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            MARRIED TO THE MARQUESS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Finding a rake was the plan, avoiding the attentions of a very suitable marquess is the problem...

      

        

      
        Elizabeth and her friend, Caro, had it all planned out. Find a rake, get married, and live their own lives when said rake got bored. But when the plan falls apart, Elizabeth finds herself pursued by the dour and very staid Marquess of Gillingham. He’s older and eminently suitable, not to mention utterly boring…

      

        

      
        Until she realizes that he‘s a member of the infamous Everly Club, and more… The stoic and respectable Marquess often frequents the Green Rooms, where all manner of tastes are catered for.

      

        

      
        She’s about to find out this marquess doesn’t take no for an answer, and he’s definitely not as boring as she thought…

      

        

      
        Finding a wife isn’t the problem. Finding an equal is…

      

        

      
        Adam Blackmore, Marquess of Gillingham, knows his time is running out. He needs to find a wife and sire an heir. Soon. So far the simpering debutantes on offer have left him bored to tears. Until he meets Elizabeth again. The daughter of his long-time friend, she’s beautiful and perfectly suitable. But dare he hope she might be receptive to not just being his wife, but a partner in every aspect of his life?

      

        

      
        When a teasing game takes things too far, has the trust between them been totally broken? Or can an olive branch, and a trip to the Green Rooms, set them back on track for their happily ever after?
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      “You need to stop cavorting at that damned club of yours and find a nice, decent girl to marry. Because, I can tell you, no woman of breeding will so much as look at you if she knows the perverted things that go on at that place.”

      Adam Blackmoore, Marquess of Gillingham, didn’t so much as bat an eyelid at his mother’s hissed comment. That she even knew about his club—and he knew full well exactly which club she meant—was unconscionable, but to then go and mention it in polite company of all places was utterly beyond the pale. A woman, whether a wife or other relation, should never comment upon a man’s… pursuits of that nature.

      “And just think how it would impact your poor sister on her come out if it should be known.”

      Adam eyed the punchbowl on the table in front of them and pondered the chance it had anything other than fruit in it. Unlikely. His mother was against all forms of pleasure, up to and including alcohol. He should have brought a hip flask, as he normally warned all his friends to do when attending one of his mother’s events.

      “And just how are people to know?” he asked, his voice as level and firm as he used in parliament. “Unless you would like to raise your voice a little and inform them?”

      His mother snapped her fan open with an irritated flick of her wrist. “It’s too much to be expected for you to understand. You men never do. Your father never did.”

      She continued talking, but Adam paid her no attention. He was familiar with this lecture, in which his mother placed all her ills and troubles squarely on his father, the late Marquess of Gillingham’s shoulders. It had driven his father into his cups and then an early grave.

      Instead, he watched the dancing. His mother was quite correct. He did need to marry at some point, if only to sire an heir. But he would also need to maintain a mistress since he would not expect a gently bred wife to submit to his… preferences in the bedroom. Like his mother, she was likely to be scandalized at just the thought.

      “You really should dance with Miss Westerby,” she told him in an undertone as they took a turn around the room. Automatically he picked out several gentlemen of his acquaintance, nodding if any of them caught his eye. Most were here with their wives, but a couple remained unmarried. They were obviously here on the same mission—to find a bride.

      “And Lady Dowding would be an excellent match. Good breeding.”

      “I am not buying a horse, Mother,” he replied, letting an edge of irritation creep into his voice. “I am not going to pore over some girl’s family tree like I would a mare’s bloodline.”

      “You should,” she chided, pursing her lips. “Your bride must be beyond reproach and from the highest family.”

      “A veritable angel?” he suggested dryly.

      “Exactly! Like Miss Lambert for example.”

      His gaze drifted from the young lady on the dance floor his mother was trying to point out to him to two other young ladies as they rounded the edge of the dance floor, arm in arm and heads together as they chatted and giggled between themselves.

      His mother, seeing the direction of his gaze, sniffed. “I do not know why you bother with Miss Harcourt. She is below you.”

      He stiffened, coming to a stop and dropping his arm. It forced his mother to stop her little parade around the edge of the dance floor, which was beginning to resemble the stalk of a she-lion after her prey, and meant he could observe Miss Harcourt and her friend, Miss Whitfield.

      “She is the daughter of a good friend,” he said, the hint of ice in his voice warning his mother that he would not tolerate further conversation on the topic. “One whom I would not have offended if someone should inform him that I think his daughter beneath me.”

      His mother sniffed again, not deigning to answer him. Pretty soon, though, she had another quarry to contend with.

      “Oh, Adam, did you have to invite that man?”

      He glanced in the direction of her gaze only to see the Duke of Everly headed their way, his grandmother, the dowager duchess, on his arm.

      Adam suppressed his amusement. As the host tonight, he was duty-bound to circulate, which meant he hadn’t had the chance to catch up with Everly yet. And not only was the duke a friend, but his mother hated the man with a passion.

      Tonight was already looking up.

      “Everly! Glad you could make it!” He turned to the duchess. A formidable woman, still handsome in her advancing years, he’d long ago learned that she was a fierce conversationalist and not someone to be crossed lightly. “Your grace, always a pleasure.”

      “Likewise, Lord Gillingham. Lady Gillingham.” She inclined her head to Adam’s mother, who had sensibly halted her tirade about the duke. “A lovely event. The new ballroom is magnificent.”

      “Thank you, your grace, you are most kind,” his mother murmured, the picture of politeness and geniality.

      “You are welcome. Now, come along, Lady Gillingham. I wish to introduce you to Lady Lewisham. She has the most charming goddaughter, you know. Immensely accomplished on the pianoforte.”

      Adam breathed a sigh of relief as his mother was led off by the duchess. She might not like the duke, but there was no way she was going to turn down a chance to be introduced to the duchess’s inner circle.

      “Remind me to thank your grandmother later, Everly,” he murmured, as they stood by the dance floor.

      “Noted,” the duke inclined his head, looking around. As always, he’d adopted a bland, almost bored expression. It was an effective deterrent against the interested looks they were getting from various parts of the room.

      “Ahh, I spy Langley. I must go and pay my respects,” Everly announced. “And see if his mother wishes to dance.”

      Adam chuckled. “Langley dotes on his mother, and he isn’t above shooting you if he thinks you’ve besmirched her honor.”

      The duke gave a wicked little grin. “I know.”

      Adam chuckled as the duke stalked off through the crowd after his prey. He’d never been sure whether to thank or curse his brother for introducing him to the Everly’s. Most of the time, given the fact he’d also found the club he felt most at home at, it was thanks.

      Keeping his expression implacable, he glanced around as though checking on his guests. Although he hated these things, he had to admit that his mother had done a good job as hostess. She’d been pestering him for weeks with the preparations, asking his opinion on this or that. Finally, he’d blown up and told her to do what she wanted.

      The outcome was surprisingly understated, the new ballroom shown off to its best advantage. Opulent but not gaudy, the restrained elegance appealed to him, and hopefully would appeal to a prospective bride. But instead of studying the young ladies his mother had pointed out to him, Adam found his gaze drawn to Miss Harcourt again.

      She was in conversation with her friend, Miss Whitfield, the two as thick as thieves as they chattered together. His lips compressed a tad but then softened as he heard their giggling. He disliked the usual high-pitched screeching most debutantes affected, but something about Miss Harcourt’s lower, throatier chuckle appealed.

      Would she moan in the same delightful way?

      Shaking his head, he put such an inappropriate thought from his mind and strode over.
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      “You have to admit. He is very handsome,” Lizzie sighed, watching the dancing from the comfort of a plush sofa in the corner of the ballroom. One tall figure dominated the room, sweeping his dance partner in the steps of the dance with effortless grace.

      “The marquess?” Caroline, sitting next to her on the sofa, asked dubiously. “He is… striking, I guess. Very authoritative.”

      “Gillingham? God, no!” A shudder rolled through her as she followed the direction of her friend’s gaze. As if on command, the crowds parted to reveal the tall form of the marquess.

      “Oh heavens, he’s looking this way,” she muttered, leaning back to try and hide behind Caro, who helped by snapping her fan open. With a sinking feeling, she knew it wouldn’t work. She knew Adam Blackmoore, Marquess of Gillingham, of old. A friend of her father, although a decade or so younger, he missed nothing.

      “No,” she whispered urgently. “I meant that Lord Huntingford is very handsome. And a rake. He’s perfect for our plan, especially if you say he’s about to make an offer. How on earth did you manage to get him to do that so quickly?”

      “My charming wit and personality,” Caro replied with a sideways and small grin.

      Lizzie snorted. One of the things she most liked about Caroline, and had since the moment they’d met, was that, like Lizzie, she didn’t fit in with the other debs. It was refreshing to find someone else who didn’t give a fig about the latest fashions or a potential suitor’s family tree going back to antiquity.

      “Oh, of that, I’m sure. Oh drat, he’s found me,” she muttered, trying to shrink away and hide behind Caro as someone loomed over them. A large pair of well-polished shoes appeared in her field of vision, and she knew before she looked up that it would be Lord Gillingham. No other man present had such large feet, or indeed, such a large stature.

      “Miss Harcourt,” he said, his expression unmoving as he held out his hand. “This is my dance, I believe.”

      “Why yes,” Caro piped up when Lizzie didn’t answer. “And she was just saying how much she’s looking forward to dancing with you!”

      “I swear I will trip you over later!” Lizzie whispered as she rose, shooting her friend a baleful look over her shoulder as she placed her hand in Lord Gillingham’s and allowed him to lead her out onto the dance floor.

      “A little loud in here this evening,” he said, taking her into his hold as the unmistakable strains of the waltz started. Her breathing stuttered. Just her luck. Why did it have to be the damned waltz… a dance where the partners were so close?

      “Oh, indeed, my lord,” she agreed amiably. “It’s difficult to hear anything with the music.”

      “Fortunately, I have excellent hearing.” He looked down at her, his stern expression set in implacable lines. “You need not raise your voice for me.”

      “Oh, yes, of course.”

      Color tinted her cheeks. She hadn’t been speaking loudly. He couldn’t have heard her threat to Caro. Could he? She’d been half turned away and… No, because if he had, he knew she didn’t want to dance with him, which would be very rude on her part. As much as she wanted to avoid his attention, she didn’t actually want to hurt his feelings either.

      “I do hope your friend doesn’t meet with an unfortunate accident later,” he mused. “These floors can be a little unpredictable when they’re newly laid. I wouldn’t want Miss Whitfield to come to an injury.”

      Her gaze flew to his, and just as quickly she tore it away, heat washing over her cheeks and down over her neck. Dash it, he had heard her.

      “I wanted to thank you,” she said, forcing a bright smile to her lips. “The daffodils you sent the other day were lovely.”

      He lifted a broad shoulder in a slight shrug. “It was nothing. A mere token. I saw them and remembered that when you were younger, you liked them.”

      She blinked in surprise. “You did?”

      He looked down at her. “The first time I went to parliament was with your father. You were there that morning. You gave me a daffodil for my lapel. For luck. Do you remember?”

      Her eyes wide, she shook her head. “I did?”

      A small smile tugged at the corner of his lips, a glint of warmth in his blue eyes. “You did. I wore it all day, even though it kept falling out.”

      “Oh.”

      She didn’t know what to make of that, but fortunately he didn’t push, letting her enjoy the rest of the dance. Oddly, she found she was enjoying it. He might appear stern and unyielding, but he was an excellent dancer, leading her with grace and skill. And he was very much leading her. Some men had a very weak hold and could be easily overridden—which was sometimes a necessity to avoid a collision on the oft-packed dance floors—but not Lord Gillingham.

      She snuck a glance up, noting the strong line of his jaw and the surprisingly sensual fullness of his lips. He was very much in control and it showed. A shiver rolled its way down her spine.

      As though he felt the tiny movement, he looked down and caught her with his gaze. For a moment, his eyes darkened, and she felt a little weak at the knees. What had caused that look?

      Then he cleared his throat. “Are you enjoying the evening so far?”

      She managed a smile from somewhere. Perhaps it was a little hot in here, and with the dancing…

      “Very much, my lord. Thank you for your gracious invitation.”

      “Adam.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      A muscle jumped in his jaw as he looked away, sweeping her into a fancy turn at the edge of the dance floor.

      “My name,” he said, his voice deep silk over gravel. “Adam.”

      “Oh.” He’d given her leave to use his name. She was so surprised she didn’t answer for a moment, stunned.

      He looked at her again, his lips compressing slightly before he spoke. “Perhaps you might permit me to use your given name in return, Miss Harcourt?”

      She nodded, not sure she could frame a thought, much less a sentence. His expression tightened a little.

      “The words,” he ordered in a low tone. “I need to hear you say it.”

      “Elizabeth,” she practically squeaked. “My friends call me Lizzie.”
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      The little girl who liked daffodils was all grown up. Adam had known that. Of course he had. Harcourt had mentioned his eldest daughter was making her come out this year, but as soon as he’d seen Elizabeth, Adam couldn’t see any trace of the little sprite who had given him a daffodil on his first day in the House of Lords.

      Now she was a woman. Slender and elegant, the graceful curve of her neck and the pulse that fluttered softly there tested his control. But not as much as that little shiver, every dominant instinct he had surging to the fore in reaction.

      He had to get off this dance floor before he did something he would regret, or that would get him slapped… like lean in and brush his lips against that soft skin over her pulse. Fortunately, fate smiled on him and the dance ended, enabling him to put some much-needed distance between himself and Elizabeth before he could do anything rash.

      Bowing, he offered her his arm to lead her off the floor, only to almost run into a gentleman standing right in the way.

      “Is there any reason you are blocking the flow in my ballroom, Huntingford?” he growled. “Or glaring around with a face like thunder?”

      Huntingford turned, his expression distracted. “I was looking for Car—Miss Whitfield. I was supposed to meet her for this set, but I was caught up speaking to the duchess and now I can’t locate her.”

      “Oh, well, we can’t have that.” Frowning, Adam released Elizabeth’s arm and took a few steps up the staircase to get a better look. “No, I can’t see her either. And with the weather, she wouldn’t have ventured onto the terrace. Perhaps the retiring rooms?”

      Elizabeth shifted her feet and looked down, catching both men’s attention.

      “Miss Harcourt? Is there something you wish to say?” Huntingford asked in a low voice.

      She bit her lip as she looked up at him with wide eyes. Adam fought the impulse to step in and shield her from Huntingford.
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