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      She must marry. But she’ll do it her way. And she has a plan…

      Caroline Whitfield has it all figured out. Since all young ladies of the ton must marry, she plans to do just that. The only romances she’s interested in are between the pages of her beloved books, so love is not a consideration. She needs a husband willing to let her live her own life, and who better than a man for whom a wife is an inconvenience packed off to the country? Which means only one type of man will do…

      She needs a rake, a man who will barely notice his own wife in favour of his own pursuits. It’s the perfect plan. All she has to do is not fall in love… And most definitely not with the irritatingly handsome Baron Huntingford.

       

      He needs a wife. Preferably someone who is not Miss Whitfield…

      More at home on the battlefield than in a ballroom, Aaron, Baron Huntingford, is still getting used to his title and being a man of leisure rather than a soldier. A rake with a dangerous reputation he’s used to any woman he wants falling at his feet, but Miss Whitfield is not like other debutantes.

      For one thing, she seems to actively dislike him. For another, she’s his best friend’s new sister-in-law, and therefore off limits. Never mind that he craves her touch and to find out if her lips taste as sweet as they look.

      But when he finds out about her scheme to bring a rake to the altar, all bets are off. If she wants a rake, she’ll get one. Him.
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      “I think that, as long as one does not make the mistake of falling in love, a rake would make a perfectly fine husband.”

      Miss Caroline Whitfield ignored the sharp look from her friend, Lizzie, as the two young ladies sat on a small sofa in the corner of the Countess of Beauvale’s ballroom. Having almost danced their feet off already this evening, both had taken the opportunity to rest and chat under the eagle eye of Lizzie’s mother, Lady Harcourt. Thankfully, she was far enough away that the two girls could chatter away without being censured for the topic of their conversation.

      “A rake? Seriously, Caro?” For a moment Lizzie managed to imitate her mother’s disapproving look so perfectly that Caro chuckled.

      “Yes, of course.” She tapped her fan on Lizzie’s arm lightly. “Listen to me. A rake would be a perfect choice for women like us,” she said confidently. “They are very often titled and possessed of good fortune—”

      “They are also charming and apt to play fast and loose with a lady’s reputation,” Lizzie pointed out, not warming to Caro’s reasoning yet. She would, Caro had no doubt of that, especially once she had explained her logic.

      “They are indeed, and that is where they are eminently suitable.” Caro leaned in. “Neither you nor I wish for the typical ton marriage of duty and babies, endless rounds of… this!” she exclaimed, gesturing with her fan at the packed room about them. “I wish to continue my studies and write. You wish for your hothouses and flowers. A husband would just get in the way of all that. Are you listening to me or admiring that fern?”

      Lizzie started guiltily. “Sorry.”

      Caro smiled. She was used to sharing Lizzie’s attention with any plants in the vicinity. Even though they hadn’t known each other that long, as both were in their first season, they had become firm friends from the moment they’d met.

      “Back to the matter in hand. A husband would just get in the way, so what better than a husband who is not present?” She sat on the edge of her seat, watching Lizzie’s face for her reaction.

      “Not present?” Her friend queried gently.

      “Exactly! Think about it,” Caro huddled closer as another group of young ladies sat down on the sofa behind them. Their tinkling laughter assured her they wouldn’t overhear her and Lizzie talking.

      “A rake would want to get back to his… other pursuits. A wife would just foil that, so very likely any… relations would be short lived,” she said with a blush. “Only what was required to secure an heir and then we would likely be left to our own devices while they went about theirs. It’s the perfect solution!”

      Lizzie gasped in shock, but Caro didn’t miss the sudden look of speculation in her eyes. One of the things they had in common was that they were both eminently practical. Neither of them expected to marry for love, so why should they not seek an arrangement that suited their ambitions as well?

      “The other alternative is marrying someone like Lord Ashford. And hoping that he… does not find a second flush of youth, shall we say?” she murmured, giving a small nod to an elderly lord almost in his dotage as he fawned over the young woman at his side. The lord’s young wife, married just a year. She had obviously made just such a bargain hoping her elderly husband would not live long past the wedding night and looked utterly miserable and downcast.

      “Not a gamble I am willing to make,” Caro added.

      Lizzie shuddered. “Me either. So, I admit, your plan to marry a rake has merit—”

      “See! I told you so!” Caro smiled and then quietened down quickly as people looked their way. It would not do to attract attention, not with the subject matter under discussion. “We should make a list. Who is suitable and who is not.”

      “Of rakes,” Lizzie shook her head. “I still cannot believe we are doing this. So much could go wrong…”

      “The risks will be worth it.” Caro lifted her chin in determination as they looked around the crowded ballroom.

      “How about Lord Crampton?” she asked, nodding toward a blond gentleman currently on the dance floor. Tall and slender, he was nonetheless extremely good looking.

      Lizzie pressed her lips together in contemplation. “A possible. I believe he has a long-standing arrangement with an opera singer.”

      “Excellent!” Caro could have clapped her hands with glee. “Which means he will not be interested in… relations past the requirements.”

      “Indeed. How about Mr. Locke?” Lizzie’s suggestion was a rather more heavy-set gentleman, his well-muscled frame barely contained in his well-tailored evening dress. “A Corinthian, already has an heir and a string of… companions,” she flushed at the description. “So might not even be inclined to… you know.” She waved her hand vaguely.

      Caro shook her head. “With an heir, and a fortune of his own, what need would he have of a bride? No, more likely he is here after other prey.”

      “Hmm, granted. Oh!” Lizzie exclaimed. “How about Lord Huntingford? Your brother-in-law’s friend, is he not?”

      Caro swung her head around to where her sister and her new husband were still dancing. There had been some… oddities about their courtship Caro was still not sure she had gotten to the bottom of, but since it was obvious that Sophia was radiant with happiness, she had decided to let sleeping dogs lie. What she could not deny was that Luke, Viscount Thornton, was one of the most handsome and charming men she knew, and absolutely head over heels with her sister. His friend, Huntingford, however was not at all charming. Admittedly handsome, his rather fierce demeanor and habit of scowling whenever he saw her were not at all what she was looking for in a husband.

      “No, not him.” Her reply was short and terse.

      Lizzie raised an eyebrow. “No? He is both a baron and a war hero. And a rake to boot… Apparently, he was pursing Lady Morton before her marriage to Lord Reid. I would have thought him imminently suitable to be on your list.”

      He was, but she had no intention of putting him on it. “The idea is to find a husband I won’t have to have anything to do with,” she reminded Lizzie. “Not one who is practically family and will be in my pockets all the time.”

      “This is true. Oh, fudge it,” Lizzie groaned and Caro looked around to find Lord Gillingham speaking to Lady Frances. “He’s going to ask me to dance. I just know it.”

      Caro’s lips quirked. The Marquess of Gillingham was a stern figure in any ballroom, and an ideal target for many of the matchmaking mamas in the room. Unwed, and with a large fortune and lands, he was a catch.

      “Perhaps we should put him on the list?” she suggested, grinning at Lizzie’s small squeak.

      “No, you cannot. He is not at all a rake!”

      Caro bit her lip. “No, but his brother is. Isn’t he? And apparently a spy. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree…”

      Their conversation was cut short as the marquess approached.

      “Ladies,” he said with a small, polite bow and then looked at Lizzie. “Miss Harcourt, I believe this is my dance?”

      “Help me,” Lizzie mouthed over her shoulder to Caro as the lord led her away. If Caro hadn’t been made of sterner stuff, she’d have laughed out loud at the look on her friend’s face. Shaking her head, she hid her smile behind her fan and then took the opportunity to escape. Murmuring a small explanation to Lady Harcourt, she headed off in the direction of the retiring room, but as soon as she was out of the ballroom, she turned left instead of right and headed to the library. She’d heard Earl Ashford had a copy of Madame St. Vincent’s latest salacious book, and she couldn’t resist the opportunity to sneak a look at it, even though it wasn’t at all the right sort of book for a young lady. Her sister would have kittens if she even thought Caro knew of the lady and her erotic novels.

      She sighed as she hurried along, making sure no one saw her. One day she would not have to sneak about to read. One day she would have a library filled with any book she wanted and be able to read them all.

      It would be utterly glorious, and if she had to make a bargain with a rake to achieve her aim, that was what she would do.
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      It was a well-known fact that a single man in the middle of a ballroom, especially if he should also possess a good fortune or a title, must tread carefully lest he find himself at the mercy of the enemy.

      Aaron, Baron Huntingford, was currently that man, marooned on the edge of the dance floor alone whilst the female population of the room, both married and unmarried, circled like sharks. He had to respect them as an adversary. As a former soldier, he had seen some of the worst types of action and lived to tell the tale, but really… Wellington and his generals could take instruction from some of the matchmaking mamas in the room, especially when it came to tracking down their prey.

      Men might run the world and think they had a say in such matters such as marriage, but he had long been of the opinion that making himself a target as he was—an unmarried man in this most dangerous of locales—every young lady with an eye to matrimony considered him not only a viable target but rightfully theirs.

      Or one of theirs anyway. So far, and thankfully, he was not aware any young lady (or her mother) had set their sights on him in particular. He took a sip from his glass of lemonade, surpassing his grimace at the overly sweet drink. It beat sweet tea on the side of a foreign hill while being pelted by rain but that was about all he could say about it.

      He loathed these things. Balls, soirees, musicales… filled with the bored and the rich, idling their time away with entertainments because they had nothing better to do. Oh, he played the part because he had to. The unexpected death of his elder brother, an idiot who had ridden his horse headlong into a tree while drunk, had ensured that.

      Withdrawn abruptly from the battlefield, he had become Baron Huntingford, expected to dance and simper and generally do absolutely nothing with his time other than what society expected of him. And he played the part well. He drank, he gambled, and he’d had several delightful mistresses. But he knew that wasn’t enough. At some point a gentleman had to put his head in the noose and fulfil his expected duty…

      He had to marry and produce an heir, sooner rather than later. It was a pressing duty that was never more underlined to him than with his mother’s pointed look toward where his friend, Thornton, danced with his new wife.

      They made a lovely couple, and the light of love in Lady Thornton’s eyes showed the deep wealth of emotion she had for her husband. Aaron ignored the little pang in the center of his chest as he watched them.

      Love. He was not unfamiliar with the emotion—love for family, love for his king and the men under his command, even the very carnal type of love that could be rented by the hour or night. But the kind of love that shone in Lady Sophia’s eyes was not one he was familiar with and not one a former soldier like him deserved. Not with the things he’d seen and done.

      He set his shoulders, inclining his head in acknowledgment as a group of ladies passed by. He had been introduced to them all, their names easily recalled from memory should he choose, but right now he did not. His mind turned to his current conundrum.

      With Thornton’s marriage, society would turn its attention to his group of friends to see which one of them would be next to fall. He’d seen it before. Once the ranks were weakened, invariably the rest of the group were not far behind.

      “Huntingford!” Thornton said as he came off the dance floor with an indulgent smile for his wife as she made her way to the ladies retiring room. “I’m surprised to find you unmolested, what with your sunny disposition and all.”

      Aaron snorted, allowing a smile to quirk his lips. “Is that your way of telling me I was scowling again?”

      “Indeed.” Thornton came to stand beside him. “You might be the only rake in London who can seduce a woman with your sourness alone.”

      He slid a sideways glance at his friend. “Charm will only get you so far, my friend. After that, a man requires action.”

      “Indeed, indeed.” Thornton cast a quick look about and then leaned in. “Speaking of which, shall we escape to the fresh air?”

      Aaron snorted, easily reading between the lines. Thornton wished to smoke, a habit his new wife disliked, so he was forced to be circumspect about it.

      “Of course, a strategic retreat it is.”

      The two gentlemen made their way out to their host’s extensive gardens, cutting left from the main terrace to the darkness beyond.

      “You know, your lady wife will know you’ve been out here,” Aaron commented, leaning his shoulder back against the wall as Thornton lit up. Out of the way as they were, they could speak freely. “The smell of smoke was one way we picked out enemy lookouts.”

      “Do I want to know what happened then?” Thornton asked, his gaze narrowing on Aaron. He rarely if ever spoke about his time on the peninsular. It was always a reminder that he was not like his friends.

      “No, you do not.”

      Thornton didn’t press him further, which Aaron appreciated until his friend turned his attention to another subject Aaron wished to avoid.

      “Since you are no longer pursuing Lady Morton, may I take your presence at these things to mean you are looking for a bride yourself?” The end of Thornton’s cigar glowed cherry red for a moment. “And don’t give me any bollocks about having to escort your sister. I know full well she’s not here tonight.”

      Aaron sighed. There was no use prevaricating. If he didn’t answer Thornton, the blasted man wouldn’t take the hint and leave the subject. No, he’d just get Aaron drunk and try and prize information out of him then.

      His back ramrod straight, he came to a decision. He would wed, but he would choose his target, his intended bride, rather than the other way around.

      “I need to get married.”

      The shadows around Thornton stilled, and then the air filled with a deep chuckle. “Just like that? Pray tell, do you have a lady in mind already? Should we go back in there and inform the masses?”

      “Don’t you bloody well dare.”

      “Are you sure? I’m sure we can have this matter settled and you betrothed by midnight.”

      Aaron shook his head. “No, I want to assess the candidates first, make a short list of possibilities before I show my hand.”

      Thornton chuckled again. “Assess the candidates?”

      “Indeed. I need to be sure the young lady is suitable. Preferably quiet, but not necessarily meek. Good breeding is, of course, a necessity but intelligence is not. I would prefer one that is passably attractive and that definitely does not giggle. It grates on my nerves,” he admitted.

      “Once I have settled on a suitable candidate, I will devise a campaign and win her hand. All told, I expect to be married by the end of the season. My mother will be happy and life can go back to normal.”
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