nobody seemed to be looking her way or paying their table any attention. The other guests here were far too busy with their own concerns.

      Mother picked up the note to examine it, as she had done back in Nettlefield, when the first correspondence had arrived from this mysterious T. In an echo of that earlier time, Mama held the paper up to the light. With the same results - the paper yielded no watermark or other identifying features. Anne looked around the room for a clock to not
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