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It was worse that she expected—he was not only young, he was handsome. Devastatingly so. Eleanor stood in the doorway to the drawing room, her hand cold on the brass doorknob. She could not force herself to step into the room where her parents—Lord and Lady Rushton—and her husband-to-be waited. Oh, she could not marry him. Not him. For he would never be happy with her.

No one in the room had yet noticed her entrance, but the drawing room—the finest room in the house—was a cavern of a place, with the chairs and fireplace at one end and the doors at the other. The room took up the entire front of the house, overlooking Berkeley Square. Faint light drifted in from behind the gold velvet curtains that stretched from plastered ceiling to polished floor. She looked down the distance, the windows to her right and portraits of intimidating ancestors to her left, and wished herself anywhere else.

She had always dreaded this place, with its stiff furniture, its cold drafts, and the demanding expectations that its use placed on her. Small as she was, she disappeared in this room. Elizabeth had always teased that it was the print muslin dresses in fashion which made every young lady appear far too similar to the surrounding wallpaper. Eleanor had laughed, but she also noted that the tall, sophisticated Elizabeth—even in sprig muslin—never could be called a wallflower. No, it was not Eleanor’s dress which made her a person whom gentlemen looked past and ladies glanced at with little interest. Not in this room, nor in any other.

She was simply not a remarkable person.

For the most part, Eleanor had found it a relief to be so overlooked. She liked to overhear the gossip and observe the follies of those deeply involved in their lives. She liked being a spectator. It was so much...safer.

Only today she was to be put firmly into the center of everything. Today, she was to become engaged. Her parents had arranged everything with Lord Staines. This meeting was merely to confirm that she and her husband-to-be did not take an unreasonable dislike to each other.

But Eleanor knew already that she was no match for this gentleman—the heir to an earldom, and a handsome one at that.

He had golden hair, a thick cap of it that gleamed in the weak November sunlight that slanted in to pull a fair halo from his head. The shining strands lay in casual, curling disorder. How on earth does he keep his hat from flatting it? Eleanor thought. Self-conscious of her own appearance, she reached up to touch her own bonnet-flattened curls.

His dark blue coat stretched broad over his shoulders and nipped in at his waist, and hung open to show a yellow waistcoat. He did not seem vain, for his cravat was neatly tied but not with great flourish, and his shirt-points were no higher than to his square, firm chin.

His buckskin breeches formed a second skin over long, muscular legs. He stood a shade taller than her father—and Eleanor knew she would forever be craning to look up at him. Would he also step on her feet with his much larger ones when they danced? Would they dance? And what would it be like to have his so much very larger hands on her?

A treacherous heat flashed across her skin, and she looked down to hide it. She was a lady, and ladies were not supposed to think about a gentleman’s hands upon their person. But no one looked at her to see the longing that she knew must be apparent on her face. And why should anyone glance at her, when he was so much easier on the eyes?

She looked up again.

He had his profile towards her, and she noted the perfectly straight nose, the clean jaw line, the arch of golden eyebrows that rose arrogantly over eyes as blue as a perfect summer sky.

Her heart sank into her stomach. He needed a tall, dark beauty on his arm to make a striking contrast, or a golden-haired nymph who would match his own burnished looks. He did not need a mouse such as her. He must have wanted Elizabeth, really.

Looking up, her mother smiled and rose, calling out, “Ah, Eleanor, come and meet Lord Staines, my child.”

Eleanor tried to smile back, but her face seemed unable to hold any expression and she could only pray that her eyes did not—as Emma often said they did—look as large as a frightened owl’s. She turned to shut the door behind her, using that instant to pull in a breath and smooth the front of her best sprig muslin gown. Oh, how he must be regretting that he had ever allowed his father—and hers—to make this match.

Turning, she came into the room, trying to glide as Evelyn—the youngest of them all at fourteen—could already manage. Eleanor’s own bouncing step had been the bane of their governess, despite every effort Eleanor made to control herself. Her father had never understood it and had always complained that it came from her striding about the countryside so much, but even after a season in London, Eleanor could not seem to manage a smooth, delicate step. She had to take long steps simply to keep up with everyone else.

However, even with her stride, it seemed to take years to reach the small group gathered beside the fire. When she did, she did not know where to put her hands or if she should sit or stand, so she bobbed a curtsy and shot a terrified glance at her mother.

Her mother’s eyes glowed with sympathy, but her expression also held its usual touch of exasperation, and Eleanor could almost hear her mother sigh that long-echoed phrase, “Oh, Eleanor, whatever will become of you?”

Instead of speaking the words aloud, her mother smiled until it strained her face and said, “Lord Staines, may I present my second daughter, Miss Eleanor.”

His lordship bowed and said nothing, and his sky-blue eyes glanced at her and away. Obviously, he was not delighted.

Eleanor smoothed her damp palms along the sides of her gown and struggled to think of something clever to say—something that might spark some life into his eyes. Something that might actually make him really look at her. Elizabeth, as the eldest, rightly held the title Miss Glover, and Eleanor wished now that she could be introduced as such. It would make her feel so much more adult to be Miss Glover, not Miss Eleanor.

Her silence earned a frown from her father and a small, distressed sigh from her mother.

“How do you do?” Eleanor finally managed, grimacing inside at how vapid she sounded. Now he would think her hen-witted as well as plain. It was such a shame that burning mortification could not actually kill one, as one so often wished it could.

Eleanor’s father smoothed his graying side-whiskers with a finger and tugged his waistcoat down over his thickening stomach. “Yes, well, we’ll leave you to it, Staines. Come along, Evangeline.”

Alarm shot through Eleanor as her father moved to escort her mother from the room. She sent a stricken glance to her mother, but that lady merely offered another of her encouraging smiles and let her husband bear her away.

When the heavy door clicked shut, Eleanor fixed her stare on Lord Staines’s boots and listened to the soft hiss from the coal fire. How amazing, she thought, heart hammering and mouth dry. I can see my reflection in his boots. Mine are never so shiny. Doesn’t he ever step in mud?

“Miss Eleanor?”

Startled at his voice, so much lower than a moment ago, she risked a glance at him. The sight of him, perfect and handsome, stopped her spinning mind and for an instant she could only stare at him, her breath caught in her chest and a warm tingle on her skin.

Reality intruded in a small voice that whispered, You have nothing to interest the likes of him—save for a large dowry and a well-connected family. He had chosen her only because of the ties between their families. She must accept that.

“Miss Eleanor,” he began again. Raking a hand through his golden hair, he turned aside. She heard him mutter something unsuitable for a lady to hear, so she pretended not to have heard.

Sudden impatience flared in her. Was he going to mutter her name all afternoon and hedge his way around this whole matter? Now that he had seen her, he must be wishing for an escape. Well, she would offer him one.

She sought at first to find some soft words to hint him away, but then, with her tone far too aggressive for any young lady, she blurted out, “You don’t have to do this.”

He looked at her. Really looked at her, and her heart sank even lower, because the fire smoldering in his eyes came from pure irritation.

“I am quite aware of what I am doing. Or is this your way of saying you find my...” His chin lifted. His eyes narrowed. “...my reputation not to your taste?”

She opened her mouth to tell him that was it, exactly.

Like anyone in London, she had heard the stories. How could any man so sinfully handsome not have left a trail of broken hearts behind him? He was not quite a rake, but she strongly suspected it wasn’t from not trying. However, he was young, and he had a title. Eleanor could not imagine that any of those elderly ladies who set Society’s rules—and who chose the acceptable guest lists—would ever really brand this man too wild for the polite world and cast him out, like Lucifer thrown from the pearly gates. Not unless he did something really, really awful.

But she had heard enough stories over the past few months, during the spring and through summer, to know that some thought him fast. Some said he’d had his heart broken by another lady. Others whispered that any lady would be a fool to fall in love with such a reckless fellow.

And I am far too wise to be so foolish, Eleanor told herself.

So she opened her mouth to lie to him and tell him that she did object to his reputation. But, as with any time she tried to lie, the truth tumbled out before she could stop it.

“I don’t think...I mean, you’re not... well, it’s just that I know you’re supposed to offer for one of us, and with Elizabeth taken and me the next oldest, I...”

“I must marry someone,” he interrupted, scowling at her, as if irritated by this delay to whatever other plans he had had for the afternoon.

“You must?” Eleanor repeated, feeling very dull and stupid. “But why now?” And why me? she thought, but did not have the courage to say.

Impatience twisted his mouth. For an instant he hesitated, and then said, “Because my father is dying and it is his wish to see me married before this year is done, and him with it.”

Those blunt words took the breath out of her. He didn’t even want her family connections, or her dowry. He simply wanted some...some female. And, of course, why should she—such a plain snip of a girl, such an obedient daughter as her—refuse him? Her nose tingled and her eyes blurred.

She looked down at the carpet again. She would never forget its rose pattern. Nor would she forget the faint pine scent of his cologne, which tickled her nose with its pleasant difference from everything else she had ever known. And she would never forget how awful he had just made her feel.

How stupid. Of course he had to marry. And of course he would think her the type who could not refuse him, for she did not have it within her to inspire love in a man. His offer was the best she could ever hope for. Of course she must accept.

She wanted to cry.

“I see,” she said, mumbling the words, because she really did see all too clearly how it was.

He went on, his voice gruff and a little daunting. “We’re to marry at Westerley as soon as they’ve finished calling the bans. My father can’t travel, so your family must come there, and will stay over Christmas. Afterwards...well, I’ve discussed the settlements with your father, and he’s pleased. You’ll have a London house, as well as apartments at Westerley. And...” he hesitated the merest second, and Eleanor wondered what to make of that break in this terrifying description of her future. “I expect, you’ll be a countess before too long.”

“I don’t want to be a countess,” she muttered to the floor, unexpected rebellion rising inside.

“What’s that?” he asked, his voice sharp.

She looked up. Such a mistake. She met the blue eyes, wary now and stormy, and words disappeared from her mind and her tongue. She fell into those eyes, and suddenly she knew how any lady could be too foolish when it came to him, for she wanted to do something to coax a smile from him, to thaw the sudden ice in his glance.

“Damnit, Eleanor, we might as well get this straight from the start.”

She didn’t wince at his swearing, though she knew that a well-bred girl such as herself ought to at least gasp at his language. However, he looked to be in such a temper that he had not even realized what he had said, and she thought it wiser not to pour oil on his fire by bringing it to his attention.

“Your father says you’re a sensible girl,” he went on, his words raspy and rapid. “I need a marriage, and I would rather get myself a sensible agreement with a sensible girl. Now, I know da...dashed well I don’t need to make good on that silly pact my father made with yours to have one of his sons marry a Glover, but if it gives him some satisfaction in his dying days, then I shall do it. I’d rather not pick one of your sisters—I’ve...well, let us just say that by what your father tells, you seem the most likely to be satisfied with an arranged marriage. So, do we have an agreement, or not?”

He stood glaring at her, his hands clenched at his sides and his expression almost daring her to decline. He sounded far too much like a man who always got what he wanted. However, the problem was that he really didn’t want her. He simply wanted someone sensible. And he thought her sensible.

She stared at him, at those intense eyes, and things—not very sensible things—popped into her head. But he would never want to hear any of them from her. They were fleeting thoughts. Momentary indulgences of the fantasies that she had woven around how it would be someday when someone asked her to marry him. They danced through her mind like dust motes in sunlight, mere glimmers of undefined longing that vanished before she could wrap words around them.

This was nothing like anything she had ever imagined. This was her choice. Take him, or send him away to find a truly sensible woman? Only she did not want to send him away.

It was his eyes, she decided. Or rather, it was what she had glimpsed for an instant deep within those eyes, lurking like some fabulous beast at the bottom of a crystal lake.

All her life, she had been drawn to wounded creatures. She had rescued rabbits from poacher traps, had lured stray dogs into following her home, and had raised orphaned kittens. Over the years, her reputation at her father’s estate had spread, and they’d even had three babies left on the steps, much to the dismay of her parents. But her parents had allowed her her charities, for it was the one thing she had always turned obstinate about. It was a womanly virtue, after all.

So they had allowed her to nurse her animals, and to find homes for the unwanted babies, and to keep the dogs at their country estate in the Lake District.

It seemed she now had a new rescue—or did she?

Why, after all, would Lord Staines, future earl that he was, have that look of a wounded, wild thing, all bristly in case she should think him helpless, and ready to snap out at anyone or anything?

A shiver chased up her arms and down her spine. The muslin gown, with its high collar, seemed suddenly too thin for this room. Her nose twitched with an itch, but she did not rub it.

Her mother had warned that her soft heart would one day be her undoing. That day seemed to have come.

Only, had she been mistaken about that haunted look?

“Well?” he demanded, startling her from her thoughts. “I would have your answer today?”

Stubborn pride rose in her. Leaning back a little, she looked him straight in the eye. “You would? Well, I would like to know what do I get from this agreement?”

For an instant, he held quite still. She wanted to slap a hand over her mouth for letting her thoughts leap out unchecked. Those blue eyes frosted with icy fire, and she knew she ought to beg his pardon, only she did not have that much courage.

The corner of his mouth crooked. “You mean, I take it, that you want something other than a title, my name, and endowment of all my worldly goods?”

It sounded greedy when he put it that way. A flush warmed her cheeks, but she held her ground. “You said you wanted someone sensible. How sensible would it be to agree to something when I do not know if I shall get out of it what I want?”

Light danced in his eyes, and the expression set her heart thudding so hard she thought he must hear it. Oh, dear. She felt as if she had stepped out on a slim and terribly fragile branch. But that was silly. She had given up tree-climbing years ago.

With a lift of one eyebrow, he regarded her, and gave a small nod. “Very well, my sensible miss. What do you want?”

The question sent a small, panicked shock through her. Her mind blanked. Oh, heavens, what? 

She turned away, groping for something to say. She had thought that he would make her an offer. Only he had turned the tables utterly on her. He really was quite infuriating. 

Stalling for time, she walked to a side table. There, on the silver platter that the butler must have brought in to her parents, lay his card with small black print on the white laid cardstock.

Geoffrey F. Westerley, Lord Staines

Inspiration struck.

She picked up the card and turned to him, her skin cold. Well, now he would either give a sharp laugh and walk out—and, she told herself firmly, she would be much better off if he did—or...or...

Her voice shook a little and she had to clear her throat before she said, “I have heard that some gentlemen offer a carte blanche to some...ladies? Not the ones they wish to marry, but to the other sort.”

Both golden brows lifted and he looked down that long, straight nose of his from his rather awesome height. “What of it?” he asked, his tone bleak enough to send shivers across the back of her bare arms.

She hesitated only a moment, preparing herself for his anger. Then she said, “I want carte blanche to name what I wish from this arrangement.”

––––––––
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GEOFF STARED AT THE slip of a girl before him. This was not going the way he had planned, and irritation flared into snarling anger that she wasn’t acting her part. Why did she not drop a meek curtsy, say yes, and let them both get on with it? Her parents had talked of her as if she knew her duty and her manners.

Damnation.

But the humor of it slipped under his guard and began to unravel his dark mood like a teasing jester.

He had always had the most damnable luck when it came to affairs of the heart. Why should that change now? And, by God, she was more than sensible to make certain she got what she wanted out of this bargain.

Wary, he eyed the blank card. Her slim hand held it firm and fast. She had nerve, at least. And nice hands, with tapering fingers and smooth, round nails. He glanced up at her face. She also had a stubborn chin. It stood out in contrasted with those soft eyes which seemed to dominate her face. Which should he heed more—those soft eyes or that square chin?

“Well, Lord Staines?” she asked again, the faintest tremor betraying that she was not as confident as she seemed. 

Oh, devil take this bit of Eve. What did she really want of him? There seemed but one way to find out.

“Very well. Write what you want and give it to me at Westerley. You may have what you will from me for your bride gift as well as a Christmas gift, so I will have back that card before we wed.”

She stuck out her hand to him.

He almost laughed at the absurdity of it. What a way to propose and take a bride, with a handshake and a bargain. Still, he had tried it once before in a more conventional sense, with confessions of devoted love and passionate embraces, and what a nightmare that had ended.

Still, it rankled that she seemed so in control. For an instant, that devil inside him tempted him to sweep her into his arms—she’d tuck neatly into his grip, small as she was—and kiss her light-headed. It would give him infinite satisfaction to do so, and then to demand of her if she were still willing to make a bargain with him. Only, devil take it, he needed a wife. And he needed one now. He could not afford to frighten a second one off.

So he took her slim hand in his and gave it a firm shake. She had soft hands, but strong, and she wore no rings. At least she did not seem to be a vain, rapacious sort of female. She probably wouldn’t demand gems or riches.

What would she ask for?

“Then we have an understanding,” he said, letting go of her, and folding his own hands behind his back. Lord, what should he do now? Ask about the weather? About what ball she had attended last night.

He rocked on his heels a moment and watched her stare down at the blank card in her hand.

Oh, devil take it!

“Well, good-day then.” He gave a quick bow and started for the door, unable to keep his long stride from betraying his need to escape.

Her voice, small and light as a bird’s song, stopped him at the door. “And will I see you tonight, Lord Staines, at Lady Farquar’s autumn ball?”
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CHAPTER TWO
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He turned and stared down the length of the room. She looked even more tiny—a slip of a thing with curls and pale eyes, and a white gown with flowery bits strewn over it which covered her from neck to toes. What the devil was he doing, asking to marry such a child? Still, that was what he’d heard was best. Marry ‘em young, before they learned to expect anything. And she was not as young as Cynthia had been.

His mind skirted away from that thought.

He gave her another bow. “Do you wish me to come?” 

Even from the distance across the room, he saw the sudden panic in her eyes. “That’s not what I want to write on the card. That’s not my one wish.”

He started to smile and had to wipe the expression from his face. He did not want her to think he was laughing at her, for it was himself that he found amusing. She made him sound like some sort of magical wizard, and nothing could be further from the truth. “A bride-to-be may also make requests of her husband. I shall be honored to escort you.”

Turning away, he fled before she could ask anything else of him.

––––––––
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“IF YOU’RE TRYING TO get drunk, you’re doing a damn bad job of it.” Lounging in his chair, Patrick Westerley regarded his brother over the glass in his hand.

Geoff glanced around at the long faces gathered in this dim corner of White’s gaming club and wished that he was drunk. This early in the evening few gentlemen had yet to wend their way to the exclusive club on St. James’s Street. He and his brothers had this corner to themselves. What had he been thinking of to try and celebrate this blasted betrothal in his current ill-humor?

Trying to force a lighter mood into his soul and a wry tone into his voice, he gave back a twisted smile. “If I were trying, I would not have ordered champagne. This is a celebration, damn it, now are you going to drink to my wedded bliss or not?”

“Geoff, old fellow, you’re not marrying for love, so I don’t see how bliss enters into it. Shall we drink to a long life instead?” Andrew asked, his voice as dry as the champagne in his glass. Two years younger than Geoffrey, he looked like a man intended for a career in the Church—soberly dressed, with his slender form and his serious manner. However, the mischief in his blue-green eyes rather spoilt the full effect of a dark-clad clergyman.

“No, let’s drink to a sensible agreement for our sensible brother,” Patrick said, raising his glass again, his voice drawling and teasing.

Geoff regarded his brothers with unease. Patrick, the youngest of them at twenty-three, looked most like their late mother. He was the sturdiest of them all, and the dark one of the family, with only a shading of gold in his brown hair. He had, however, the straight Westerley nose and the same height as his fair-headed brothers. He also had the family blue eyes, and the devil’s own light in them when he intended trouble. Right now, Geoff could see the warning glints and knew his brother intended to roast him unmercifully. He should have let them read the damn announcement in the paper, like the rest of the world.

“And what do you think I should have done, instead?” Geoff demanded, wishing he did not feel so petulant about all this. Damn it, why couldn’t he laugh about it with them? Perhaps because it was his own future being ridiculed. “Should I wait another decade or two, perhaps? I’m twenty-eight, and I ought to know...”

“Exactly what’s in your stubborn head, and not much more,” Andrew said, interrupting. He poured the rest of the champagne from the dark glass bottle into the crystal goblets and lifted a narrow hand for the waiter to bring more of the smuggled French wine to them. “But this is hardly the occasion to brawl about it.”

Geoff took up his glass and stared into the dissipating bubbles. A brawl would suit him just now. However, one was not supposed to celebrate an engagement with a fight. What the devil was that girl planning to write on that card, anyway? She’d have her own house. Servants. Money. What else could she want? His fidelity? His love? Scowling, he tossed back his champagne. She would do better to ask for all the stars in heaven.

“Are you certain you must go through with it, Geoff?” Andrew asked, his expression sober now and worry tugging his long face into a frown. “The old man’s been on his death bed before.”

“Before?” Patrick gave a rude snort. “He has had more dying moments than Kean’s run of Hamlet. He sent me at least twenty letters at Oxford, all of them urging me to take my degree with honors before he turned up his toes. And fat lot of good any honors ever done me in the Home Office.”

Patrick fell to grumbling into his drink, muttering about his stalled political career.

Geoff hadn’t wanted to tell them, but now he decided the moment had come. They would know the truth of it soon enough.

“This time it’s different,” he said, his tone flat. “This time Ibbottson wrote me.”

The others looked at him, their expressions arrested, but Geoff could see that their thoughts now mirrored what had been his own overwhelmed shock when he had read that letter. Dr. Ibbottson had been treating the Earl of Herndon, and his family, for twenty years. A heavy-set, blunt-spoken man, Ibbottson had never once indulged their father’s attempts to use his forever failing health to rule his sons’ lives. But if Ibbottson had written that the earl had little time left, well then...

Silence descended on the trio. From the other room the rattle of dice in a dice box could be heard. It sounded a damn death rattle.

For Geoff, the champagne soured in his mouth. He would be married in less than a month, at Christmas time, the season of joy and goodwill to all, and he was like to see his father buried shortly thereafter. A joyous season indeed, he thought, the pulse beating hard in his clenched jaw. He filled his glass from the fresh bottle set down by a waiter and threw back the cold, bubbling liquid. Its faint bitterness echoed the mix of regret that already lay inside him.

Well, that Glover girl would certainly earn whatever it was that she wanted from him. She’d earn it all right, if she married him.

Uneasily, he wondered if she might cry off when it came to the sticking point. He doubted she would, not if she were really the sensible creature he had been told she was. But he’d have to make damn sure she didn’t learn the truth about him before they were properly shackled. After all, even a sensible woman might not care to marry a man who had no heart.

“Geoffrey?”

He glanced up to see Andrew staring at him as if expecting an answer.

“Come out of your thoughts and decide. Do you have Patrick for your groomsman, or me? And don’t ask me to perform the rites, for it’ll have to be the new vicar—what’s his name, Cleverly...Cheesley...”

“Cheeverly,” Geoff said, almost spitting out the word.

Andrew and Patrick exchanged a dark look. Then Andrew sat up and forced a brighter tone. “Yes, well, Cheesley or whatever will have to do it up since I’ve yet to take my orders. But I don’t think your bride will mind.”

“Don’t know about that,” Patrick said. “Seems to me, you give a female a wedding and all of a sudden they’ve an opinion on every detail of your life. Happened to poor Smyth-Winston when he married that Telford chit. She had him jumping through hoops for her. Taking her everywhere. Buying her everything.”

“Oh, damn,” Geoff muttered, suddenly recalling he had indeed made a promise to take his intended somewhere. He glanced down at morning clothes, in which he had made his proposal and afterwards had wandered about London for far too long. They were not the formal breeches and coat he would need to attend any sort of do.

He swore again, put down his glass and rose. “Your pardon, but I must go.”

“Go? Go where?” Patrick asked, startled.

Geoff paused, a cynical smile on his lips. “I have a hoop to jump through.”

Andrew and Patrick watched their elder brother stride across the deep carpets and out the portal of White’s. Andrew gave a deep sigh. “Ten to one this doesn’t turn out well.”

Patrick’s scowl deepened, and a lock of dark hair fell across his forehead, making him look like a brooding poet. “It can’t end like last time. Geoff may not say much about it, but I’m not having him cut up like that again. And you heard him when he spoke that fellow’s name.”

Andrew let out a sigh. “Yes, I’d hoped he’d have it out of his system by now. But I am not certain what we can do about any of this. Geoff won’t thank us for any interference. He’s too accustomed to being the capable elder brother.”

Patrick studied the bubbles in his glass a moment before he looked up, his mouth set and the look in his eyes stubborn. “Yes, he is. But if we don’t do something, I’ll lay you ten to one that Geoff makes a mull of this with that temper of his. You know that must be what happened last time.”

Stirring in his chair, Andrew shot an uneasy glance at his brother. “I know no such thing. And neither do you. But you are right on one account. We’d best keep an eye on proceedings.”

He tossed back his champagne and smiled. “So who is on guard duty tonight?”

––––––––
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IT TOOK THREE TOURS of the Farquar’s ballroom for Geoff to find his quarry.

He had started to think that Lord and Lady Rushton had brought their daughters and taken them away again when he finally spotted her, for the rooms were not that thick with company. How could they be on a chilly November night, with so many already fled from London?

Fox hunting had begun, and so had pheasant season. Society bucks had fled either to the hunt field, taking their mistresses with them, or to the shooting boxes on their country estates. A few peers had stayed to attend to Parliament, but when that business was done, they, like the rest of the decent world, would abandon London, leaving it coal-yellowed skies to the merchants and the unfashionable until next spring came and the weather improved again. Christmas was the season for country parties, and pleasant entertainment at tidy, warm estates.

However, even a London thin of company was still a place where the world craved its entertainment. Events had to be held for gossip to spread and scandal to form. Hence the Farquar’s ball.

It occurred suddenly to him that Lady Rushton would want to hold an engagement ball. He did not want to linger in London, but perhaps his bride-to-be, and her family, wanted to make the most of her success. She would probably want to shop, as well, for bride things and such, although he had no clear idea, he realized, just what she might want for her trousseau. Bride clothes had not occupied his mind the last time he had proposed.

Scowling at that thought, he pulled his attention back to his current situation and away from useless, ruined desires.

The two Miss Glovers, Elizabeth and the younger Eleanor, sat together near the far wall. As he watched, a man in military garb came up to them, bowed over the blushing Elizabeth’s hand and took her away for a dance, leaving Eleanor to herself. Without company, Eleanor folded her hands in her lap, and Geoff watched her make herself disappear.

It was actually quite an amazing process, involving more not-doing than doing. Head up, she became quite still, and soon seemed to become part of the furnishings. When two gossiping, old ladies took the seats next to her, Eleanor’s lips quivered once or twice, but she said nothing and did not look at the gossips. He felt quite certain, however, that this was how she had acquired her knowledge of men who gave scandalous women a carte blanche.

Folding his arms, Geoff leaned against the wall near a tapestry and set to watching his betrothed. He ought to ask her to dance, and so he would—eventually. For now, he only wanted to study her, to try and see beneath that calm exterior which she presented to the world.

It had been a stupid thing to agree so blindly to her condition of naming what she wanted from a marriage. He had only wanted to be done with the matter, to have it over and fixed so that he could not change his mind. He had needed a bride, and now he had one. But what sort of woman was she that she could seem so meek and yet make such a nearly scandalous demand of him?

Carte blanche indeed!

And his lips twitched at the memory of that scene. He could not think of any other miss who would have made such a shocking request. No, usually, they were falling over themselves to charm the heir to an earldom.

Eyes narrowing, he studied his bride to be. She sat so still, her head down, not looking at anyone. Not talking. She looked far too shy for any man’s taste, and an uneasy doubt made him wonder if he had chosen badly. His future countess would have certain public duties, after all.

The image of her with her chin up and her hand out as she asked him for a carte blanche stirred in his thoughts again, teasing him with the same question.

What did she want?

As he watched, her lips curved into a secret smile. She kept her stare focused on the tips of her white satin slippers, but that smile had his fingers twitching with the desire to tip up that stubborn chin so he could see what secret amusement lay hidden in those infernally downcast eyes.

What was she smiling at? Gossip? Some secret thoughts?

Had he gotten himself some clever female who hid unreasonable desires in her heart? Was she thinking up some sensible request to make, or would she ask for romantic nonsense?

Pushing away from the wall, he straightened. Damn it all, he was going to have to find out just what sort of female he had gotten himself here. And if she had any quixotic notions about him, he would just have to make certain he eliminated those from her head before they were bound together as man and wife. At least that was one thing he was good at. He knew how to make a lady cry, and how to destroy her faith in him forever.

––––––––
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ELEANOR SAT WITH HER eyes downcast as she listened to an utterly unsuitable story of how Lady Charlotte Wellesley had eloped with Lord Paget this past spring. The lady had left her husband and four children for the gallant cavalry officer. He, in turn, had been drawn by love to abandon a cheating wife. It all sounded terribly improper, and the gossiping ladies had nothing but criticism for the couple. But wistful delight curled into Eleanor.

How wonderful to love and be loved so passionately that nothing else mattered.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CInder the
Ki"s%ing Boﬁg‘h

-






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





