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Chapter 1



Brilliant! sighed Wynn, tossing the Political Register onto the table at his elbow. He leaned back in his chair and reached for his glass of brandy, a superb pre-Revolution vintage. Id give my right arm to write like that.

If you gave your right arm, pointed out the Honourable Gilbert Chubb, you wouldnt be able to write at all.

Wynn grinned, shaking his head at Chubbys invincible literalism. My left arm, then. Dont you agree that Prometheus is brilliant? His arguments are well-reasoned yet pithy, both incisive and persuasive. Whereas Cobbetts language is far too incendiary to be taken seriously by anyone but rabble-rousers and the starving masses. Just listen to this bit here.

Chubby groaned as Wynn picked up the Register again, the shilling edition. He no longer had to be satisfied with the twopenny pamphlet edition, reduced in size from the newspaper to avoid the stamp tax which put it beyond the reach of the poor.

No, please! Chubby begged. I dont mind listening to your speeches, old chap, but Ill be damned if Ill sit still for any more Prometheus, however pithy.

My efforts only make you laugh. Wynn kicked gloomily at the nearest of the sheets of close-written foolscap scattered on the hearthrug.

I didnt laugh.

You sniggered. I heard you. I dont blame you, mind. Theres no denying that the style I developed to write those wretched Gothic romances is as unsuitable for a maiden speech to the House of Lords as a nightshirt in a ball room. Somehow I just cant seem to keep out the melodrama and bombast. 

Seems to me, said Chubby judiciously, you were a devilish sight happier writing your romances than you have been since your great-uncle popped off and made you Viscount Selworth.

Wynn glanced around the cosy library, walled with calf-bound books; the solid, old-fashioned oak, beech, and cherrywood furniture gleaming in the light of a dozen wax candles; the fire blazing on the hearth. How could he regret inheriting Kymford? His books, exciting, amusing, and distinctly bawdy, though popular had never afforded more than a meagre supplement to his stepfathers meagre benefice.

Yet he and his family had never been without food or clothes or a roof over their heads. They had even scraped up enough to give his eldest sister a Season on the fringes of Society. In spite of gowns turned, made over and retrimmed, Albinia had married well, into an ancient if untitled family.

In fact, they had fared splendidly compared to a large proportion of Britains people, workless and hungry since the end of the war. Now, having inherited a seat in Parliament along with the Selworth title and fortune, Wynn was eager to do his best for his fellow-countrymen.

Happy or not, he said, I shant have a hope of a serious career in politics if anyone gets wind of my authorship of such lamentably unserious tales.

I shant tell, Chubby assured him.

No one else knowsexcept my publisher, naturallybut I cant risk writing any more. The last romance by Valentine Dred will appear in a month or so. It was fun while it lasted, but its speeches for me from now on.

Wearily, he bent down to gather up his latest literary effort. He crumpled the sheets together and tossed them on the fire. The words he had struggled over flared up. Black cinders floated up the chimney.

Tell you what, said Chubby, looking pleased with himself, you want to get Prometheus to help you with that speech. I daresay the fellow could turn it out in a trice, just the way you want it.

Prometheus is dead.

Dammit, he cant be! Chubby protested. The stuff you read me was all about the universal suffrage petitions and Prinny getting shot at in the Mall. That happened only last week, the 28th of January, you said. A fine state of affairs when people make excuses for people firing at the Prince Regent!

You were listening? Wynn said in mock surprise. Youre right, of course, but so am I.

Now youre talking in riddles, his friend complained. What the deuce do you mean? Either a chaps dead or he aint.

Not Prometheus. Hes chained to a rock for eternity with an eagle eating his liver, as punishment for giving fire to mankind.

A load of rot, those Greek stories. Stands to reason, hed die.

But he didnt.

Cut line, Wynn, do. Maybe that Prometheus is still alive chained to a rock somewhere, but youre not telling me he writes articles for William Cobbetts twopenny trash!

Wynn laughed. All right. Prometheus was commonly known to be the pen-name of Benjamin Lisle, the Radical M.P. Lisle died last year, but Prometheus continues to writeas you pointed outon current events. No one knows who has taken on the pseudonym. Therefore, I cant approach the gentleman in question to beg his assistance with this devilish speech.

* * * *

The speech lay in abeyance for the following fortnight as Wynn set himself to entertain Chubby, his first guest at Kymford. New to the dignities and responsibilities of a noble landowner, he enjoyed showing off his farms, orchards, woods, and coverts.

He was also glad of the opportunity to consult his friend. Mr Chubb, heir to a baron, had been brought up to understand the management of a large estate. Though by no means the brightest star in the firmament, he had an almost instinctive grasp of such esoteric (to Wynn) subjects as drainage and crop rotation. He knew almost as much about sheep and cattle as about horses.

Mfathers more of a country squire, you know, than a member of the Ton, he said apologetically, as they halted their mounts by a gate, to gaze out over a field striped with green shoots of winter wheat. Hed rather spend his blunt on a new breed of milch-cow than on Westons tailoringfor himself or for me.

Wynn glanced from Chubbys neat but modest brown riding coat, buckskin breeches, and serviceable riding boots, to his own shabby version of the same. He laughed ruefully.

Ive been far too busy moving the family from the rectory to Kymford, exploring the place, and working on my speech to spare a thought for new clothes. I daresay I shall have to dress up to address the House of Lords, if Im ever satisfied enough with the damn thing to present it.

Youll have to fig yourself out decently anyway, if your sisters to make her curtsy to Society this spring.

Millicent wont need me to squire her about. Mama will stay here to look after my stepfather and the children, but Albinias taking on the whole business, bless her. Debenham is all the escort they will need. My part is just to frank her, which I can afford to do in style now.

Dont you believe it, Chubby warned. Mrs Debenham and Miss Warren will expect you to do the pretty, too, take my word for it. Thank heaven I havent any sisters.

If you had, you might not find yourself so tongue-tied around young females, old fellow. Though, Lord knows, Millicent seldom lets anyone get a word in edgewise. What a chatterbox!

Thats all right. It means I dont have to try to come up with something to say to her.

Well, Ill be damned if Im going to dance attendance on the chit, though Ill keep an eye on her until she finds her feet. Ill be too busy with Parliament. Balls and routs and Venetian breakfastswhat a waste of time! Lets ride on. So the land looks to you to be in good heart? You think my bailiff is competent?

They returned to topics more interesting than clothes and come-outs. Wynns great-uncle had been an old-fashioned but conscientious landlord. Something of a recluse, long outliving the rest of his immediate family, he had ploughed the profits from his rents back into the soil. The farms belonging to Kymford were prosperous, the lesser tenants well housed, and there were funds in Consols besides.

The late Viscount Selworth had kept the early Jacobean manor house in good condition, without attempting to turn it into a mansion. Not wasting his money on building fine porticos or changing casements to sash windows, he had instead installed modern conveniences such as water closets and a closed stove in the kitchen. Comfortable if not smart, to a large family from a small rectory the house seemed the height of luxury.

All in all it was an inheritance to be proud of. Wynn was duly proud, and grateful.

Gratitude to Providence for his good fortune made him all the more anxious to help those less fortunate. His tenants lot might be improved by the cautious and gradual introduction of the up-to-date agricultural methods Chubby suggested, but they were not in dire need.

But half the population is destitute, he explained to Albinia some two weeks later.

He had brought Millicent up to London to prepare for her first Season. Persuaded, somewhat against her will, that she was tired from the journey, she had been bundled off to bed for a rest before dinner, leaving her elders to a comfortable cose.

George Debenham was out on business, so Wynn was closeted with his favourite sister.

Albinia was, in fact, his only full sister, the rest of his siblings being the offspring of his mother and the Reverend Ernest Warren. Four years Wynns junior, Mrs Debenham was a pretty, lively young matron of four and twenty summers, with fair hair, blue eyes, and a round, rosy-cheeked face. She had left her two little boys in the country, with their paternal grandparents, to come up to Town and present her half-sister to the Polite World.

Now she looked in dismay at her brother and said, You are not going to make speeches at me, are you, Wynn dear? I know there is a great deal of poverty, and George and I do what we can to relieve the paupers in our part of the country, I assure you. George says, the need is too great for private charity to suffice.

Exactly, Wynn exclaimed, jumping up and striding the length of the elegant drawing room. Nothing will suffice as long as the laws remain unchanged. The Government must be persuaded to act, to lower taxes on necessities and

Wynn, you are speechifying!

He turned back towards her with a sheepish grin. Sorry, Bina. Running his hand through hair as fair as hers, he dropped back onto the sofa beside her. The thing is, Im a member of the House of Lords now.

Heavens, so you are! You mean to take your seat?

Of course. Its my duty to involve myself in politics since I believe those in power are

Speech! Albinia protested yet again.

Speech is the trouble. If Im to have any influence at all, its very important that my maiden speech should be well received. And I just cant seem to get the knack of it.

Of making a speech? Pray do not practise on me.

Of writing one, to start with. Dash it, if only Benjamin Lisle were still alive!

The Member of Parliament? Why?

Wynn explained about Prometheus. Lisles articles used to be a trifle too inflammatory for my taste, but whoever is using his pen-name writes just the sort of thing I want to say, just the way I want to say it. Only no one knows who he is.

Why not ask his family? Albinia suggested. They must surely have given permission for his pen-name to be used.

I cant very well intrude upon his widow. She dont know me from the Sheik of Araby.

Albinia smiled. Perhaps not, but I know her and she knows me, and her daughter is a friend of mine.

Bina, youre gammoning me!

I am not. PippaPhilippaLisle came out the same year I did, and in much the same circumstances, the difference being that I was lucky and found George. We were both older than most girls in their first Season, neither of us had entrée to the inner circles of the Beau Monde, and we both had to make do and mend. We even used to exchange gowns with each other to enlarge our wardrobes.

You must have been very good friends, Wynn remarked thoughtfully.

We were, and we have kept in touch with regular letters ever since. You would have met her if you had deigned to put in an appearance at my aunts house during my Season.

Can you imagine how things would have gone at home if Papa had been left alone with the children? Besides, you may have had to make do and mend, my dear, but it was out of the question for me to squander the ready on togging myself out to make a decent appearance in Town.

At a guess, said Albinia, looking him up and down with amusement, clothes have not precisely been a priority with you since you have been able to afford the proper attire for your new station in life. You will have to acquire a new wardrobe before Millie is ready to go about.

Oh no, Im not escorting that little bagpipe to balls and such!

Oh yes, you are, Albinia calmly contradicted him, and as a reward, I shall give you a letter to deliver to Pippa, as an excuse for calling.

* * * *

Lord Selworth and Mr Chubb, madam. Sukey, the plump, middle-aged maid, beamed with delight. After a few visits of condolence on the demise of Mr Lisle, the nobility had ceased to call at Sweetbriar Cottage.

As conversation stilled in the small parlour, crowded with afternoon callers, Pippa looked round in surprise. Selworth? His lordship must be related to Albiniawhich did not explain his presence here in this out of the way Buckinghamshire village. Yes, that fly-away flaxen hair was the image of Binas. A close relative, then, perhaps the elder brother she used to talk about in such worshipful tones. She had mentioned a title in a distant part of the family. The two must have somehow come together.

Lord Selworth was slim, and not much above middling height, shorter than his companion, who was tall and lanky, with an incongruously round face. Both wore riding dress, with mud-splashed boots. Mr Chubb, after a quick, nervous glance about the room, appeared to find a peculiar fascination in the toes of those boots.

Bashful, poor fellow, Pippa diagnosed. Prematurely thinning hair doubtless added to his diffidence.

While these thoughts sped through her mind, her mother had risen to greet the unexpected visitors with her usual placid friendliness.

Forgive our intrusion, maam, Lord Selworth responded with an attractive smile, and our dirt. We happened to be passing nearby and I was commissioned by my sister, Mrs Debenham, to carry a letter to your daughter. Miss Lisle is a friend of long standing, I collect.

Yes, indeed. Pippa, my love.

Passing nearby? Whence and whither, Pippa wondered as she rose to make her curtsy. The village was well off any beaten track, lost in beech woods at the back of beyond. And she had received a letter from Bina only a fortnight since, she recalled.

And this is our vicar, Mr Postlethwaite, Lord Selworth, Mrs Lisle continued, then turned away to say, Mr Chubb, do let me make you known to my younger daughter, Kitty.

Lord Selworth bowed to Pippa and exchanged bows with Mr Postlethwaite. The vicar looked decidedly discomposed. A perennial suitor of Pippas, he was a pleasant, worthy gentleman she occasionally considered accepting. Never for long, though. He would be shocked to the core should she ever dare reveal her unorthodox views on the Established Church.

However, he clearly looked upon Lord Selworth as a rival. Ridiculous, when Pippa had so far exchanged no more than a how-do-you-do with Binas brother, who would doubtless be on his way after a polite five minutes, never to be seen again.

A pity, she thought wistfully. While not precisely handsome, at close quarters his lordships smile was simply devastating.

Pippa could not help returning it. You have a letter for me, Lord Selworth?

Oh, yes. He felt in the pocket of his dark brown riding coaton the verge of fraying at the cuffs, she noted. His title must have descended to him without a fortune. Dash it, where did I put the thing? He felt in the opposite pocket, then in the inside breast pocket. Ah, here it is.

Taking the folded missive, Pippa set it aside for later perusal. Odd that he should have had to fumble for it, when it was his sole reason for calling. Mrs Debenham is well, I trust, sir? she said.

In fine fettle, Miss Lisle. She is looking forward to the coming Season.

She is to bring out your sister, is she not? She mentioned Miss Millicent Warrens come-out in her last letter. Has she gone up to London already?

How awkward it was to make polite conversation standing up in the cramped parlour! Pippas eyes were on a level with his china strong, determined chinand she was too close to glance up without appearing arch. On the other hand, not raising her gaze must make her look timidly demure, equally at odds with her character. She wished she might invite him to sit down, but the vicar clung tenaciously to her side and there were not seats enough for all.

Ah, the Misses Bradshaw were half-reluctantly taking their leave. The news of Lord Selworths visit would be all over the village within the half hour.

Excuse me, my lord, I must see Miss Bradshaw and Miss Dorothy out. Pippa did not want the old dears to feel slighted by her paying more attention to a nobleman, a fleeting acquaintance, than to her neighbours. Daughters of the previous vicar, they lived in greatly reduced circumstances.

Several minutes passed in the presentation of a jar of strawberry jam and effusive thanks therefor. Returning from the front door across the tiny hall, Pippa paused on the parlours threshold.

His lordship and his friend had taken the Miss Bradshaws chairs. The speechless Mr Chubb sat next to Kitty. She was being kind to him in between making arrangements with her friend Mary, Squire Ruddocks daughter, to visit the Hall to play duets upon the new pianoforte.

Across from them, gazing fixedly at Kitty, Marys brother John appeared to be suffering from an acute attack of indigestion. He had recently taken to attempting to ape Lord Byrons romantically brooding manner, without much success to date. Kitty was worth gazing upon, though, thought her partial sister. The amber shade of her high-waisted kerseymere gown complemented her dark curls beautifully, and her rosy cheeks never looked sallow.

Lord Selworth, seated next to Mrs Lisle, conversed courteously with his hostess and Mrs Stockton, the apothecarys stout wife. He smiled again at Pippa, hesitating in the doorway. Her heart did a most peculiar flip-flop.

Drat the man, did he realize how disturbing his smile was? Could he not keep a straight face? Still, he would be leaving any minute. He and Mr Chubb had no doubt awaited her return to the parlour to make their farewells, to avoid adding to the crush in the minuscule entry. If Pippa returned to her seat beside the vicar, which she was most unwilling to do, she would only have to pop up again to say good-bye.

But, though the gentlemen rose politely when she failed to sit down at once, Lord Selworth showed no sign of departing. Rather than keep them on their feet, Pippa subsided perforce.

She was forced to listen to a low-voiced soliloquy from Mr Postlethwaite, on the subject of Town Bucks and their extravagant, self-indulgent habits. Never had she had less patience with that good man.

Mary completed her business with Kitty and dragged her brother away to escort her home. Mrs and Miss Welladay and Miss Jane Welladay, wife and daughters of a yeoman farmer, stopped by on their way home from market, to show off some French merino bought at a bargain. Leaving, they bore off Mrs Stockton with them. Lord Selworth and Mr Chubb stayed and stayed. So, determinedly, did the vicar.

Conversation becoming general, the weather for the past three months was discussed in excruciating detail. Pippa was nearly ready to scream when the maidservant from the vicarage arrived with a message from Mrs Postlethwaite, desiring her sons presence at home.

I shall be glad to set you in the right way, my lord, said Mr Postlethwaite in a last ditch effort to outflank his enemy. The lanes hereabouts are lamentably confusing to the uninitiated.

I thank you, sir, Lord Selworth replied cordially, but Chubb and I are in no hurry. That is, we dont object to going a little astray, seeing something more of the fine countryside in this part of the world.

The vicar left, disgruntled.

Pippas suspicions redoubled. To be sure, the country was beautifulin June. Now, at the end of February, it was a study in sodden, muddy sepias and duns. No flush of green yet tipped the beech trees boughs; thorny hedgerows dripped, honeysuckle and dog-rose a distant dream; the bottoms were mired ankle-deep.

Walking abroad was a penance, riding no pleasure. What was Lord Selworth up to?

She soon found out. He turned to her mother and said coaxingly, Mrs Lisle, I must confess to being here under false pretences. I have come to speak to you about Prometheus.

Her head whirling, Pippa gripped her hands tightly in her lap. Had the Government sent him? Surely William Cobbett had not given away Prometheuss true identity. However much trouble he was in, blamed for civil disorders all over the nation, the publisher, editor, and chief contributor to the Political Register would not betray his friends.

Cobbett was a true and generous friend, who paid liberally for Prometheuss articles despite his own financial woes. Without that income, the Lisles would be in sore straitsand the income would cease if the world discovered who had taken over Benjamin Lisles pen-name.

Cobbett could not afford to go on publishing articles the world did not take seriously. How much influence would they exert if it became known that the author was a mere female?

And a youthful female, at that!




Chapter 2



Prometheus? said Mrs Lisle cautiously. Avoiding Lord Selworths eye, she tucked a greying curl under her lilac-ribboned cap.

Pippa regarded her mother with affection. Mamas calm nature, especially in contrast to Papas quicksilver intellect, led some to consider her slow-witted. Not so her elder daughter.

Mr Lisles political career had been founded on the bedrock of his wifes common sense and exceptional ability to hold household. Too principled to accept the perquisites of his seat in the House of Commons, the sinecures and outright bribes offered for his support, he had relied on her to contrive on their small income. She had succeeded to admiration. Their home was a modest but comfortable haven whither he retreated every weekend during the parliamentary sessions.

She had taught their daughters herself, not only the housewifely arts, but such ladylike accomplishments as music, fine needlework, water-colours, and dancing. It was not Mamas fault that Pippa had not taken during her one scrimped and saved-for London Season.

Skinny and dark when the fashion was for well-rounded blondes, more interested in politics and rhetoric than fashion and gossip, Pippa herself was to blame. For Mamas sake, she had done her best to conform, and Mama had never reproached her for failing to catch a husband. Papa was pleased, since, escaping with relief back to Sweetbriar Cottage, his daughter resumed the making of fair copies of his speeches and articles.

As his health deteriorated, Pippa had taken more and more responsibility for the content and phrasing of his work. When he went to his reward in the Afterlife in which he disbelieved, what more natural than that she should take on the mantle of Prometheus?

Mama would never give away the secret, neither on purpose nor inadvertently. Nor would Kitty, as practical and commonsensical as their mother in spite of being the prettiest girl in the entire neighbourhood.

Pippa glanced at her young sister. Kittys sparkling brown eyes met hers in a look brimming with merriment. At the same time, she continued to tell Mr Chubb quite seriously about the poultry which were her especial care. The bashful young man seemed interested, and even ventured a question. Dear Kitty had quickly set him at his ease.

Lord Selworth, to the contrary, had lost his appearance of ease. Under Mamas questioning gaze, he ran his hand through his hair with an air of harassed uncertainty. He opened his mouth, but no words issued forth.

Prometheus? Mrs Lisle asked again.

Yes, maam. I know your late husband wrote under that nameI must offer my condolences, belated, I fear. A sad loss to the nation!

And to his family, the widow said with quietly sorrowful dignity.

Of course. I...er...You are aware, I daresay, that someone else is now employing Mr Lisles pseudonym?

Certainly. The person concerned very properly requested my permission.

Then you know who he is? Lord Selworth enquired eagerly.

I regret that I am not at liberty to divulge the name.

His lordships face fell, but he rallied. Perhaps I can change your mind, maam, when you hear why I wish to approach the gentleman.

Mrs Lisles mouth twitched, and she cast a quizzical glance at her elder daughter. For an anxious moment, Pippa feared her mother would be unable to repress the chuckle quivering on her lips.

However, with assumed gravity she replied, I doubt it, Lord Selworth, but you are at liberty to try.

He smiled at her. You are laughing at me, I see. I expect more persuasive men than I have badgered you in vain. But perhaps their reasons were less...altruistic. I hope you will consider my aims altruistic.

Tell me.

Once more his lordship ran his hand through his hair, increasing its likeness to an ill-made hayrick. As if suddenly recalling its unfortunate tendency to go its own way, he then hastily smoothed it down, with a rueful sidelong peek at Pippa.

It was her turn to try not to chuckle.

May I enlist you on my side, Miss Lisle? he begged.

It is not my place to enlighten you as to Prometheuss identity, sir, she said, adding frankly, I cannot imagine any circumstances which would change that, but I own I should be glad to hear what you have to say.

Very well. First, I must tell you that I have unexpectedly and very recently inherited the viscountcy, from a distant relative with whom my immediate family had lost touch. I had no idea I was so close in line to the succession.

Indeed! said Mrs Lisle sceptically.

Albinia certainly never knew, Mama. Lord Selworths father died many years ago, did he not, sir?

Near twenty, maam. My eldest half-sister is eighteen. My mother has too large a second family to keep track of her first husbands relatives, and my stepfather is a rather unworldly clergyman. I knew, of course, that my great-grandfather was titled, but the connection was too distant to be of pressing interest. 

Mrs Lisle was still disbelieving. You never wondered?

Mama, pray do not catechise Lord Selworth! said Pippa, laughing.

No, no, Miss Lisle, I have no objection. Convincing you of my credentials must include explaining why I have no inbred sympathy with the landowning classes. To tell the truth, I had little time to fret over my noble relatives, and no inclination to apply to them for assistance. A flush stained his fair skin. Since I attained years of discretion I have been busy helping to support my family.

Too proud to ask for help, yet ashamed of working for a living, Mrs Lisle observed dryly.

Not at all! exclaimed Lord Selworth with considerable indignation, his colour still further heightened.

Though her mother appeared satisfied, Pippa wondered if it was the kind of work the viscount had done which embarrassed him, rather than the fact of working. If he were a character in one of the Gothic romances she found an agreeable change from polemics, he would have taken to the highways as a Gentleman of the Road.

With regret, she decided a career as a highwayman was sadly improbable. Perhaps he had been employed by one of those middle-men or jobbers whom Papa and Mr Cobbett regarded as abominable parasites.

Maybe that was the only work he could find, she thought charitably.

Anyway, that is all in the past, his lordship said hurriedly. Now I am a peer; I have a seat in the House of Lords. I want to do what I can to help the poor, but I cannot expect to wield any influence unless I make an impression with my maiden speech. I have tried to compose a suitable oration, he confessed, but I made a mull of it.

So you wish to consult Prometheus? Pippa guessed.

I have long admired his writings. I hope he will realize that, quite apart from the injury to my pride,he gave Mrs Lisle a wry lookit will do the cause no good if I stand up and make a cake of myself.

Speaking of cake, Kitty put in, do you wish me to make tea, Mama?

Pray do, my love. You will drink tea, gentlemen?

Thank you, maam, we shall be delighted.

Mr Chubb mumbled something indistinguishable, turned crimson, and muttered semi-audibly, Give you a hand, Miss Catherine.

Kitty smiled at him and said, How kind of you, sir.

A besotted look on his face, he followed her out. Pippa swallowed a sigh. Her sister had made another instant conquest. 

Lord Selworth frowned after his friend, but quickly returned to business. I am sorely in need of Prometheuss advice, Mrs Lisle. Naturally I expect to pay for his assistance.

No matter how much you are willing to pay, sir, Mrs Lisle warned him, Prometheus would never write or help to write anything not wholeheartedly in accord with my husbands principles.

Nor would I ask it of him, maam. I fancy my aims agree with those of the late Mr Lisle and the gentleman who has stepped into his shoes, or picked up his quill, I should say.

Mrs Lisle nodded approvingly. I am delighted to hear it. The poor and voteless have too few champions in the House of Lords.

Mama! Pippa exclaimed in alarm. I think it most unlikely that Prometheus will be willing to unmask, even in so noble a cause. Drat, she should not have risked the pun. Being clever might arouse the viscounts suspicions. She must strive to seem featherwittedyet she could not let Mama make unredeemable promises. Did not Mr Cobbetts letter say those horrid Tories are threatening him with imprisonment again?

I assure you, Miss Lisle, I should do nothing to endanger Prometheus. His secret would be safe with me. Besides, he is no vitriolic insurrectionist, as Cobbett frequently appears to be. Cobbetts prejudices too often get the better of his common sense, and even drive him to be careless with facts, whereas Prometheus is known for his brilliant use of reasoned argument.

Pippa felt herself blushing at this fervent compliment. I beg your pardon, sir, she said hastily, hoping he would ascribe her pink face to embarrassment for having misjudged him. I did not mean to suggest that you would betray Prometheus on purpose.

Your concern for the gentlemans safety does you credit, Miss Lisle. The viscounts warm smile did nothing to cool her cheeks. He is a close friend of the family, I collect, or a relative, perhaps?

To Pippas relief, her mother drew his lordships attention. I have no sons, Lord Selworth, she said, with severity belied by the twinkle in her eye, nor brothers, nor nephews.

Perfectly true, and perfectly irrelevant.

I did not intend to probe, maam. Or perhaps I didmy apologies. However, it is clear that you are personally acquainted with Prometheus. All I ask is that you set my proposal fairly before him.

A reasonable request, is it not, Pippa? If you will leave your direction, sir, I shall see that you are notified of the outcome, one way or the other.

If you think you might have an answer for me by tomorrow, we shall put up at the inn in the village.

The Jolly Bodger is not known for its comfort, sir, Pippa advised him, trying to discourage him from remaining in the vicinity. It is little more than a tavern.

The Jolly Bodger? Kitty asked cheerfully as she ushered in Mr Chubb bearing a laden tea-tray. Are you staying there tonight? Set it down here, if you please, sir. Shall I pour, Mama?

On receiving an affirmative, she busied herself with cups and saucers, allotting the only two remaining matching sets to the gentlemen.

Are we staying, Wynn? Mr Chubb enquired, passing tea and honey-cake. Pippa thought he sounded hopeful.

The inn is shockingly uncomfortable, she re-stressed, and I have heard horrid tales of their dinners.

You are welcome to dine with us, Lord Selworth, Mr Chubb, Mrs Lisle offered, if you care to dare the other discomforts. We have not room to put you up, alas.

Pippa stared at her mother in dismay. She was positively encouraging the viscount! Surely she did not suppose Pippa was prepared to disclose her secret to him?

He would be incredulous at first. Once convinced of the truth, he would cease to admire and start to wonder at her. Like Dr. Samuel Johnson, he would say, doubtless to himself, being a courteous gentleman, a woman preaching is like a dogs walking on his hind legs. It is not done well: but you are surprised to find it done at all.

Even if she could trust him to hold his tongue, of which she was by no means certain, to have him regard her as a nine days wonder would be painful, she acknowledged. Not that he showed any signs of admiring her for herself. She had no reason to expect it. Nor did she consider him anything out of the common way for a personable gentleman

Until he smiled, and he was smiling at her now, the dastard!

You are thoughtful, Miss Lisle, he said in an undertone.

Mama was occupied in listening to Mr Chubbs long, inarticulate utterance of gratitude for her invitation, which Pippa gathered had been accepted while she reflected. I trust, Lord Selworth continued, that the presence of two extra mouths at dinner will cause no difficulties?

Pippa was about to inform him waspishly of her ignorance of such housekeeping details. Realizing he might well enquire as to how she occupied her time if not in womanly domestic tasks, she drowned the words in a gulp of tea.

Her face must have reflected her annoyance, however, for he suggested tentatively, Shall we cry off? Be honest with me.

It was considerate of him to ask, she told herself sheepishly. Most men would not think twice about the awkwardness of feeding unexpected guests. I am sure Mama would not have invited you were there any difficulty, sir, she said, her tone cool.

I fear you are still not persuaded of my innocuous intentions towards your friend. I give you my word, Miss Lisle, no harm shall come to him through me. He has only to refuse my request and not another word shall be saidI shall cease to seek him out. But pray dont deny him the chance to decide for himself.

Pippa had already decided. She wished she could say so without further ado. Since that was impossible, she sighed and promised, I shall not try to keep Mama from discussing your offer with Prometheus.

* * * *

Standing at the parlour window, Pippa watched the gentlemen in their top hats and greatcoats tramping down the garden path in the dusk, on the way to take rooms at the Jolly Bodger. Their tethered horses ears stuck up above the beech hedge, still thickly hung with dead brown leaves.

The dead leaves depressed her. So did the muddy flower-beds on each side of the path, though snowdrops bravely strove to raise their heads, battered and splattered by the recent rains, among green spikes of daffodil and papery crocus buds. In spite of their promise of Spring, she felt Winter would go on for ever.

Much as she loved Mama and Kitty, the spice had gone out of life when Papa died.

Her writingthe emotions aroused by the injustices she wrote aboutwere a palliative, not a remedy. When she laid down her quill and posted the result to Mr Cobbett, the emptiness returned.

What frightened her was that she saw no end to the desert. Kitty would marry, whether John Ruddock or some other love-struck swain, and go away. Pippa might surrender her hand to Mr Postlethwaite, but her heart was untouched. Worse, she would have to give up the work which, she sometimes fancied, was all that kept her from running mad.

Would children compensate? She found it impossible to imagine indulging with the vicar in those intimacies necessary to create a family.

The click of the gate-latch returned her to the present. She swung back to the lamp-lit room.

Mama, this is the outside of enough. You know I dare not reveal my authorship.

It would have looked very singular, my love, had we declined to convey Lord Selworths proposal. He might have attempted to approach Prometheus in some other way over which we had less control. At the very least his curiosity would be aroused, and by conjecture he might arrive at the truth. He struck me as an intelligent and determined young man.

Pig-headed! As though a hundred others could not help him equally wella dozen, at any rate. You are right, of course, but I wish you had insisted on writing with the answer instead of encouraging him to stay by inviting him to dinner!

Her mother laughed. I had no choice in the matter once you had abused the Bodgers fare.

Perhaps that was a mistake, Pippa admitted with a wry grimace. You will just have to tell him tomorrow that you have spoken to Prometheus, who desired you to convey a refusal.

Mrs Lisle had opened her work-box as soon as the gentlemen left. She was darning a stocking-heel, and her needle flashed back and forth twice before she responded, Are you so sure you ought to refuse, Pippa?

Yes, Pippa said promptly. Lord Selworth had succeeded in shaking her composure without even trying. To work with him would be to endure a constant state of uncomfortable ferment. Even if I agreed, I expect he would change his mind as soon as he discovered Prometheus is a female. And though he may be willing to keep the secret, who can guess whether he is capable of it? Should he let slip only to Mr Chubb 

No fear of Mr Chubb letting the cat out of the bag, said Kitty, giggling as she glanced up from her hemming. It was a struggle to extract a single word from him. He is woefully shy.

With ladies, certainly, Pippa said, but I daresay he is on easier terms among gentlemen.

Do you think so? Kitty enquired with interest. I hope you are right, for he is quite amiable. He was interested in my chickens, or at least kind enough to seem so, and he helped with the tea-tray, though I fancy he had never before set foot in a kitchen! I hate to picture him going through life with his tongue tied in knots.

He had more to say for himself than John Ruddock, Mrs Lisle pointed out tartly. What a mooncalf the boy is!

A veritable nodcock, Pippa agreed, but we are straying from the point, Mama. I cannot risk telling Lord Selworth that I write the articles, so I must refuse him.

I suppose so, my love. It is a great pity, for if William Cobbett is imprisoned again and forced to stop publishing the Register for a while, the money from Lord Selworth would come in handy.

I doubt he could pay much. Title and fortune do not always coincide. Did you not notice how shabby his clothes are?

Yes, said her mother thoughtfully, needle poised in mid air. It is the more admirable that he wishes to spend part of what he has to ensure a serious reception of his ideas for the relief of the truly poor.

The viscount may indeed be all that is admirable. The situation remains unchanged. He will have to contrive without my assistance.

Pippa, said Kitty, I do not perfectly understand why you cannot help Lord Selworth without his knowing who you are. That you are Prometheus, I mean. He will be in London, after all, and you here, so you will have to write back and forth. You have only to tell him Prometheus chooses to communicate through you, rather than directly.

He might believe it, Pippa said doubtfully, given the present threat to Mr Cobbett. Her resistance began to crumble. With Lord Selworth at a distance, there was no danger to her peace of mind.

I wonder. Mrs Lisles gaze was fixed on an invisible scene. A smile curved her lips. Yes, it could work. A clever notion, Kitty love, and I see no reason why it should not work even if we were in London.

Mama! cried her daughters as one.

Kittys eyes sparkled with excited hope. We are going to London? she asked.

Impossible, Pippa objected. Lord Selworth would be bound to discover our whereabouts.

We shall not try to keep it from him. What is important is to give him the impression that Prometheus remains in the country.

Corresponding with his lordship, through me? Pippa felt a peculiar twist of anticipation. Alarmed, she protested, But, Mama, he might expect to deal with me in person if we were in Town.

Very likely, my love.

I cannot!

Mama, Kitty burst out, can we truly go to London? Is it not horridly expensive?

I have been saving, thanks to your sisters contributions. Pippa had her Season, and I have always intended that you should, too. I had thought to wait until next Springyou will be nineteen by then, but better another twelvemonth and another few pounds put by. However.... Mrs Lisle paused dramatically.

With what Lord Selworth will pay Pippa, we shall have enough?

We do not know what he will pay, Pippa reminded her, and it is not likely to be a great deal.

I have a better notion. With the air of a fairground conjurer pulling a gold-watch from a yokels hatband, Mrs Lisle continued, We shall not ask Lord Selworth for money. We shall tell him Prometheus is so kind a friend of ours that he wishes to be paid with introductions for you girls into the best Society!

Kittys face was ecstatic. Pippa could not bear to disappoint her little sister.

Resigning herself to working with the disturbing Lord Selworth, she merely demurred, Not for me, Mama. My first Season was a disaster and I do not care to repeat the experience at my advanced age, especially before an audience as critical as the haut ton.

My love, you are much improved in both looks and address since then, and hardly at your last prayers! Still, I do not mean to carp at you. It is for you decide.

Kitty protested, But it will be horridly unfair, Pippa, if you must work to pay for my pleasure.

I enjoy wrestling with ideas and words, dearest, Pippa assured her, with a smile, much more than dancing. And very much more than sewing. If you will engage to spare me the wielding of a needle, I shall gladly wield the pen to enable you to take the Ton by storm.
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