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        J. Smith & Sons Solicitors, London, August 1812

      

      

      Lord Hugo Blythe, fourth Viscount Wakely, stared mutely at his solicitor of many years, Mr. Thompson. He blinked, fighting to comprehend the meaning behind the gentleman’s words.

      Damn my father to hell. Had he not already been dead, Hugo might have killed him himself for playing such a game.

      “I’m sorry, but can you explain to me again what the terms are of my father’s will? I’m not sure it’s making sense to me. You said I must marry within a year? This part I’m a little muddled about.” How he dearly wished there really was some confusion on his part.

      Mr. Thompson, a stout older gentleman with a receding hairline but honest features, threw him a pitying glance and then stared down at the paperwork before him again.

      “The will explains that as per your birthright, you inherit the title of viscount, and Bolton Abbey, along with the London home and the estate in Cumbria and Ireland. However, the dowry your mother brought to the family upon her marriage to your father will revert to her family should you not marry by your thirtieth birthday. I believe that is less than twelve months away.”

      Disbelief sat in Hugo’s gut like a heavy boulder. “Only just. July twenty-third, to be exact,” he said, running a hand over his jaw. How could his father do this to him? Of course, they’d had many discussions–very well, arguments–about his dallying and raking about town without any direction toward marriage, but to do this to him, forcing his hand, was beyond cruel.

      His solicitor placed down his papers and met his gaze. “I suggest that you find a wife before the end of the next season. If you fail to satisfy that clause, the money will go to your uncle in New York according to your father’s instructions. Your uncle has been notified of this condition and is receptive to claiming the money that went with his sister to your father upon their marriage. The clause is quite watertight and cannot be waived. Of course, looking at the financial statements regarding your inheritance, should you lose this money, there will be very little remaining to keep the estates running. You may have to look to leasing them out indefinitely, as you’re unable to sell due to them being entailed properties.”

      A weight settled on Hugo’s shoulders and he slumped back in his chair, not having known it was as bad as all that. “Did Father state exactly who I’m to marry?” He’d certainly spoken loudly enough from beyond the grave with his will, he might as well also state who was acceptable.

      “As to that…” Mr. Thompson said, shifting on his seat and looking a little uncomfortable for the first time during their meeting.

      The weight on Hugo’s shoulders doubled.

      “Your father has stipulated that not only are you to marry before your thirtieth birthday, but you are also required to marry a woman of fortune, as he did. No less than thirty thousand pounds must be her dowry. Your father wrote that he asks this of you to ensure that the family name, and all those who rely on your lands for their livelihood, are kept secure. He also wrote that he believes you are more than capable of this task, and he wishes you well and every happiness in your future marriage.”

      Hugo met his solicitor’s gaze, unable to fathom what he was being told. He’d thought he would have more time before he settled down. He very much enjoyed being an eligible bachelor, but the select, very scandalous house parties that he was accustomed to would all have to stop if he were to find a wife. How dull. A wife. His life was over.

      Mr. Thompson stood, holding out a rolled-up copy of the will tied with dark pink ribbon. Hugo clasped it, the urge to scrunch it up into a ball of rubbish being his first thought.

      “Good luck, Lord Wakely. If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to call on me. I’m at your disposal whenever you need.”

      Hugo shook his hand, then, swiping up his hat and gloves, strode for the door. “Thank you, sir. Once I have found the poor victim who will become my wife, I shall be in contact.”

      And she would be a victim, for a marriage made in haste, and solely due to requiring funds, would never be a good match. He’d always admired the love match marriages of the couples with whom he associated, knowing he too would desire such a connection for himself. Just not yet.

      He stopped on the cobbled pavement and slammed his beaver hat on his head. Damn. If what the solicitor said was true, and there was no doubt that it was–he had the will in his hands to prove it–then he had to find a wife.

      Eleven months approximately before his time was up. Before his uncle made the trip across the Atlantic and took back what was rightfully Hugo’s. His birthright.

      Well, he wouldn’t have it. He would adhere to the clause, but he would enjoy his final year as an unmarried gentleman as well. There was nothing he disliked more than being told by his father what to do. That his sire had managed this from beyond the grave was not something he’d thought the old curmudgeon capable of, but alas, he was wrong.

      He swore. Eleven months and then, and only then would he find a willing heiress wanting a marriage of convenience, and be done with it.

      In all the past Seasons he’d failed to find anyone who inspired him with anything other than with lust, so, in the next season, he would marry a biddable heiress to secure his properties. A perfectly convenient plan if ever he had one.

      Under no circumstances was he willing to lose his lands, have to lease out his estates, and live off meager funds for the rest of his life. His name would be ruined; he’d be a lord pitied by everyone. The Wakelys had never had to ask for money, and he would not be the first one to do so. He shuddered. Oh no, that would never do.

      Heiress hunting he would go. Well, in eleven months in any case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten months later. Garden party, London

      

      

      “It says right here in Pride and Prejudice that a gentleman in possession of a large fortune must be in want of a wife.” Lizzie Doherty slapped the book shut and noticed her cousin by marriage, the Countess of Leighton, making an amused study of her. “What are the odds my very sentiments are confirmed in these novels. What do you say, Kat?”

      Katherine laughed, shaking her head. “Lizzie, that unfortunately is not always true, and then when it is, the man usually makes the catastrophic mistake of marrying someone they don’t care about, or even like for that matter. And you’re not a man, you’re a woman in possession of a large fortune, if not known within society, and so it’s you who is looking for a husband.”

      Lizzie stared down at Pride and Prejudice, thinking over her cousin’s words, which unfortunately her last Season in town had proved correct. Despite her connections, no one had offered for her hand, nor suggested they might, in all the balls she attended. It had even started to frustrate her, and she wasn’t normally the type to become annoyed at other people’s decisions or actions. But to be a pariah for an unknown reason seemed peculiar. And now, she’d had enough of it.

      Lizzie came from a family with great connections, even if they were on the poor side of the Upper Ten Thousand. Her own situation was improved when her cousin Hamish, Earl Leighton, bestowed on her a large dowry some six years ago, which had only grown in value over that time due to his investments, or so he’d told her. She was set to be gifted close to seventy thousand pounds upon her marriage, or her twenty-fifth birthday. A tidy sum any future husband would be happy to receive. If one would only ask her.

      Lizzie smiled, giving thanks every day for her mother’s decision to send her to town all those years ago to have her Season with Lord Leighton’s mother, even if she wasn’t the most pleasant woman to be about.

      She sighed as her mother came to join them, flicking her fan shut with a snap. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Lizzie, stop sitting here with Lady Leighton and go and stand out on the lawn with the young ladies your own age. You’re the epitome of a wallflower at this very moment.”

      Lord Leighton had thought it best that they keep the fact Lizzie was now an heiress from both their mothers, due to their inability to keep secrets. The last thing they wanted to do was make her susceptible to fortune hunters. And so, at picnics such as the one they were at today, Lizzie had to tolerate her mother’s chastisement over her failure to catch a husband. But it was harder than one thought, especially when all the men believed you were poor.

      “I see your friend Sally has arrived, Lizzie. You had better go say hello,” Katherine said, winking at her.

      “I shall, thank you,” she said, standing and starting toward her friend. She took in the guests at Lord and Lady Hart’s picnic. She had found that a lot of the gentlemen only wanted a rich wife, or worse, were just carousing and seeing if any delectable widows were up for a naughty jaunt in their carriages. Of course, Lizzie wasn’t supposed to know what was happening behind the closed doors of the London ton, but one would be a simpleton indeed if they thought all those who paid attendance on them, made house calls, and had the best intentions outwardly, were always angels.

      A distinct whisper tittered through the guests and Lizzie turned to see Lord Hugo Blythe, Viscount Wakely, join the picnic, bowing to the hosts before walking toward the Duke and Duchess of Athelby.

      Lizzie took the opportunity to watch him, not unlike so many other women at this very moment. But when one was faced with the fine, athletic form of Lord Wakely, one ought to stop and admire the view.

      His lordship oozed the forbidden deliciousness that she shouldn’t know anything about. But if one listened carefully enough at balls and parties, you could always pick up tidbits of information about what society was up to. Who was having an affair with whom, who was a terrible lover or had vices at both table and horses. The things Lizzie had heard her first Season in town, many years ago now, would’ve been enough to make her mother have a turn of the vapours had she disclosed them.

      Now, six years later, she was a well-known wallflower, or at least a debutante too long in the tooth to be considered for marriage. Not that it mattered, due to the sizable dowry she would be gifted either upon her marriage or on her twenty-fifth birthday. And since she was closer to being five and twenty than she was to marriage, the allure of not marrying at all had taken hold in her mind and wouldn’t dislodge. There were worse things in life than being unmarried, such as marrying the wrong kind of man, or having a loveless marriage. Marrying a man who sought the comfort of others, even after their marriage vows were spoken. She would rather remain single and become a spinster than make such an unchangeable, catastrophic mistake.

      Lord Wakely grinned devilishly toward a group of giggling debutantes, but despite his teasing and mirth, not once did he falter in his gentlemanly behaviour. And yet, Lizzie wondered what was really going on behind his dark, stormy blue eyes. What did he really think about being one of London’s most sought-after bachelors? Did he enjoy the attention or merely tolerate it? After all, his lordship even had the ability to make Lizzie’s stomach flutter. Her heart pumped faster whenever their gazes clashed.

      It was a reaction she’d never experienced with anyone else, in all her years dancing in the ballrooms of London. She’d known him for some years now, her cousin having introduced them during her second Season. Although she couldn’t tell what effect she’d had on him, if any, Lizzie had lost her breath a little that day they’d met and never really got it back.

      He seemed to have been born with the most luscious dark hair she’d ever seen, His skin had a beautiful olive tone to it, not pasty white like so many English gentlemen. She took a sip of her champagne, having forgotten to go to her friend, and instead remained standing by the cake table watching him. She pursed her lips, wondering if he had any Spanish blood in the family, with a jawline that looked like it could cut glass, not to mention his perfectly proportioned nose.

      One day someone would snatch him up, make him fall desperately in love with them, and how lucky would that lady be. To wake up each morning next to such a man would be heavenly indeed.

      Her friend Sally spotted her and waved. Putting Lord Wakely out of her mind, Lizzie joined her just as the woman Sally was speaking to, Lady Jersey, bade her good day.

      Lizzie kissed Sally on the cheek and accepted a fresh glass of champagne from a passing footman. “I so wish Mama would stop making me attend these types of events where we’re paraded like cattle at Tattersalls. I’m getting too old to worry about men and marriage, and my mother has a tendency to throw every rich youth at my head, even when it’s quite obvious I’m too old for them and that they’re absolutely in no way interested in me.”

      Sally chuckled, her eyes twinkling in mirth. “You are not too old. Why, for a man, you’re not even considered in your prime. You debuted so young, only seventeen, it is no wonder you’re sick of all these games and courtship dances.”

      Lizzie nodded, agreeing with everything Sally said. Her friend always spoke the truth and without exaggeration. She was truly the best person Lizzie knew, other than her cousin Hamish. “You are right of course. And I will admit the Season is getting awfully stale. I long for adventure. I will tell you this Sally, because I know you’re my friend and as silent as the grave, but if I could, I’d purchase a home of my own, move away from Mama, and procure a cat. Or better yet, lots of cats. I will be well satisfied once all of those three things are complete.”

      Sally shook her head, smiling. “I don’t believe you for a second. I know very well there is a certain gentleman who’d change your spinster ideals in a trice should he court you. What a pity he’s so elusive, even though quite polite to us young, inexperienced females. Although I did hear a whisper that he’s on the hunt for a wife. Perhaps you may be in the running…”

      Lizzie laughed, as understanding dawned. She looked around the gardens and found him without trouble, and inwardly sighed at how darling he was in every way. “How handsome he is. Do you think he knows that every woman in London is in love with him? I wonder if he has any Spanish blood in him. He has the most beautiful olive-toned skin I’ve ever seen.”

      “Why, yes, I think you’re right. From memory I do believe his grandmother was from Portugal. Maybe that’s where he inherited his dark good looks.” Her friend studied him a moment before she said, “Lord Wakely could pass for a pirate–rugged, sun-touched and terribly naughty, from what the gossip rags state.” She grinned, taking a sip of her drink.

      “His outwardly features are to be praised, but he is good at heart too. Why, last year he made a sizable donation to the London Relief Society that the Duchess of Athelby and Marchioness of Aaron run. And he always dances with debutantes new to town, and gives them a good start to their Season. He is never unkind. In fact, I’ve never heard a bad word about him, not regarding his manners or temperament. What a shame there is chatter that he’s after Miss Edwina Fox.” Just the mention of this debutante made Lizzie’s teeth ache. “She debuted this year and is the talk of the ton since her uncle is related to the Duke of Athelby. Well-connected and rich…exactly what all young gentleman seek in a wife, is it not?”

      “Your final words dripped with sarcasm, Lizzie. Perhaps you should be less cutting when we’re in company,” Sally suggested. “Are you looking forward to Lady Remmnick’s house party? We’re leaving early tomorrow morning–father wishes to arrive well before the afternoon. With everyone who’s invited, I doubt there will be many left in town.”

      Lizzie couldn’t wait to return to the country, the fresh air, and the horse riding she would be able to do more often. “I am looking forward to it, and I cannot thank your mama enough for allowing me to go under her chaperonage. Although I will arrive the day after tomorrow with my maid. Mama is going home to Bellview Manor and I’ll travel onto the Remmnicks’ from there.”

      Sally clasped her arm, walking them about the fringes of the lawn. “I’m so excited to attend. Arthur will be there. Do you think he’ll finally ask me to marry him if he can manage to drag me away from Mama for one moment?”

      Marquess Mongrove–or Arthur to Sally and Lizzie, since they’d known him since childhood–was the newly appointed Marquess and finally able to decide for himself what his future would be. Not his mother, which Lizzie could sympathize with since she too had an overbearing parent. He’d been a pleasant child and had grown into a lovely gentleman that suited Sally and her honest and obliging temperament. A perfect match for her friend in all ways.

      “I’m sure he will. In fact, look at him now pining for you over there under the elm tree. How sad he looks that he hasn’t got his love beside him, hanging off his every word and worshipping the ground he stands upon.”

      Sally slapped her arm. “Stop your teasing.” She smiled. “He is lovely though, I must agree, and should he ask me to be his wife, I will say yes immediately and request a very hasty marriage. I’m ready for my life as a wife and mother to start. I see no point in waiting before we say our vows, if you understand my meaning.”

      Lizzie smiled at the light blush that stole across her friend’s cheeks. “You’ll make a beautiful bride and a perfect, loving wife. Lord Mongrove will be lucky to have you.”

      “Thank you, dearest.” Sally threw his lordship a small wave, delighting when he waved back in return. “I simply cannot wait another day, and so I suppose this house party has come at a perfect time. We each need a little diversion from life’s trials.”

      Lizzie couldn’t agree more.

      “Not to mention,” Sally continued, turning her attention back to her, “we’ll be away from town and staying under one roof. What fun we will have. And even though my head is already turned, it does not mean you cannot find someone to love.”

      “There is only one gentleman I want, and he doesn’t even know that I exist. I’m simply the cousin of one of his closest friends, unremarkable and forgettable at best. And as I’ve stated before, I’ll not marry anyone simply to procure children and do my duty. Whomever I marry, it will be for love. Such a deep, heart-wrenching, all-consuming love that it will simply drive away all my dreams of my own home, vacant of parents and filled with cats.”

      “I like this plan. It suits you well, and you know I want nothing but the very best for you,” Sally declared, her tone serious.

      “Do you know if Lord Wakely is attending the Remmnicks’ house party?” Lizzie asked, trying but failing desperately to hide the hope that was in her tone. Oh dear, she really was desperate and pining for the man. If only she could curb her enthusiasm toward him and see other gentlemen for their worth. When there were some, of course.

      Sally grimaced and Lizzie had her answer before her friend uttered a word. “Unfortunately, he’s not attending, although I was told he will be in the county attending another event. Not far from the Remmnicks’ estate, in fact.”

      Lizzie bit her lip and wondered what this other event was, and who was attending. The social set his lordship was part of were the elite of society. Only gentlemen of extreme wealth and with very few cares in the world were allowed entry. Gentlemen who loved the frivolities of societal living, and the luxurious lifestyle and loose women that their status afforded them. No rules and no wives allowed.

      It was not for the faint of heart, and certainly nothing like Lizzie could ever imagine for herself had she been a man and able to join such an association. Not that she was supposed to know any of these things, but some gossip was too juicy to ignore. “I will not deny that I’m somewhat disappointed by that news, but then he doesn’t even know that I exist, so what does it matter which event he attends?”

      Sally clasped her arm and cuddled her a little to her side. “Do not be downcast, dearest. There is a gentleman out there with your name written on him. And you shall marry him and love him wildly when you find him.”

      Lizzie laughed, not even able to imagine such a possibility, but wishing it nonetheless. If only to get away from her mama, who could at times be terribly stifling, sooner than her twenty-fifth birthday. “Only time will tell, I suppose.”

      Not that she would tell Sally, but Lizzie was content waiting for her endowment from Hamish, because it was far more likely than being noticed by the viscount. If he had any interest in her at all, he would have made his intentions clear years ago.

      “It will tell, my dear, and when it does, it’ll be a great story to hear.”
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        Kent – two days later

      

      

      The carriage rocked alarmingly, and Lizzie clasped a strap beside the window with two hands to stop herself from tumbling to the floor. Her maid let out a squeak when once more the carriage slipped on the muddy track, sending them to sway about like leaves in the wind.

      “Oh, Miss Lizzie, this is terrible. If we do not arrive soon I fear we’ll never make it.”

      It was a fear Lizzie herself had had multiple times already since they set off from her family’s estate early that morning. The weather from the south had come in so fast that by the time they’d left the last inn where they’d changed horses it was too late to go back.

      A howling sound whirred through the door and Lizzie shivered. “I’m sure the storm will pass soon. Do not worry, Mary. We’ll be there shortly, I promise.”

      Tears sprang in her maid’s eyes and Lizzie looked outside. Night was falling fast and still no sign of lights could be seen, no beacon of safety in this terrible storm.

      The carriage rocked to a halt, then dipped as the driver jumped down. Lizzie opened the door and it was wrenched open by the howling wind, hitting the side of the carriage with such force the window smashed onto the carriage seat. Her maid screamed, and she cursed.

      “Miss Lizzie, we’re at a crossroads, and the storm’s blown over the sign showing the direction of Lady Remmnick’s estate,” her driver yelled, the sheeting rain making it hard to hear what anyone was saying.

      She shivered, squinting as the rain pelted against her face. “Go left and we’ll hope for the best.”

      “Right ye are,” he said, shutting the door and leaving them alone once more.

      Lizzie reached under the carriage seat and pulled out a blanket, handing it to her maid. “Push the glass away with this and we’ll try to block the window a little.”

      Her maid did as she bade, and with a little trouble they managed to keep some of the weather from intruding into the vehicle. Not very successfully though, and by the time the carriage did arrive at the estate, both Lizzie and Mary were drenched and shivering with cold.

      A footman ran from inside the well-lit home, a most welcome haven after their ordeal.

      Lizzie stepped down and ran indoors along with her maid. Inside, a woman she’d never met before strode toward them, with a calm assurance and grace that was the opposite of how Lizzie looked and felt at that exact moment. In fact, she was pretty sure she was leaving a terrible wet puddle on the mosaic tiled floor.

      “Welcome, you’ve arrived just in time.”

      Lizzie dipped into a curtsy, wondering where Lady Remmnick was as this woman certainly wasn’t her ladyship. A servant walked past with a tray of champagne, and through an ajar door Lizzie spotted guests with masks, even though the lady before her didn’t have one herself. “Thank you so much for inviting me, but I must apologize for my tardy arrival. The weather outside is atrocious and we almost lost our way.”

      “You’re right on time. If you follow me upstairs, I’ll show you to your room where you can change.”

      “Thank you,” Lizzie said, looking about and taking in the home. The silence was deafening, and she frowned. Normally house parties were lively, with people milling about all over the place. The guests in the adjacent room were oddly quiet. “I’m Miss Lizzie Doherty by the way, and you are? I suspect Lady Remmnick is busy with the guests who are already here.”

      The woman stopped, placing a finger against her lips and shaking her head in silence. “No one has names here. Not for the next three days at least, my dear.”

      Lizzie stopped on the staircase’s top step, her maid’s furrowed brow reflecting her own thoughts. “May I enquire as to whose estate this is?”

      The lady laughed, a sultry sound that caused unease to coil through her blood. “That’s a secret too, although I’m sure you’re only teasing. You received an invite after all. You must have, to be here. The location is secret.” The woman paused, turning to face her. Lizzie met her inspection and wondered if she looked as pathetic as she felt standing before this golden goddess. “You did receive an invite, yes?”

      “I did, yes, but⁠—”

      “Well then, you may follow me and join the party once you’ve cleaned yourself up. We have recently had running water installed upstairs in every room, so you may have a bath if you wish. The gowns that are suitable for wear are in your armoire, and tonight’s color requirement is green, so please use a gown that’s appropriate. Your maid will find an appropriate mask in the tallboy.”

      Lizzie followed without saying a word, her mind a whirr of thoughts. Was this a new event Lady Remmnick had introduced at her house party? The approach was indeed intriguing. Lizzie would go along for now, but when she found Sally she would enquire about the details.

      A familiar laugh sounded, and she looked over the balustrade and spotted Lord Wakely coming out of one of the rooms downstairs. His stride and voice were as familiar as Lizzie’s own, so she would’ve known him anywhere, even if right now he had a black mask covering half his face. He was not supposed to be at Lady Remmnick’s house party.

      Clarity bloomed into Lizzie’s mind as it dawned upon her that it was she and not he who was at the wrong house party.

      She bit her lip, butterflies fluttering in her belly at the thought of him being here. This must be the house party that her friend Sally had been talking about. The one that was coveted by anyone who was anyone within the ton. And invite only.

      What was it that everyone got up to here that was so secretive?

      “This is your room, my dear.”

      With a flourish, the woman showed Lizzie into her bedchamber situated at the end of a long corridor. A frisson of excitement ran through her that she was actually here. Even if she wasn’t supposed to be. How fortuitous that the current evening’s activity was a masquerade.

      Lizzie walked into the room and marvelled at the beautiful furniture and decorations throughout. A large bed with a canopy rested before the windows. She’d never seen such a layout before, but didn’t mind it in the least. It looked delightful, in fact. There was a large tub for bathing, along with a wash basin and bowl. Two high-backed chairs sat before the fire, with deep green covering that suited the dark wooden floor and the green coverlet on the bed. It wasn’t the least feminine, nor overly masculine either. In fact, it was just a perfectly lovely, welcoming room.
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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