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Chapter  1

Spring 1818 



Where on earth was the blasted man?

Lady Gillian Marley resisted the urge to stalk to her front door, throw it open, and scour the streets of London for him herself.

What if he wasnt coming at all?

The thought tightened the muscles in her shoulders, but she refused to let her well-practiced smile so much as twitch. Instead, she surveyed the room with the air of serene confidence worn only by a hostess who has accomplished the difficult task of melding a diverse group of people into a cohesive gathering.

There were perhaps twenty in attendance at her salon tonight. In one corner, several members of Parliament argued amicably about some obscure issue. Another grouping dissected the latest work of a rising poet, while the merits of a new exhibit of paintings held the attention of yet another cluster of guests.

Gillians skill as a hostess in such a setting was unrivaled, her reputation for gatherings of this nature unequaled. The picture she presented to the world was, as always, cool and controlled and competent.

Not a single guest here would suspect every nerve in her body was stretched as taut as a piano wire. Not even the most astute observer would imagine the upheaval in her stomach. And absolutely no one would ever dream it took every ounce of self-discipline she possessed not to scream aloud in sheer frustration.

Where was Shelbrooke?

Gillian glanced at the doorway once again, just as she had every few minutes since her guests had begun arriving. He should have been here half an hour ago. Oh, certainly it was not unusual for attendees to arrive late. But tonight the only guest whose presence she wished for, the only guest who mattered, was the only guest who had not yet seen fit to cross her threshold.

Surely, he had not changed his mind? Hed responded to her invitation with a terse note of acceptance, and it would be unforgivable of him to renege now. How could the man be so impolite? Had he no sense of proper behavior? She was not about to align herself with anyone as rude as to accept an invitation then fail to appear without so much as a message of apology. It would certainly serve him right.

Still, her rejection would not have the desired effect on Shelbrooke, since the man had no idea of her intentions.

Gillian forced the subject, and the accompanying flurry of nerves, to the back of her mind and turned her attention to her guests. She dutifully meandered from group to group, offering an observation here, a comment there. Any other evening, she would have taken part enthusiastically in one discussion or another, but tonight she simply couldnt concentrate. She paused at a small knot of guests gathered before a new painting her brother Thomas had sent her and listened halfheartedly.

 surely, Sir Edmond, youre not suggesting art has no merit unless it includes figures? 

Sir Edmond, a collector noted for his extravagance but not necessarily his taste, adopted a smug expression. Come now, Mr. Addison, without depictions of the human form, this is nothing more than a pretty picture. There is a reason why great art typically portrays some significant moment in history. 

And is there something wrong simply with a pretty picture? A wry voice sounded behind her, and she turned sharply.

Richard Shelton, the Earl of Shelbrooke, stood with his hands clasped behind his back, studying the painting with an air of thoughtful consideration. Her heart skipped a beat.

So this was the man whod filled her thoughts in recent days. She hadnt stood this close to him in years. He was a good six inches taller than she, his dark brows pulled together in concentration. His hair was a deep, rich walnut, with an unruly curl and just a shade too long, as if hed forgotten to keep it trimmed or simply didnt care. Wasnt he able to afford a valet?

Sir Edmonds eyes narrowed as if he couldnt believe this unknown newcomers temerity to question his opinion. Without an aspect of humanity, a painting has no emotion. No soul as it were. 

Nonsense, Mr. Addison, a critic of some note, snorted in disdain. How can you look at a scene like this and say it has no soul? Why, you can almost smell the fresh scent of the grasses and feel the winds blowing the clouds across that sky. 

One could say the painting expresses not the soul of man but the soul of God, Lord Shelbrooke said mildly.

The soul of God. Sir Edmonds face reddened with outrage. What blasphem

What perception  Mr. Addison laughed. I dont believe weve met. 

I have just now arrived. He turned to her and took her hand. Please forgive me, Lady Gillian, I was unavoidably detained. He raised her hand to his lips, his gaze never leaving hers.

His eyes, too, were brown, deep and endless and intense, and for the briefest moment she wondered if he could see her soul in her eyes as hed seen the soul in the painting. The touch of his lips on her hand was unexpectedly warm and intimate even here in the midst of the crowded room, and an odd shiver ran up her spine. She resisted the desire to jerk her hand away and forced a cool note to her voice.Were you late, my lord? I hadnt noticed. 

Then I shall save my apology for a more noticeable offense. He released her hand and straightened. A twinkle lurked in his eyes, but he did not smile.

She raised a brow. And do you plan on more noticeable offenses? 

I plan little beyond the moment, my lady. He nodded and turned to introduce himself to Mr. Addison and the others.

At once, the debate over the value of the work before them resumed, and she was left with an annoying sense of dismissal. Why, she had been right in the first place: the man was definitely rude. Although, she had to admit, his immediate immersion in the discussion saved her from conversing with him alone. And at the moment, she had no idea what to say and not the faintest notion where to begin.

She murmured an appropriate comment and withdrew, preferring to observe him from a safe distance. The mere touch of his hand had had a startling effect on her. It was absurd, of course. They shared no more than a passing acquaintance and even that was nothing more than a vaguely remembered dance during her first and only season years ago. Surely, she could attribute her reaction to her own state of nerves brought on by her plans.

What would he think of her proposal and all that went with it? Her stomach churned at the thought.

For the next hour or so she watched him join in one discussion then another. He was as intelligent as shed been led to believe. His comments were well spoken and to the point. Shelbrooke acquitted himself in a knowledgeable manner whether the conversation centered on literature or politics or art. She couldnt help but be impressed. Still, even when his contribution was amusing and those around him laughed, he was restrained. She had the strangest impression he was more concerned with observing the reactions of others than permitting his own emotions to be noted.

I must say, Lady Gillian. Lady Forester joined her beside a table laid with refreshments. What an intriguing man Lord Shelbrooke is. 

Do you think so? Gillian murmured and sipped at her third fortifying glass of wine.

I do indeed. He is so wonderfully mysterious.

Mysterious?

Why, yes. Lady Forester fluttered her fan.

While he is not reticent to express an opinion, nothing he says reveals anything whatsoever of himself. 

Gillian studied his tall figure. What is there to reveal? There are few true secrets in London. The circumstances of his life are common knowledge. His father squandered the family fortune and Shelbrooke has spent the years since his death trying to restore what was lost. 

I suppose it could be the sorry state of his financial affairs that explains his reserve. Still, men as attractive as the earl do not usually go out of their way to avoid attention. Why, the man never even smiles. I have often noticed him at social occasions, but he seems to linger on the fringes of any gathering, never quite joining in, as if he was there only to observe and not participate. Lady Forester slanted her a curious look. However, Ive never seen him at one of your salons before. Why did you invite him? 

Gillian raised a shoulder in a casual shrug. I simply like a varied group of guests, and someone suggested he might be an interesting addition. 

Well, I do always meet the most fascinating gentlemen here. Lady Foresters gaze lingered on the earl. Shelbrooke used to be quite a rogue, if I remember correctly, before the death of his father. Now, there was a true scoundrel. A speculative smile played on her lips. What a shame his son is not in need of a patron. You dont suppose he has any artistic or literary tendencies that need nurturing, do you?

 Gillian laughed. I think not. 

Pity. Lady Forester sighed. Only a year or so older than Gillian, Lady Forester fancied herself a great patroness of the arts and had contributed substantially to the careers of several struggling artists and writers. In return, they had contributed to her more amorous, although according to gossip, no less creative, pursuits. Gillian was at once grateful Shelbrooke was in no need of her type of patronage.

Shelbrookes gaze caught hers from across the room and he lifted his glass slightly in acknowledgment, as if he knew the direction her thoughts had taken. A hot flush swept up her face and she nodded politely, pointedly turning her gaze away.

Lady Forester considered Gillian carefully. Youve been a widow far too long, my dear. Its been my experience that men who are reluctant to talk about themselves do so because they have something to hide. Secrets, if you will. Oh, its usually nothing of significance to anyone other than the man himself. Still, secrets are always dangerous, and always, she smiled wickedly, more than a little exciting. 

We all have our secrets, Lady Forester. I doubt his are any more dangerous, or exciting, than  mine.

 Gillian smiled and excused herself, then quickly crossed the room and stepped into the foyer. She headed down the hallway leading to the servants stairs and a pair of matching doors. The right served as a delivery entrance. She pulled open the left and stepped outside onto a tiny terrace surrounded by a small but well-tended garden, the entire area kept private by a tall brick wall.

The evening air washed over her and she rested her back against the doorjamb, closing her eyes and lifting her chin to the cool, refreshing breeze. For a long moment she stood and enjoyed the delightful sensation, trying her best to ignore the reasons behind her heated cheeks.

Botheration, she hadnt blushed in years. Obviously, it was the circumstances and not the man that brought this rush of fire to her face. Still, there was something in the way he had looked at her She wasnt entirely certain if it was thrilling or terrifying. Or both.

It is exceedingly warm inside.

Her breath caught, and she snapped her eyes open.

Shelbrookes arms were folded over his chest, and he lounged against the opposite side of the doorframe. I too felt the need for a momentary respite.

Did you? she said curtly.

He raised a brow. If youd prefer to be alone

 No. Her voice softened. Not at all. Do forgive me. That was insufferably rude. Im not usually this sharp with my guests. Particularly guests who are new to my home. She smiled and willed her heart to slow to a normal rhythm. I trust you are enjoying yourself? 

The evening is as entertaining as I had been led to believe. Your reputation for salons of this sort is well deserved. 

Thank you. She waved in an offhand manner. I simply prefer evenings where the discussion is of a more stimulating nature than the usual gossip found at typical social gatherings.

Why?

As I said, I prefer  She hesitated. It was not too soon to be honest with him, and honesty was as important to the success of a relationship as respect. Gillian drew a deep breath. I see a great deal of waste in the society we live in. Lives wasted by war and indolence. Minds wasted by far too much concern paid to the cut of ones coat as opposed to the state of ones world. 

Really? Yet it seems to me I rarely attend a ball or soiree where you are not present. 

You are observant. She laughed. But there I am no more than another guest. I see nothing wrong with frivolous entertainments, I simply do not wish to devote my life to them. Instead I fill these evenings with artists and critics, writers and scholars, poets and politicians. Men who think of matters beyond the complexity of a well-tied cravat. 

And what of your female guests? Was that a note of amusement in his voice?

I find women no less intelligent than men and just as capable of perceptive observations when free to express them. She drew her brows together.

Do you disagree?

Not at all. Intelligent women willing to speak their minds have long been the bane of my existence, he said dryly.

Was he talking about his sisters? He had four, if her information was correct. Or was there another woman in his life?

Silence stretched between them, and she couldnt think of anything to say that did not sound inane or insipid. She had no wish to sound foolish in front of him. There was far too much at stake.

The light from the hall cast half his face in shadows and sharpened the line of his profile, straight and strong and determined. And dangerous? He studied her, his gaze unwavering, his expression considering.

Why did you invite me tonight? he asked abruptly.

Why? The question caught her by surprise. She forced a teasing note to her voice. You do ask a lot of questions, my lord. 

Only when I have no idea as to the answers. An intensity underlaid his words. All at once she was aware of how little space separated them and how very alone they were here. Was he aware of it as well?

Lady Gillian?

She drew a deep, steadying breath.I have a  a business proposition for you. A business proposition? he said slowly.

About painting?

Painting? Why on earth would you think that? He shrugged. A passing thought, given much of the discussion here tonight, nothing more. Please, go on.

My proposal is of a more personal nature.

Indeed? He straightened, and the movement brought his body to within a bare few inches of her own. Her heart thudded. His voice was low and colored with a meaning she did not care to examine. I must admit, I am intrigued. Precisely how personal? 

Extremely personal. An immediate need to place distance between them gripped her, and she stepped across the threshold and into the house. But this is not the moment to discuss it. I have already left my guests unattended for far too long. If you would be so kind as to remain later, after the others have left. 

As you wish. His voice was noncommittal.

Later, then.

 She nodded and turned to walk briskly down the hall. She could feel his gaze following her. Observing her. Thoughtful and curious. From his angle he couldnt possibly notice a slight tremble in her hands or the flush that once again heated her face or the butterflies cavorting in her stomach.

Anticipation mingled with dread and washed through her. She at once wanted to avoid their meeting, yet knew the remaining hour or so until then would last a lifetime.

Appropriate enough, since it was indeed the remainder of a lifetime in the balance.



Do you really like it? Richard said over his shoulder.

He had heard Lady Gillian enter the room behind him after bidding good night to the last of her guests. Guests who had seemed to linger for an eternity. Throughout the interminably long evening hed been hard-pressed to hide his growing impatience. What did the woman want from him?

Yes, I do. She stepped to his side, tilted her head, and studied the painting. The tension hed noticed in her during their brief encounter earlier had vanished, and she now seemed relaxed and at ease. Quite a lot. You say your brother sent this to you?

Yes. It was something of a surprise. Thomas and I have never been particularly close. Older brothers being groomed to inherit the title and responsibilities of a duke do not have a great deal of time for younger sisters. Yet we are fond of one another. She considered him the same way she had just regarded the painting. I believe you know him, dont you? 

We were in school together, he said as if it was of no significance. In fact, at this moment, he wasnt entirely certain if he wished to thrash the future Duke of Roxborough or embrace him. He forced a casual note to his voice. Do you know the artist? 

Not personally, although I have been hearing a great deal about him lately. Apparently, he is as accomplished with the ladies as he is with a brush. Hes French, you know.

Is he?

Have you heard of him? His name is Etienne-Louis Toussaint.

Rather a mouthful, he murmured.

Rather. I should like to invite him here, but he is apparently quite reclusive. A slight smile quirked the corners of her lips. In spite of his rakish reputation, I have yet to encounter anyone who has actually met the man in person.

Not even Lady Forester?

Not even Lady Forester. Gillian laughed, a delightful sound that echoed through his blood.

Why, my lord, youre actually smiling.

Am I? He widened his eyes in mock surprise.

How could that have happened? I must have lost my head for a moment. I shall have to take care it does not happen again. 

Ive never noticed you smile before. He raised a brow. I was not aware you had noticed me at all. 

A charming flush colored her cheeks, but she ignored his comment, staring at him with amused suspicion. Lady Forester thinks youre quite mysterious. She suspects you have some deep, dark secret. 

Then I shall do my best not to disappoint her. Besides, I much prefer the illusion of a mysterious keeper of deep, dark secrets than the all too boring truth of my circumstances in life. He turned back to the painting. Now, the artist who created this obviously has secrets. No doubt all of them deep and dark. 

No doubt. She examined the work with the critical air of one who knows good art from bad, and he observed her out of the corner of his eye. There is a great deal of passion here. Unbridled. A passion born from a love of life. Its extremely compelling. Almost irresistible. I suspect he has quite a future ahead of him. 

Do you? 

She nodded thoughtfully. She was barely half a head shorter than he, her figure a bit more voluptuous than hed thought, but then he hadnt been this close to her in years. Not since before her marriage, and then she was a mere girl fresh from the schoolroom.

The woman now beside him was lovely in the fair-haired, creamy-skinned tradition of classic English beauty, with an intelligence that only enhanced her appearance. This was a woman to fulfill the fantasies of any man. Even a man with deep, dark secrets.

I liked what you said about it. About the soul of God. 

He raised a shoulder in an offhand manner. I dont know a great deal about art.

Yet you are extremely perceptive.

Not at all. For example, I dont have so much as an inkling of what your business proposition entails. 

At once her casual air vanished. She raised her chin and stared into his eyes. He sensed a determination in her even as she appeared to gather her courage.

She drew a deep breath, the blurted out her request. I need a husband. I must wed within the next two months. Her voice was resolute, her gaze steady. I think you will fill the position nicely. Shock held him still and stole his voice. For a long moment he could do nothing but stare in disbelief. You wish to marry me? Me? 

Yes, I do, she said, her voice a shade less adamant than before. Again, she seemed to summon strength.

My lord, would you do me the honor of becoming my husband?






Chapter 2

Your husband?

Without warning, the absurdity of her request struck him, and he laughed long and hard.

This is not funny, she said indignantly. I expected any number of possible reactions to my request, my lord, but laughter was not among them.

Richard. He sniffed and wiped a tear from his eye.

Richard?

Its my name. You should call the man you intend to marry by his given name. The very idea of this eminently desirable woman proposing to him  he struggled to contain himself against a fresh wave of mirth.

I wish you would stop that. I am quite serious. And I must say, this is all rather disquieting. First a smile and now a laugh? From a man who has never been observed to do either?

I neither laugh nor smile, at least not in public, because I do not wish to become the target of any number of women who are more than willing to disregard the state of my finances in exchange for my title. In addition, Im not completely unattractive, and I learned long ago that that alone is enough to attract the unwanted attentions of marriage-minded females. He chuckled and shook his head. You, however, are obviously made of sterner stuff. I find your courage quite intriguing

Well, I dont

As well as your blunt nature. None of that coy, flirtatious banter for you. No, its straight to the point. I can do no less. He stepped toward her, unable to stifle a grin. What was it that attracted you, Gillian?

Lady Gillian. Her eyes widened, and she stepped backwards.

Gillian, he said firmly. Formality will not do with my betrothed.

I am not yet

But you wish to be. Again he moved closer. Was it my brooding, aloof manner?

You dont seem particularly aloof now, she said cautiously and once more backed away.

Im not and never have been. Lady Forester was rightI do have deep, dark secrets. He narrowed the space between them. She tried to step back, but a sofa blocked her retreat. My demeanor in public is one of them.

That isnt why

Then what is it, Gillian? He stood close enough to touch her, her body within a hairsbreadth of his own. His voice softened. Why me?

She stared up at him, a stunned look in her eyes, blue and bright as no sky an artist could ever capture on canvas. At once he knew, regardless of her reasons, he was not at all adverse to having her as his wife. Or anything else. I 

It was more a sigh than a word. For a long moment his gaze held hers. Without warning, he wanted to pull her into his arms, press his lips to hers. Electricity arched between them and  what? Desire?

No! She pushed past him and fled to the other side of the room. There will be none of that!

None of what? He exhaled a long breath.

You know perfectly well what. She aimed an accusing finger at him. That!

I didnt do a thing.

But you wanted to!

Did I? Are you certain?

She paused and considered him, then nodded. Yes.

Apparently, you too are quite observant. He folded his arms over his chest. It will be bloody difficult to have a marriage with none of that.

It will not be that kind of marriage. She mirrored his stance with her own and glared.

What precisely do you mean by that kind of marriage?

You know perfectly well what I mean. We will each continue to live our separate lives, she said loftily. It will be a marriage in name only.

He snorted in disbelief. Not with me it wont.

But you are the only suitable candidate on the list.

What list?

The list of possible husbands. An uneasy expression crossed her face as if she suddenly comprehended the unflattering nature of her admission.

You have a list? A list?

You come very highly recommended, she said weakly.

Bloody hell. He strode across the room to the table still bearing refreshments, poured a glass of wine, and downed it in one swallow. All sense of amusement had vanished. By God, the woman was serious. Worse, she apparently aimed to select a new husband the same way shed pick a dressmaker or milliner.

I have brandy if youd prefer something more substantial, she said helpfully.

He ignored her. And what propelled me to the top of this list? I assume I am at the top?

Of course youre at the top.

Why? He eyed her cautiously.

Well  She glanced around the room as if to find the answer lurking in the shadows. Everything I know about you indicates youre an honorable man with a strong character and sense of responsibility and honor and 

And what?

She smiled apologetically, and her gaze met his. And you need money.

Go on.

I am the beneficiary of a substantial inheritance. But to receive it, I must be married by my thirtieth birthday.

In two months time?

She nodded.

Suspicion narrowed his eyes. How substantial?

Very. She stepped to him, took his empty glass from his hand, and moved to a cabinet, opening a door and selecting a decanter of brandy. Its from a distant relative in America. It includes ships

How many ships?

Eight, I think, more or less. She pulled the stopper from the decanter and filled the glass. Plus theres a great deal of land, in America of course. She replaced the stopper. And there is a fair amount of cash. She turned and held the glass out to him.

How much cash?

Six hundred thousand pounds. She took a quick sip of the brandy, as if she needed its bracing effect.

Six hundred thousand  He stepped to her, plucked the glass from her hand, and drew a long, deep swallow. Even the burn of the best brandy hed had in some time failed to temper the shock of her words. Six hundred thousand 

Pounds. A tempting note sounded in her voice, as if she were offering a sweet to a small child or a rope to a drowning man. And, as my husband, half of it would be yours.

Under the laws of England, all of it will be mine, he said pointedly.

She shook her head. Not under my terms. First of all, I am willing to divide the inheritance in half legally and have papers drawn up to that effect.

So. He chose his words with care. You propose to buy a husband.

I hadnt thought of it that way at all. She huffed. The benefits are not exactly one-sided. You will gain a great deal from this arrangement. The funding to improve your estates. Impressive dowries for your sisters. The Earl of Shelbrooke will once again take his proper place in society.

Richard stared at the brandy in his glass. There was so much more to it than that. To what end?

What do you mean?

His gaze caught hers. Why do you think a man wishes to restore his property? Regain his good name?

Confusion shone in her eyes. Why, I

He does it so that he has more to pass on to his children, to his heirs, than bad debts and a tarnished reputation. Under the terms of this marriage, there will be no children. He shook his head and went on.

I had always planned on marrying some day. I have simply not had the time nor the means to devote to the search for a suitable wife. If I agree to this proposal, you are purchasing not merely a husband but a life and a future. My life and my future. He drained the last of the brandy and set the glass on the table with a deliberate motion. Under such constraints, I must respectfully decline your offer.

He nodded, turned, and started toward the door.

Wait. Desperation sounded in her voice, and he paused. You must understand. I loved my husband dearly. I have always vowed I would not marry again without love.

He waited in silence.

But I dont have time to fall in love. I dont know if I could. I dont know if I want to.

I cant agree to the kind of marriage you want, Gillian.

I know many people marry for reasons other than love and, her voice faltered, have children and are happy together. Perhaps, if you would agree to an engagement, for the next two months 

And then?

And then  as we get to know one another  possibly affection 

He turned and considered her carefully. Perhaps he wasnt the only one with deep, dark secrets. Why are you so determined to claim this inheritance?

Why? Caution edged her voice.

Youre the daughter of a duke. An Effington one of the wealthiest families in the country. Why would a woman in your position be willing to even consider sharing the bed of a virtual stranger for the rest of her days?

She hesitated for a moment, then her chin jerked up defiantly. Its a great deal of money.

Not for an Effington.

Even for an Effington. She stared for a moment, then sighed in annoyance. Goodness, my lord, you do ask a lot of questions.

Youve said that before.

And Ill say it again, she snapped. Very well. She picked up the decanter, refilled his glass, took a healthy sip, then held it out to him. He shook his head. She shrugged, took another drink, and set the snifter down.

We are all born with certain expectations, our lots in life as it were. My brother was born to be the next Duke of Roxborough. Its his fate and his duty and what hes been trained for all his life. As a woman, my duty was to make a good match. And I did. She crossed her arms over her chest and met his gaze directly. Only my husband decided his duty was to his king and his country. He was killed in Spain.

I am sorry.

So am I, she said simply. It was not as life was supposed to be. A pensive look flashed in her eyes, then vanished. He had not yet inherited his title. I was left with nothing. My family gives me a substantial allowance, but I would prefer to be independent. No. Her jaw clenched, and determination shone in her eye. I long to be independent. I cannot abide the idea that I am, to be blunt, a poor relation. I cannot stand the fact of my own helplessness.

She swiveled and paced the width of the room. Do you have any notion what its like to realize youve done all that was expected of you in life but life has not turned out at all as expected?

I have a vague idea, he murmured.

And to further realize that, regardless of your finances, because youre a women, you have no true choices?

There you have me, he said under his breath.

No way, save marriage, to improve your lot? Frustration rang in her voice. A woman without money in this world can accomplish little of worth. And, worse, she has no way to help others accomplish anything. Oh, I can have my salons, such entertainments are fairly inexpensive you know, and introduce artists and writers to potential patrons, but I havent the funds to help them myself.

Like Lady Forester helps?

She pulled up short and stared. Then, without warning, she burst into laughter. That was not what I had in mind.

Thank God, he said wryly. So you want to be a patron?

Not exactly.

Then what?

She shook her head. Im not entirely sure. At the moment, its little more than a vague, elusive idea. And rather too ill-formed to mention.

Tell me anyway. He stepped to her side. Her scent, a vague, provocative mix of subtle florals and spice, wafted around him, and his stomach tightened.

She stared up at him as if deciding whether or not he was worthy of her trust. Its far-fetched, probably impossible, and very likely more than a little foolish.

Im well acquainted with foolish ideas.

Then perhaps I will tell you in time. A teasing smile lifted the corners of her mouth. When were married.

Richard cupped her chin between his thumb and forefinger and gazed into her blue eyes. I will not marry a woman who does not want me in her bed. I will not be a husband in name only. Do you understand?

She swallowed hard. Yes.

Very well, then. Once again he resisted the urge to kiss her. To seal their agreement. And perhaps their fate. He stepped away. I will call on you soon with my decision.

She nodded silently, a bemused expression on her face.

He turned and strode out of the room and out of the house, not slowing his pace until he was a good block away.

Blast it all, what was he going to do? If he was half as smart as hed always thought he was, he would have accepted her proposal at once. He was, of necessity, a practical man, and his hesitation was not at all practical. Her offer was the answer to his prayers. It would solve all his financial problems, ensuring his future and the futures of his sisters.

In addition, marriage to the daughter of the Duke of Roxborough would go a long way in restoring the respectability of his title and his family name. Certainly his own actions in the last few years had started that process, but restoring the honor of the earls of Shelbrooke was as arduous a process as restoring their fortune.

What in the name of all thats holy had possessed him? What stubborn and previously unknown facet of his personality could explain his idiotic disregard of six hundred thousand pounds, eight ships, more or less, and a great deal of land in America?

Was the idea of that kind of marriage so repugnant? And in truth, would it be that kind of marriage for long? Hed never had a great deal of trouble gaining the affections of women in the past, although admittedly his skills were a bit rusty. Still, once wed, affection would certainly follow. Perhaps even love.

Love? Now there was an unsettling idea. Besides, hed never particularly considered love an integral part of marriage. Hed never particularly considered love at all.

But desire, that was something he well understood. And hed known the moment hed looked into her eyes, that he wanted this woman. And wanted her to want him. They would suit well together.

It was more than likely pride that held him back. Damnable pride. It was the only thing he still had in abundance. The only thing he hadnt been forced to rebuild from nothing. And the very thing that had kept him before now from seeking out an heiress with an impressive dowry and substantial income.

Yet even now he didnt want to be bought like a prize specimen of cattle purchased only for appearance. Or acquired like a new work of art meant only for display.

And he wanted the woman he married to want more from him than his name.

He grimaced to himself. It was the height of irony that this woman who once considered him too far beneath her for notice would now turn to him for salvation. Of course, he doubted she even remembered the incident. It was long ago and of no real significance in her life. Richard had barely recalled it himself until tonight.

He had danced with her at a ball during her season, ignoring the fact that she was all but officially betrothed to her future husband. Everyone in London knew it was a love match from childhood. He cringed at the recollection of his suggestive comments, spurred by recklessness and a great deal of drink. His exact words now thankfully escaped him, but the disdain in her eyes lingered in his memory.

Shed been right, of course: hed been unworthy of her notice. Hed been the worst sort of scoundrelfollowing in his fathers footsteps.

He was not the same man now.

Probably why he was at the top of her bloody list.

He had two months to convince the lovely lady she wanted to be his countess in more than name alone. It would not be easy. Shed obviously built walls around her feelings. After all, no woman alive could talk about the death of her husband, even one that had occurred eight years earlier, with the same lack of emotion Lady Gillian had shown. What kind of man could break down those barriers?

Oh certainly, with the sterling qualities that had propelled him to the top of her husband list he could, no doubt, in time. Hed been quite accomplished in the fine art of seduction before circumstances had forced him to become the type of man who had attracted her in the first place. Yet another odd twist of fate. His life seemed to be filled with ironies these days.

Pity, there was so little time. He could already foresee both of them trying too hard in the weeks and days until her birthday. Too many strained moments with too much at stake.

Would he stand a better chance if he wasnt at all a suitable candidate? If he didnt have strength of character and a sense of honor? If all he had was passion?

A passion born from a love of life. Its extremely compelling. Almost irresistible.

He stopped in his tracks.

Werent women always pining after men completely wrong for them? Didnt that account for the attraction of rakes and rogues?

Perhaps the key to the cool and serene Lady Gillian was not held by a man with those noble qualities that had placed him at the top of her husband list. A man respectable and dependable and solid. A man one might well choose as a spouse but never as a lover.

Perhaps the man who could truly reach beyond her walls was not the man he was today.

But the man he used to be.






Chapter 3

I cannot believe you went ahead with this. Robert, the Earl of Weston, slumped back in the brocade wing chair he had claimed as his own years ago and drummed his fingers on a side table, looking, if possible, even more morose than usual. Without so much as discussing it with us.

Christopher, Viscount Cummings, leaned against the mantel, arms crossed over his chest, and surveyed her with an expression only slightly less glum than Robins. And without even allowing us the pleasure of witnessing the event. It could have been quite entertaining.

Precisely why I did not want you present, Gillian said. As for discussing this with you, as you recall, I did just that. She stalked to a nearby sideboard, pulled open a drawer, snatched up two sheets of paper, and waved them at the men. And this was your response.

The two exchanged glances, and Gillian grit her teeth. Any other time this silent communication between Robin and Kit would have amused her. Today she was not in the mood for anything from these childhood friends but blind loyalty and unwavering support.

We didnt realize you were serious, Kit muttered.

If I wasnt serious why would I have asked each of you to provide me with lists of potential husbands?

Kit traded another quick glance with Robin. There was something in that look 

Good Lord. I should have known. Gillian glanced at the papers in her hand. These were a joke, werent they?

Kit shifted uneasily.

Robin avoided her gaze. Not entirely, but

They certainly make sense now. She held the lists before her, her gaze skipping from Robins precise hand to Kits barely legible scrawl. I wondered why, with all the men in London to choose from, there were only a handful of names here.

Well, what did you expect? Irritation rang in Robins voice. We dont think this is a good idea. And quite frankly, what you want in a potential husband is not entirely easy to find.

Its not like going to Tattersalls and selecting a prime bit of cattle, Kit huffed. Besides, weve never looked at men in terms of their suitability for harness before.

But look at who youve named here. She drew her brows together in disgust. Why, the Viscount Reynolds is far too well known at the gaming tables

And therefore always needs money. A smug smile creased Kits face. A perfect choice.

Not for me. She studied the lists. The Marquess of Dunstable has nine children

And wants a wife, Robin pointed out.

He wants a governess, Gillian snorted. At least he already has an heir.

Yes, well  Robin cleared his throat. Have you considered that at all, Gillian? The possibility of children?

Believe me, it is a prime consideration, she said under her breath.

Then

But not one I wish to discuss at the moment. Thisshe slapped the papersis what I want to talk about. Look at the rest of these names.

She shook her head in disgust. This one is old. This one fat. I simply couldnt abide a man whose only passion in life is food. Heres one with a notorious reputation, and I am in no mood to reform a rake.

Come now, they arent all unacceptable. Robin rose to his feet and moved to her side, plucking the list from her hands. Whats wrong with Lord Runley?

She rolled her gaze toward the ceiling. The mans an idiot. He hasnt the sense God gave a sheep.

Or Lord Harkin?

She stared in disbelief. He barely comes up to my chin. In addition, if I am forced to spend a lifetime looking down at the top of a mans head, I prefer it be a head of hair.

Kit shrugged. A minor detail.

Youre not looking for a husband, Robin said wryly. Youre looking for a saint.

A saint who needs money. Gillian folded her arms over her chest. Shelbrooke will serve nicely.

Even if it appears hes not the rake he once was, Robin said, Shelbrooke is hardly a saint.

The devil is more like it. Its unnatural the way hes never seen at the gaming tables anymore. His name hasnt been linked with any woman at all for years. I see him at any number of social occasions, but he keeps to himself. With his dark looks and brooding manner he reminds me of one of those long-suffering poets you always seem to have around. Kit narrowed his eyes as if this fact alone was enough to condemn the man. Hes not to be trusted.

Hes not nearly as brooding as you might think, Gillian said under her breath. If you both believe Shelbrooke is such a bad idea, why did you suggest him at all?

I didnt know he was on Robins list, Kit said quickly.

Robin cast him an irritated look. I had to name someone who at least appeared suitable.

Oh? Did you run out of men who were old or fat or stupid or totally unacceptable? Gillian raised a brow.

I thought they were all unacceptable, Robin said.

Up to and including Shelbrooke. Kit shook his head. Who in his right mind would have imagined youd actually approach the man, let alone propose marriage?

Its not as if Im looking for a love match. She heaved a frustrated sigh. Its a convenience, nothing more than that. This marriage is simply a means to an end.

The end being a great deal of money. Robin studied her carefully. I must admit I am disappointed. I never thought you would succumb to this kind of temptation.

Then you thought wrong. The tension of recent days sharpened her tone, but it couldnt be helped.

It had been a scant week since her great-uncles solicitor had called on her with news of her inheritance. She had never met Jasper Effington, the youngest of her grandfathers three brothers. All three had left England years before her parents were born, to make their
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