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	Author's Note:

	 

	 

	My dear reader, as you may have noticed, I've developed quite a fondness for revisiting the novels I had tucked away and publishing them under this pseudonym. Thank you for reading my previous story: A Proud Love. Honestly, I never expected that, despite being unknown under this name, it would be read so widely.

	As an additional bit of information, I began writing this story in December 2020 and finished it in February 2021. During that period, I became quite fond of Chinese dramas, and since my mind is whimsically inclined, I decided to create a drama set in the Regency era, a time I absolutely adore.

	I sincerely hope you enjoy this novel and that you leave lovely comments, because the less kind ones don't need to be asked for, they come on their own...

	 

	Adelaide Sinclair

	 


This novel is dedicated to all who read it.
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	London, May 1815

	 

	The city of London was wrapped in a light spring mist, softening the outlines of the majestic buildings and filling the air with a mix of humidity and the delicate scent of flowers from nearby parks. In the distance, the constant murmur of carriages on the cobbled streets served as a distant echo of a life that continued, indifferent to the pain harbored within the walls of St. George’s in Hanover Square.

	The church, with its tall and sturdy walls, stood as a bastion of solemnity amidst the bustle. The heavy, solid wooden doors creaked open, allowing a gust of fresh air to permeate the sanctuary, bringing with it a sense of life that, for a moment, seemed suspended in the twilight of the sacred place.

	Merrick Carrington, Marquess of Wexford, paused at the threshold. His imposing, yet discreet presence contrasted with the gravity of the moment. He had returned from his last stay in Scotland, but neither distance nor time had managed to ease the weight he carried in his heart. Before him, the gathered congregation kept a reverent silence, barely broken by the soft murmur of prayers and the distant echo of the organ preparing to intone a hymn of farewell.

	Iron chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, their flickering flames casting golden reflections on the bare stone walls. The shadows danced eerily, as if the spirits themselves were seeing the solemn rite being performed. Merrick slowly advanced down the central aisle, feeling the gazes that rested upon him, though none mattered as much as the one he desperately sought among the crowd.

	And then he saw her…

	Marianne Roselind, standing beside the coffin, stood out among the mourners with her slender and proud figure. Her face, marked by sadness, still kept the dignity and beauty that had captivated him from the first moment. The black mourning dress that enveloped her figure only accentuated the brightness of her blue eyes, now darkened by melancholy.

	For Merrick, the entire world seemed to stop in that instant. Every thought, every emotion he had tried to bury over the past years, resurfaced with overwhelming intensity. "How could I have thought I could forget her?" he asked himself as his heart pounded, resonating in his ears like the drumming of an internal war.

	They had met during Marianne’s debut, a night etched in his memory. She, a lively eighteen-year-old, illuminated every corner of the ballroom with her contagious joy. Carrington, always reserved and restrained in his emotions, found himself disarmed by her presence. The lilac silk gown she wore highlighted her figure, and when she descended the grand staircase, she seemed to float, like an ethereal vision.

	He saw her walk, her laughter, the way her eyes sparkled with curiosity and innocence. And then, when her fan fell to the floor, he hastened to pick it up. Their hands met, a brief contact that was devastating. Their eyes met, and in that instant, Merrick felt the world shrink to that single point of contact. There was something in her eyes, a mix of surprise and something deeper, that resonated in Carrington’s soul like a perfect note in an unfinished melody.

	"I must stay away," he told himself that night, fighting the urge to stay and learn more about her. But he left that very night for his country estate, hoping that distance would break the spell Marianne had cast over him. However, instead of fading, his love for her grew in silence, in the shadows of his own denial.

	He spent entire nights trying to quench the fire that burned within him, dedicating himself fervently to the management of his estates and surrounding himself with the solitude of the countryside. Though every letter from Louis Langston, his faithful friend, made his heart shrink with anticipation, fearing and longing for news of Marianne.

	Louis told him about Marianne’s efforts to care for her sick mother, about her dedication and sacrifice. He also mentioned the financial difficulties that befell the Suffolks after the long illness of the countess, and how the young woman rejected all marriage proposals, standing firm in her filial duty.

	Now, seeing her so close yet so unreachable, Merrick felt that time had played against him. His attempts to shield himself from the pain of an impossible love had only led him to this moment, to this church, where the weight of his decisions seemed more crushing than ever.

	As he watched Marianne, a persistent question tormented him: "Will she remember me?"

	He couldn’t help but wonder if, in some corner of her heart, Marianne kept the memory of that moment. Had she thought of him at all during these years? Or had his image faded with the passage of time, replaced by the worries and responsibilities that had fallen on her shoulders?

	The hymn began to resonate in the church, a lament that rose to the high vaults and was lost in the heights. Wexford stood still, his gaze fixed on her. He knew this was not the moment to act. The respect for mourning and the solemnity of the occasion prevented him from stepping forward. However, the decision was made. When the time of mourning came to an end, he would not allow anything or anyone to stand between him and Marianne.

	As the final chords of the hymn echoed in the church, Wexford let his gaze rest once more on his beloved. Life had intertwined their fates. Now all that remained was to wait. And when the right moment came, he would be ready to claim the love he had kept hidden in his heart for far too long.
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	London, October 1817

	 

	The air in London was imbued with the freshness of autumn, a time when summer slowly gives way to shorter, colder days. Fallen leaves covered the cobbled streets, and the wind, carrying the first hint of winter, whispered through the bare branches of the trees. The social season had come to an end, and the city, once bustling with activity and joy, now moved at a slower, almost melancholic pace.

	Carrington stood by the window of his study in Wexford House, watching the autumn day unfold. It had been two long years since he last set foot in London. During that time, he had worked hard to build an empire, one he wished to share with his future wife. But doubt gnawed at him. What would she think of his proposal? Would she reject him? If she had heard the rumors about him, he feared she might. But once they were married, he would show her that behind the cold and distant facade was a man no one had imagined.

	As his gaze wandered into the distance, the sound of soft footsteps echoed on the polished wood floor. Merrick didn't need to look to know who had entered the room; only one person in the world walked with such familiarity in his presence: Louis Langston, Earl of Langley and his only friend.

	Louis, the same age as Merrick, shared a slight physical resemblance, but their characters were entirely different. His dark, slightly wavy hair and green eyes gave him an air of elegance and nonchalance. Though his appearance was attractive, there was a touch of cynicism in Louis, born from his disillusionment with society. However, his dry humor and intelligence made him an indispensable companion for Wexford.

	"Merrick, it's good to see you back," Louis said, approaching with a sincere smile. "London has been strangely quiet without you."

	Wexford offered a faint smile, but his mind remained occupied with the storm of emotions that shook him.

	"Good evening, Louis," he replied, turning to face his friend. "I’ve missed you too, but I didn't return just to see you."

	Louis smiled. He didn’t need his friend to explain the reasons for his return; he knew them all too well.

	"That's why I decided to spend the evening with you instead of going out to find my future wife," he said as he poured himself a glass of liquor.

	Merrick frowned, his posture immediately tensing. Louis rarely used that tone unless the situation was serious.

	"What have you discovered?" he asked, urgency in his voice.

	Langston, glass in hand, took his time settling comfortably. He took a long sip, clicked his tongue, and looked at his friend, who seemed on the verge of losing patience.

	"As I mentioned, the Earl of Suffolk hasn’t been well since his wife’s death. He has made many mistakes in his investments and is ruined. The situation has only worsened in recent months. Despite the help you’ve offered Marianne, the profits haven’t been enough to prevent the downfall."

	Wexford felt a knot tighten in his stomach. The news, though not entirely unexpected, struck him hard.

	"What else?" he asked, striving to keep his tone calm.

	Louis looked at him seriously before responding.

	"A few days ago, the creditors met and decided they would evict them from Elmsworth within a month. If that happens, both the Earl and his daughter will be out on the street, so ruined that not even you could save them."

	Merrick turned back to the window, his mind working quickly to adjust his plan to the new situation. It was more serious than he had expected, and now more than ever, he was determined to act.

	"It's time to do something," he said with determination. "I can't wait any longer."

	Louis nodded, understanding the meaning behind his words.

	"But you must be aware that your proposal won’t be well received. She knows nothing of your feelings, and I have no doubt that you’ll face the rejection you so fear."

	Carrington let out a heavy sigh. His friend was right; Marianne’s rejection was a real, almost inevitable possibility. Despite the ruin they faced, she had never sought a husband to solve it. On the contrary, she had tried to save herself without a man's help. Perhaps because she knew that a ruined woman had only two paths: to become a companion or the mistress of some gentleman. But he didn’t want to humiliate her by offering to make her his mistress; he wanted her to be his wife, the next Marchioness of Wexford, and to show her day by day the love he felt for her.

	"I’ll speak to Suffolk first," Merrick said in a tone that showed no argument. "I’ll make the proposal and explain that I’ve loved his daughter since I first met her, and that after marrying her, I will not only continue to love her but also protect her with my life."

	The silence that followed was tense. Louis looked at his friend for a long moment before slowly nodding.

	"Then you'd better be prepared. What you’re planning to do will cause quite a stir in society," he said with a smirk.

	Wexford’s eyes gleamed with restrained emotion, and he flashed a smile he hadn’t shown in years. His heart beat fast, eager to face the challenge ahead and to finally reach his love.

	"Let them be ready," said the Marquess firmly.

	The sound of a clock in the room marked the hour, as if starting a countdown. Merrick took the glass Louis offered him, and they toasted to the future that laid ahead.
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	Elmsworth Manor, once envied for its splendor, now stood as a sad reminder of better times. The storm raging outside seemed to reflect the internal chaos that dominated the earl’s life. Raindrops battered the windows with force, forming rivers that followed erratic paths, while the wind seeped through the cracks of the old doors, producing a constant wail that echoed through the empty halls.

	In the study, Lord Henry Suffolk, his expression marked by worry, kept his gaze fixed on the documents scattered across the desk. Each sheet was a silent accusation, proof of the imminent bankruptcy that threatened him. The flickering firelight created shadows that deepened the lines on his face, a reflection of sleepless nights and wrong decisions. His shoulders, once proudly held high, now sagged under the weight of responsibility and guilt.

	Turning his eyes away from the papers, he rose with effort and approached the window. From there, he could see the gardens that his late wife, Lady Alexandra, had tended with such care. Now, those same plants grew wild, like a metaphor for the decay of his life. Alexandra, with her sharp mind and ability to manage the family fortune, had been the pillar that kept everything in place. Without her, everything had begun to crumble.

	As he watched the storm, his thoughts turned to his daughter. Despite her strong spirit and keen mind, the shadow of ruin loomed over her future. Without a substantial dowry and with the family’s reputation in decline, Marianne’s marriage prospects were growing increasingly bleak. Lord Henry knew he had to act soon, but every choice seemed more desperate than the last.

	He recalled with sadness the recent social events Marianne had attended. Despite her elegant bearing and intelligent conversation, furtive glances and whispers behind her back had been inevitable. High society was ruthless with those who fell from grace, and the earl feared that without a helpful marriage, Marianne would be relegated to obscurity, without the protection of a husband and without her own resources.

	A soft knock on the door pulled him from his thoughts.

	"Come in," he said, without taking his eyes off the window.

	The butler, Mr. Jones, entered with a solemn expression. In his hands, he held a sealed envelope.

	"My lord, an urgent letter has arrived," he announced, handing over the envelope with a bow.

	The earl took the letter, feeling a tightness in his chest as he saw who it was from. He broke the seal and unfolded the paper, his eyes quickly scanning the lines. It was an invitation to a celebration at the residence of the Marquess of Wexford.

	The marquess’s name evoked a mix of admiration and apprehension. Wexford was a man who commanded respect merely by entering a room. His imposing stature and athletic build made him stand out among most. His black hair, meticulously groomed, framed a face with sharp features, marked by experience and responsibility. But it was his eyes, dark and deep as a moonless night, that were most unsettling; they reflected a sharp intelligence and an unyielding determination, qualities that had made him one of the most powerful men in the British aristocracy.

	"Thank you, Jones. You may go," said the earl, his voice tense.

	The butler bowed and left in silence, leaving the earl alone with his thoughts. The invitation seemed like a simple formality, but Lord Henry knew that in high society, there were hidden intentions behind every gesture. He looked at the marquess’s seal on the letter and wondered what motivations might be at play.

	With a sigh, he let the letter fall to the floor and sank into the armchair, closing his eyes as memories of the last time he had seen Wexford flooded his mind. It was at an investors’ meeting. Carrington’s presence, despite his youth, had silenced the room. He had barely assumed his father’s title, and many watched him with suspicion. But it didn’t take long for his words and insight to leave everyone speechless. He was a cold and calculating man, determined to be the best, and he succeeded. Wexford took the project, and four months later, his wealth had doubled.

	The earl rose with effort, leaving the room in shadow and closing the door behind him. He needed to prepare Marianne for the party, to ensure she understood the importance of behaving appropriately. As he headed for the stairs, the sound of rain continued to beat against the windows, a constant reminder of the storm brewing both inside and outside Suffolk Manor.
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	Wexford’s residence stood majestically in the heart of Mayfair. The expansive gardens surrounding the property offered an imposing entrance to a realm of luxury and opulence. Rows of carefully pruned trees and meticulously selected flowers gave the grounds a beauty that rivaled the city’s most celebrated parks. Majestic columns supported an adorned pediment, and the windows, illuminated from within, emitted golden glows that hinted at the abundance awaiting inside.

	Upon entering the mansion, guests were greeted by the magnificence of the immense ground floor salons. The polished marble floors reflected the light from the Argand lamps hanging from the ceiling. Heavy, elegant curtains at every window filtered the outside light, creating a play of shadows and glimmers in the room. The servants, dressed in impeccable uniforms, moved gracefully among the guests, ensuring that every need was attended to with the utmost efficiency.

	From a strategic position on one of the second-floor balconies, Carrington remained hidden in the shadows as he smoked a cigar. His intense, calculating gaze surveyed the scene unfolding in the gardens. The carriages, drawn by imposing horses, halted at the main entrance, and the occupants, carefully dressed in their finest attire, appeared with the pomp befitting high society.

	Just as he was about to retreat from the balcony, his attention was caught by the arrival of a couple who stood out for their simplicity compared to the splendor of the other guests. Merrick frowned, intrigued, until he recognized the earl and his daughter. A knot of emotion formed in his chest as he saw the way the young woman accompanied her father. Could love really have such a devastating impact? Would he end up like this if he did not marry Marianne?

	The sound of Langston’s voice broke his train of thought.

	"I never imagined you’d prepare a social event in less than a week," the earl commented, smiling as he approached. "Have you considered the possibility of becoming an event organizer?"

	Wexford chuckled, though the humor did little to ease the tension he felt.

	"I’ve done everything I can to ensure that Marianne and her father feel comfortable."

	Louis nodded, watching him closely. He could see the worry in his friend’s eyes, and he understood why. If everything went according to plan, Merrick could win the love of his life, but the uncertainty of whether that love would be reciprocated still created a shadow over him.

	"Once they accepted your invitation, you became closer to success than failure, don’t you think?" Langston remarked, trying to encourage him.

	"I’m not so sure," Merrick admitted, turning his gaze back outside.

	"Don’t worry. Everything will go as you wish," Louis insisted, placing a hand on his shoulder.

	The marquess nodded slowly, but he couldn’t shake the uneasiness. Marianne and her father had disappeared from his view, and he knew it was time to make his appearance. He needed to find the right moment to speak with the earl, but the uncertainty haunted him. What if she rejected him? What if she saw him as nothing more than a man willing to buy her hand?

	"My lord, it’s time to go downstairs," a footman informed him, interrupting his thoughts.

	"What are you going to do?" Merrick asked, turning to his friend.

	"I’m very sorry to miss your big moment, but I have a commitment I can’t avoid," Louis replied with a wide grin.

	"Is your aunt still insisting on introducing you to all the available candidates?" Merrick responded, offering a wry smile.

	"Exactly, and that’s why I need to prepare to ruin the meeting. I’m not sure if I should feign madness this time or show off a peg leg," Louis quipped, his tone laden with his characteristic cynical humor.

	"I hope whatever you choose helps you escape," Wexford said, extending his hand.

	"And I hope Miss Roselind doesn’t run away," Louis replied, shaking it.

	Once alone, Merrick refocused on his plan. He placed the cigar in a small crystal dish and headed to the coat rack to retrieve his jacket. The murmurs of the guests filled the salons, and it was time for him to make his appearance. The only question that remained was how to convey his intention to marry Marianne to the Earl of Suffolk.

	The future of his life depended on what happened that night.
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	Marianne received the news with a mix of dismay and defiance. Ever since her father had informed her that the evening would be a good opportunity to assess potential suitors, a storm of emotions had been brewing within her. The prospect of being paraded as a matrimonial prospect was humiliating and plunged her into a state of ill humor that she could barely conceal. In the days leading up to the event, she tried to find excuses not to attend, but ultimately gave in, knowing that her resistance would only worsen her father’s situation. So, she prepared to face the night with a somber and resigned attitude.

	Walking alongside her father through the manicured gardens of the majestic residence, she felt out of place. Most of the guests arrived in elegant carriages, while they advanced on foot, reflecting their precarious financial situation. Her blue silk dress, though well-tailored, had seen better days and was now out of fashion. The outfit, which gracefully fitted her figure, could not hide the simplicity imposed by their circumstances. Her hair, styled in a simple bun, let a few soft curls escape, framing her face and highlighting a serene, natural beauty, in stark contrast to the ostentatious luxury surrounding her.

	As they crossed the mansion’s entrance, Marianne couldn’t help but recall how her mother’s death had drastically changed their lives. With her father plunged into depression, she had been forced to discreetly take the reins of the family. She sold her jewelry to invest the little money they had left, becoming a shrewd businesswoman in the shadows. For her, the true mission of that night was not to find a husband but to gather valuable information that could help alleviate the debts suffocating her family.

	A servant greeted them with mechanical courtesy. Marianne noted the absence of the host, confirming the stories about the marquess’s distant and reserved nature. As they moved through the luxurious salon, she felt the scrutinizing gazes of the guests, seeing her with barely concealed disdain. However, she didn’t care; her goal was not to please high society but to find clues about potential investments.

	Merrick’s entrance was announced with great pomp, and all eyes turned to him. Marianne, holding a glass of champagne, remained indifferent until her eyes met his. In that instant, time seemed to stop. The force of her reaction took her by surprise; she hadn’t expected to feel such magnetism after so many years. It was as if she had returned to that moment when their gazes first met. Despite the gloves they both wore, the warmth of the contact between their hands was unmistakable.

	Noticing the change in her expression, Suffolk gave her a concerned look.

	"Daughter, I understand that these gatherings aren’t to your liking, but it’s important that you socialize. It could be beneficial for us," the earl commented, striving to use a gentle tone.

	Marianne sighed, keeping her gaze steady.

	"Father, my face reflects the discomfort I feel. As you know, it’s been a long time since I attended such events, and I find it difficult to take an interest in such empty and superficial conversations."

	Suffolk, uneasy, glanced around before replying in an even lower tone:

	"Marianne, please try to show a more... diplomatic attitude. If the conversations don’t interest you, at least pretend to listen attentively."

	"You know I’m not good at pretending," she murmured, a wry smile playing on her lips.

	At that moment, Merrick approached them. The earl visibly tensed, trying to keep a calm appearance.

	"Lord Suffolk, it’s a pleasure to see you again in my home. How have you been lately?" he remarked with a slight nod, though his eyes quickly shifted to Marianne, capturing her attention with an intensity that made her feel exposed.

	"Lord Wexford, I’m well, thank you. And you? I’ve heard you’ve been quite busy with your business affairs," the elderly man replied, struggling to hide his nervousness.

	"Indeed, though there’s always time to enjoy the fortuitous situations life offers us," Merrick replied, not taking his eyes off Marianne. "Miss Roselind, good evening," he added, extending his hand.

	"My lord," she responded, placing her hand on his.

	The touch of his lips on her knuckles sparked an unexpected reaction in Marianne; a current of electricity coursed through her, quickening her pulse.

	"From what I can see, you haven’t changed much since we last met," the marquess commented, stepping back with an enigmatic smile.

	Marianne opened her mouth to retort, wanting to list all the changes in her life, but her father’s slight cough stopped her. She looked at the earl with contained exasperation, wondering if his mission that night was to keep her silent.

	"Suffolk, I’d like to speak with you privately once the dancing begins. There’s an important matter I wish to discuss," Wexford said, addressing the elderly man again.

	"Of course, I’d be delighted to accompany you," the earl replied, with a slight tremor in his voice.

	"Until then," Merrick bid farewell, giving Marianne a slight bow before withdrawing.

	She watched him walk away, feeling confused and somewhat irritated. What important matter did he have to discuss with her father? The situation intrigued her, but it also filled her with an unease she couldn’t ignore.

	"What do you think he wants from you?" Marianne whispered, turning to her father with a frown.

	"I don’t know," the earl replied, bewildered.
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	Marianne moved through the salon with an air of clear nonchalance, though her mind was alert, picking up every snippet of conversation that might reveal an investment opportunity. Music and laughter filled the air, creating an atmosphere of celebration that felt foreign and somewhat oppressive to her. Around her, her father’s former friends avoided looking at her directly, whispering among themselves with furtive glances. It was clear that the family’s situation had not gone unnoticed.

	From a prudent distance, Wexford watched her closely. His eyes followed her every movement with a mix of curiosity and growing attraction. Marianne had changed notably. The suffering and hardships of recent years seemed to have strengthened her, endowing her with a grace and inner strength that now reflected in every gesture. Her hair, styled simply, allowed soft curls to frame her face, highlighting eyes that shone with intelligence and serene determination. Despite her modest attire, she exuded a discreet but captivating beauty. Carrington realized he had underestimated the strength and dignity through which she faced her family’s adversities.

	Unaware of Wexford’s intense gaze, Marianne continued her search for useful information. Every move she made seemed deliberate and measured, displaying a self-awareness that only increased the marquess’s curiosity. Finally, as the first chords of the dance began, Merrick decided it was time to address the matter that had led him to organize the event. With a firm step, he approached Suffolk and Marianne, interrupting their conversation.

	"It’s time for us to talk," he said with a decisive tone.

	Suffolk nodded slightly and turned to his daughter, trying to hide his nervousness.

	"Please, stay here and don’t cause any trouble," he asked, a mix of plea and concern in his voice.

	Marianne offered a reassuring smile, trying to instill confidence in him.

	"Don’t worry. Everything will be fine," she replied, feigning calm, though anxiety gnawed at her inside.

	With one last affirmative gesture, Suffolk left with Merrick, leaving her alone in the salon. Determined not to waste any time, Marianne scanned the room, looking for any useful conversation. She identified three groups of gentlemen, each engrossed in their own discussions. In the first group, she recognized Lord Eversleigh, known for his involvement in cattle trading. Although this sector was profitable, it did not offer the quick returns she needed. She then turned her attention to the second group, where she recognized Lord Thornecroft, a prosperous merchant. However, his business dealings also seemed to require a longer timeline to generate profits. Finally, her gaze settled on the third group, and to her dismay, she found Lord Hawkridge, the primary cause of her family’s misfortunes. A bitter resentment lodged in her chest at the sight of him, remembering how his actions had contributed to their ruin.

	Frustrated by her inability to find a clear path to her goals, Marianne withdrew to a corner of the salon, lost in thought. The uncertainty about the content of that conversation unsettled her, but she knew she had to remain calm and wait.
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	The study was a palpable manifestation of the wealth and power that everyone whispered about with admiration or envy. The walls, paneled in dark wood, were adorned with meticulously detailed maps and majestic landscape paintings, while a faint scent of leather and old books permeated the air. A massive mahogany desk dominated the room, flanked by shelves filled with bound volumes that creaked slightly under the weight of time.

	Merrick, dressed in an elegant dark suit that accentuated his athletic build, stood beside a carved glass cabinet, from which he retrieved a bottle of port. His expression was serene and controlled, though his mind calculated every word, every gesture. He knew that the conversation he was about to have could define his future, and as with all important decisions, he needed to approach the situation with cold precision.

	Henry had entered the study with hesitant steps. His eyes scanned the room, lingering on every detail with a mix of admiration and nostalgia. Wexford, ever observant, noticed the shadow of sadness on the earl’s face but chose not to mention it. He knew that Suffolk was grappling with his own ghosts, and in some way, that vulnerability was part of what had led him to make this decision.

	"Please, have a seat," the marquess invited, gesturing to a comfortable chair in front of his desk.

	The elderly man settled into the seat while Merrick poured two glasses of port and offered him one. Suffolk accepted with a murmured “thank you”, bringing the glass to his lips almost automatically. The rich, deep flavor of the liquor briefly transported him to happier times, before worries and despair consumed him.

	Wexford watched him as he took a sip from his own glass, then gently set it down on the table. The warm light from the Argand lamps illuminated the study, creating an intimate and elegant atmosphere that contrasted with the latent tension inside. Determined to address the matter frankly, he leaned slightly forward, keeping his gaze fixed on Henry.

	"My lord, I appreciate that you agreed to meet with me," he began, his tone respectful yet direct. "I know you didn’t expect this meeting, but the matter at hand is of utmost importance."

	Suffolk nodded slightly, keeping his eyes fixed on the glass he held in his hands. He knew something serious was coming, though he wasn’t sure what to expect from the young man.

	"Please, continue," he finally indicated, raising his gaze to meet Merrick’s eyes.

	Wexford took a breath before speaking. He knew his words needed to be clear and sincere, but without showing too much emotion.

	"I have observed your daughter with great respect over the past few years," he began, carefully measuring each word. "She is a young woman of character and dignity, qualities that, in my opinion, make her deserving of a stable and secure future. I understand that your family’s current situation has been difficult, and I would like to offer a solution that I believe would benefit both parties."

	The earl listened intently, absorbing Carrington’s words. There was no doubt that the marquess was a direct man, and he appreciated the frankness in which he addressed him.

	"What kind of solution do you have in mind, Lord Wexford?" he asked with curiosity and caution.

	Merrick held the earl’s gaze, his hands resting on the mahogany desk. He knew that what he was about to reveal was not something to be taken lightly.

	"I propose a union between our families," he said calmly. "I would like to ask for Lady Marianne’s hand in marriage. I believe it would be a mutually advantageous alliance, and I am convinced that I could offer your daughter the respect and stability she deserves."

	Suffolk remained silent for a moment, processing what he had just heard. His financial situation was desperate, and the proposal could be the solution he had been searching for. However, he couldn’t ignore the possible complications that could arise if he accepted too quickly.

	"I greatly appreciate your proposal," he finally expressed, showing not only surprise but also concern. "As you rightly say, it would be the best opportunity to save us, but there’s an important point to consider." The marquess raised an eyebrow. "What will my daughter think of this? As you’ve described, she has a strong character and has always made her own decisions. I cannot impose a marriage on her, especially not one so sudden."

	Merrick inclined his head slightly, keeping his expression unperturbed.

	"I deduce that the news won’t be to her liking. However, I want to clarify that although our marriage would begin as a pact of salvation, my intention is for it to evolve into a relationship of affection and respect. I don’t intend to force her by listing all the disadvantages she will face if she doesn’t accept; I simply need her to consider the alternative without a hasty rejection."

	The earl looked at him for a long moment, weighing what he was hearing. He knew Wexford’s reputation in business, had witnessed how he operated, and knew that his word was as solid as his fortune. However, what concerned him most was his daughter’s opinion.

	"I understand your position and thank you for coming to speak with me first," Suffolk finally expressed. "Marianne is the most important thing to me, and although our situation is desperate, I cannot force her to do something she doesn’t want. If she’s willing to consider your proposal, then you’ll have my blessing. But you must be prepared for the possibility that she may refuse."

	Merrick kept a relaxed posture, though inside he trembled with unease. The word "rejection" echoed in his mind, reminding him of the fear that had accompanied him since he first met Marianne.

	"As I said, it’s only a proposal that I’d like to present to your daughter in person. If she doesn’t agree, I’ll accept it with courtesy. However, I insist that you allow me to speak with Lady Marianne about the matter," he responded sincerely.

	"You have my permission," Henry granted without hesitation.

	"In that case, I’ll visit your home tomorrow to have that conversation. I only ask that you keep this a secret until my arrival. That way, we can avoid her fleeing her home tonight."

	Suffolk smiled bitterly. The marquess was right. If he mentioned to Marianne the reason for the meeting with Wexford, they wouldn’t find her in her bedchamber the next morning.

	The earl rose slowly from his seat, feeling the weight of the conversation on his shoulders. Merrick stood as well, extending his hand in a gesture of respect and understanding. Suffolk took it, nodding slightly.

	"I wish you luck, Wexford. I hope that, whatever the outcome, everything will be resolved in the best way for everyone," he finally determined.

	"Thank you, my lord," Merrick replied.

	The two men exchanged a look of understanding before the earl headed toward the study door. Carrington went with him to the exit, watching as he walked down the hall toward the bustle of the party. He knew that the real test was yet to come and that he would have to face Marianne with the same sincerity and resolve that he had shown her father.

	 


Chapter 6
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	Dawn in London was a silent and cold experience, especially in October. Marianne awoke just as the first rays of light began to filter through the curtains of her room. The air in the room was cool, and the silence surrounding her accentuated the emptiness she had felt since her mother’s passing. Slowly, she sat up in bed, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dim light. Her bedroom, modest and barely decorated, reflected the difficult financial situation they faced. Years ago, it had been filled with small luxuries: velvet curtains, a brocade bedspread, and soft rugs covering the floor. Now, everything was functional and simple, a reality she had learned to accept with resignation. Her life, once colorful and vibrant, had been reduced to muted and gray tones.

	However, what unsettled her most that morning wasn’t the austerity of her surroundings but rather her father’s unusual behavior since the night before. They had returned late from the party, and Marianne had noticed something different in his expression.

	As she washed her face, she couldn’t help but recall how he had avoided looking directly at her when he bid her goodnight before retiring to his room. What had happened during the conversation with the marquess? Why did he seem so thoughtful, as if he were grappling with a dilemma he didn’t know how to resolve?

	Marianne dressed without the help of a maid, a luxury she had long since dispensed with. As she fastened her corset and donned her simple dress, her thoughts drifted to the Marquess of Wexford. It had been four years since she last saw him, and during that time, she had tried to keep him out of her thoughts. However, the reunion the previous night had awakened emotions in her that she didn’t know how to handle.
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