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	My Dear Reader,

	I present to you the third novel of the Regency series. If you've read A Heart as a Pledge, I'm sure you're eager to discover the story of our beloved Louis and the charming Lady Books. Well, here it is. I hope you enjoy it and that it is an entertaining read.

	By the way, before any reader raises an outcry, let me warn you: I have taken all the liberties I deemed necessary for the proper development of the novel.

	A big kiss,

	Adelaide Sinclair

	 


With love to whoever reads this novel.
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	London, February 1820

	 

	The wind howled fiercely through the estate's fields, carrying with it the scent of damp earth and the whisper of rustling leaves in the oaks. Thick, slate-gray clouds swirled over Beaconsfield, a small village just outside London, promising a storm that approached slowly but surely. Louis Langston, the Earl of Langley, gazed at the sky and allowed a faint smile to cross his lips as he wiped the mud from his hands, feeling the wet soil clinging to his skin.

	He had spent the last hour helping the farmhands with the harvest—not only because the work was urgent but because he found a certain solace in the simplicity of physical labor. The sound of tree branches creaking and the wind's whisper filled the air, creating a natural symphony he had always preferred over the clamor of the city. One of the men, a weathered farmer with a face tanned by the sun, looked at him with gratitude.

	"Thank you, my lord. I don’t know how we could’ve finished without your help."

	Louis nodded, his striking green eyes shining with a warmth uncommon for someone of his station. The respect his workers showed him wasn’t mere coincidence—it had been earned through years of working shoulder to shoulder with them and ensuring their needs were met. He held a deep sense of responsibility for the people who depended on him, a quality that set him apart from many other nobles of his time.

	"It was nothing, Tom," he replied, giving the man a light pat on the shoulder and feeling the coarse fabric of his shirt beneath his fingers. "If that storm hits before we’re done, we’d best be ready."

	His comment prompted a ripple of laughter among the workers, and Louis smiled, briefly savoring the camaraderie.

	As he walked down the dirt path, a flash of lightning streaked across the sky, illuminating the dark clouds for an instant. The thunder that followed rumbled deeply, and Louis saw it with a wry gleam in his eye. "The nature of a storm—just as unpredictable and often just as fearsome," he thought, the image of his aunt, Lady Henrietta, flashing in his mind.

	At the end of the path, the stone mansion loomed, majestic and steadfast, its glass windows glowing softly with the light spilling from within. The house seemed to watch him, a constant reminder of the responsibilities he had borne since being named Earl. As he walked, his boots squelched in the mud, leaving deep impressions that would soon be erased by the impending rain.

	The vision of his aunt, with her piercing gray eyes, surfaced again. It had only been two weeks since she had stormed into his home, claiming her place in the library as though it were a throne.

	"Louis, dear," she had said with the firm resolve of someone who had never entertained doubt, "it’s time you took your responsibilities seriously. If you don’t find a wife soon, I’ll do it for you."

	The memory stirred a mixture of affection and exasperation within him. The dowager marchioness had always been an unstoppable force, and the mere thought of her orchestrating his romantic life sent a shiver down his spine. He knew exactly the type of woman she would choose: docile, with an easy smile but an empty mind, ready to fulfill the duties of a wife without question. "I won’t let her push me into a life of tedium," he resolved, his determination so firm it almost made him chuckle.

	As he reached the front entrance, the butler, impeccably composed and ever perceptive, bowed slightly and handed him a sealed letter.

	"My lord, a letter from Lady Henrietta."

	Louis sighed, his lips tightening into a thin line. The letter felt heavier than it should have, a tangible reminder of the impending battle to be waged in London’s drawing rooms. Without bothering to open it, he tucked it into his pocket.

	"Prepare the luggage," he instructed a young footman who happened to pass by.

	The boy turned at once, his face reflecting a mixture of surprise and confusion. "For when, my lord?"

	Louis’s gaze hardened, a spark of defiance flickering in his features, though tinged with a hint of resignation. "Tomorrow, before dawn."

	Crossing the mansion’s threshold, he let the warmth of the interior envelop him. Soft lights illuminated the corridors, and the scent of beeswax and burning wood hung in the air. He ascended the stairs to his chambers, where a tub of hot water awaited him. Slowly, he undressed, letting the weight of his worries slip away along with his clothes.

	He sank into the water, feeling the heat relax his muscles, though not his thoughts. He knew what awaited him: dull balls, endless dinners, and conversations as empty as the champagne glasses by the evening’s end. Yet he had no choice. "Anything for a semblance of peace," he murmured, closing his eyes and surrendering to the steam.

	Deep within him, however, a flicker of hope stirred. Perhaps, in the city he so loathed, fate had more in store for him than mere duty and resignation.
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	The Langley residence in Mayfair was steeped in the solemn elegance that only the old houses of the aristocracy could possess. The mahogany furniture gleamed under the dim afternoon light, and the faded Persian rugs seemed to whisper secrets of past generations. Bohemian crystal chandeliers hung from the ceilings, reflecting flickers of light that mingled with the dancing shadows of the fire. The crackling of the hearth echoed softly, as though recounting tales of better days.

	Louis, who had been gazing at a portrait of his late father in the study, straightened with a faint gesture of resignation as the unmistakable sound of his aunt’s cane striking the marble floor echoed from the foyer. The rhythm of her steps was distinct—a determined, almost martial march that brooked no delay or opposition. The earl closed his eyes for a moment, inhaling deeply, like a man bracing himself for an inevitable fate.

	The door burst open, and the dowager marchioness swept into the room. Her velvet purple gown was adorned with intricate golden embroidery that defied the passage of time. A pearl necklace, worthy of a queen’s envy, hung around her neck, and the white-feathered hat she wore brushed the doorframe, as imposing as the woman herself. Her steel-gray eyes, as cold as a blade, fixed on her nephew with the precision of an arrow.

	"Louis," she declared, letting his name hang in the air with the weight of a verdict. "I trust you’re prepared for what I’m about to say."

	The earl forced a smile, one that barely managed to soften the tension in his features.

	"Good morning, Aunt Henrietta. It’s always a pleasure to see you… and a challenge to guess what plan you’ve concocted this time."

	The marchioness raised an eyebrow, a gesture that could have sent any young debutante quaking. It was an unmistakable signal that she was not in the mood for his games. She marched briskly to the desk and dropped a sealed envelope onto its polished surface, where it landed like an emblem of her meticulously crafted schemes.

	"Here," she said, her voice resonating with the authority of someone who had commanded more than one drawing room in high society. "Tomorrow evening, there’s a ball at the Cartwrights’ mansion. And you, dear nephew, are going to attend."

	Louis let out a sigh that nearly sounded like a cry for help. He sank into the leather chair, a warrior defeated in his own stronghold, and rested his elbow on the armrest, propping his chin on his hand.

	"A ball?" he repeated wearily, letting the word linger in the air like a dead weight. "Aunt, you know how much I detest those events. Empty conversations, endless dances, and mothers chasing me with their daughters as if I were some kind of prize."

	The elderly woman was unfazed. She leaned slightly towards him, her eyes glinting with an intensity that could have made anyone else retreat.

	"Precisely why it’s important that you go." She took a seat in a chair opposite the desk, her gown spreading around her like a pool of purple velvet. "You’re no longer a child, Louis. You’re thirty-five years old, and frankly, my patience with your excuses has run out."

	Louis squinted, his expression turning cynical.

	"Excuses, you say. But Aunt, I’m a busy man. The estate in the countryside doesn’t run itself, and the responsibilities—"

	She raised a hand, stopping him immediately, as if his argument were a mosquito she had swatted with a simple gesture.

	"Don’t lecture me about responsibilities," she said, her voice as sharp as a knife. "Have I not fulfilled mine? I took care of this family, even when your father could not. Now it’s your turn."

	Louis felt the familiar pang of guilt settle in his chest, but he wasn’t ready to give up so easily. Switching tactics, he allowed a touch of sarcasm to creep into his tone.

	"Very well, and what should I expect at this ball?" He leaned forward, his voice dripping with light irony. "A parade of debutantes with innocent gazes and mothers with not-so-innocent intentions?"

	The dowager marchioness smiled—a dangerous smile, like a cat that knows it has cornered a mouse.

	"I’ve selected five candidates," she announced, her voice filled with the conviction of someone who had orchestrated every detail with military precision.

	Louis felt his heart skip a beat.

	"Five?" he repeated, throwing up his hands dramatically. "Aunt, really! And am I to marry one of them as though I were picking out a new hat?"

	The dowager ignored him. She pulled a small notebook from her handbag and opened it with an air of importance, as if she were unveiling a battle strategy.

	"The first is Lady Margaret Fairchild." Her tone softened slightly, which was rare. "A charming young lady, with a sweet smile and a genuine interest in gardening."

	Louis tilted his head, pretending to consider the proposal seriously.

	"A gardener? Perfect. We can spend our afternoons discussing the blooming of dahlias. A conversation as thrilling as watching grass grow."

	The dowager scoffed but continued.

	"The second, Lady Eleanor Pembroke," she paused, as though about to reveal a hidden gem. "An exceptional pianist, and her voice is so soft you’ll never hear her raise it."

	The earl raised an eyebrow, struggling to suppress a laugh.

	"So soft that I won’t object to anything she says? Ideal… if I were looking for a ghost as a wife."

	His aunt shot him a stern glare but pressed on, undeterred.

	"The third, Lady Anne Hamilton. Devout, pious, and known for her dedication to charitable events."

	Louis placed a hand over his heart, feigning overwhelming emotion.

	"Ah, devotion. There’s nothing like praying together every morning to strengthen marital love. Should I prepare to become a saint as well?"

	The marchioness glared daggers at him, but he stayed unfazed. In fact, he seemed to enjoy the sparring.

	"The fourth, Lady Catherine Blake. She has an artistic inclination and paints beautiful landscapes."

	Louis let out a theatrical sigh.

	"An artist. Perhaps she can paint my expression of horror when I realize what it means to be married to someone who spends hours staring at the horizon."

	"And lastly, Lady Francesca Whitmore," the dowager’s tone turned almost persuasive. "Very quiet, always proper, and without a trace of scandal."

	Louis couldn’t suppress a laugh.

	"Perfect. Quiet and scandal-free. I’ll never have to worry about our life becoming too interesting."

	Henrietta snapped the notebook shut with a decisive thud, her patience finally at its limit.

	"Listen to me, Louis." Her steely eyes locked onto his with the precision of daggers. "If you don’t attend this ball and present yourself as a gentleman willing to find a wife, I will arrange your engagement to one of these young ladies myself. And believe me, it won’t be the quietest one."

	Louis felt his blood run cold. The threat was far from empty; he knew his aunt too well to doubt her resolve. "Between a rock and a hard place," he thought, his dark humor fading in the face of reality.

	"Fine, fine," he relented at last, raising his hands in surrender. "I’ll go to the ball."

	The marchioness allowed a victorious smile to spread across her face, making Louis feel like a pawn trapped in a chess game.

	"I knew you’d see reason."

	She rose with the dignity of an empress, smoothing her gown with a triumphant gesture. Louis went with her to the door, suppressing a grin until she crossed the threshold. The carriage waited outside, the horses snorting impatiently under the light rain.

	As he watched his aunt climb into the carriage and disappear down the street, Louis shut the door with a resounding thud. He leaned against it, letting out a long, deep sigh, and glanced toward the portraits of his ancestors on the wall.

	"Rest easy, gentlemen," he remarked, an ironic smile tugging at his lips. "The Langley lineage won’t die out as long as Aunt Henrietta is alive."
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	Langley sank heavily into the red velvet armchair in his study, crossing his legs with a careless elegance that contrasted the storm raging within him. Around him, the shadows cast by the fireplace danced on walls adorned with portraits of ancestors whose gazes seemed to follow him from their gilded frames, as if silently judging his every decision.

	"Tomorrow," he thought, letting exasperation simmer just beneath the surface of his mood, "I will be the lamb offered at the altar of marriage. Another parade of hollow smiles, calculated glances, and promises wrapped in courtesy." He ran a hand over his face, rubbing his eyes in weariness, while the fire in the hearth crackled as if conspiring with his discontent. There were few things he despised more than social gatherings, but even he had to admit that something about those events always managed to ignite a flicker of anticipation in his chest.

	The cool night breeze slipped through the partially open windows, carrying with it the scent of rain and the gentle murmur of droplets striking the leaves. It was a comforting contrast, this interplay between the chill of the air and the warmth of the fire, and for a brief moment, Louis allowed himself to be enveloped by both sensations. The cool air prickled his skin, inadvertently reminding him of the "accidental" brushes that sometimes occurred in ballrooms—those fleeting, forbidden touches that were all the more thrilling because they were forbidden.

	A flicker of cynical amusement tugged at his lips. "If there’s one thing that keeps me sane at these events," he mused, "it’s the game of stolen glances, silent promises, and stifled sighs." He couldn’t deny that debutantes blushed easily in his presence, and while he had never sought to exploit such reactions, there was something undeniably satisfying about knowing that his mere presence could make them bite their lower lips.

	"My lord, are you well?"

	The serene voice of Hawthorne brought him back to reality. The butler had entered the study with his usual stoic grace, his footsteps almost inaudible on the Persian carpet. Louis opened his eyes and met the patient gaze of his faithful servant, a man who had watched him grow and knew precisely how to manage his volatile temperament.

	"Hawthorne," Louis replied, letting a solemn tone infuse his words, "if anyone ever asks, I would rather face an army of bandits than a room full of matchmaking mothers."

	The butler barely raised an eyebrow, though a faint smile played at the corner of his lips.

	"With all due respect, my lord, I’d venture to say that matchmaking mothers are far more dangerous."

	Louis let out an unexpected laugh, a warm sound that echoed through the study. It was rare for him to feel so lighthearted, even for a moment, amidst his worries.

	"Ah, Hawthorne, you always manage to make me laugh, even when the world seems to conspire against me." He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and looked at his butler with genuine gratitude. "Tell me, do you have any brilliant advice for surviving tomorrow night?"

	Hawthorne brought a hand to his mustache, as though genuinely considering the question.

	"My suggestions are rather mundane, my lord. However, if I may, you might consider mastering the art of empty smiles. It seems to be a universal language in ballrooms."

	Louis shook his head, still smiling, though the humor gradually faded. He thought of the list of candidates his aunt had prepared and the insipid conversations that awaited him.

	"Five candidates, Hawthorne," he murmured, incredulity seeping into his tone. "My aunt has assembled a list of five women... it’s like facing a firing squad. Or worse, five consecutive firing squads."

	"My lord, if I may," Hawthorne said in his usual respectful tone, "her ladyship only wants what’s best for you."

	Louis arched an eyebrow, his expression laced with sarcasm.

	"What’s best for me? Of course." He paused, a mischievous glint lighting up his eyes. "Do you know what would be best? A time machine to go back and prevent her from storming into this house with her list of potential wives."

	Hawthorne allowed himself the faintest of smiles but remained silent, accustomed to his master’s eccentricities.

	"Regrettably, my lord, I believe we have yet to invent such a device."

	Louis chuckled again, a brief but genuine sound that quickly dissipated. He rose from the armchair and approached the silk robe the servant handed him, running his fingers over the fabric with a mix of resignation and disdain. He walked to the window and threw it open, letting the cool air and the scent of wet earth wash over him. For a moment, he closed his eyes and let the breeze cool his face. It was a relief, however fleeting, to feel something as simple as the night’s chill.

	"Perhaps even in those ballrooms, something might catch my interest," he thought, a hint of irony flickering in his mind.

	Hawthorne inclined his head slightly and began to retreat.

	"I’ll be in the kitchen should you need anything else, my lord."

	Louis nodded, and once the butler had left, the earl remained alone. He leaned against the window frame, watching the rain fall on the dark streets. The water pattered against the glass, its sound almost hypnotic—a reminder that the calm outside often belied the storm within.

	"A cynical comedy with a touch of danger," he mused, his lips curving into a smile only he understood. "Perhaps this time, fate has something more exciting in store for me."

	He closed the window, watching the glass fog briefly with his breath.

	"Very well, London," he whispered, his voice carried away by the rain. "Prepare yourself for an earl who has no intention of surrendering without a fight."

	The sound of water continued to lash the windows as Louis left the study, resolved to face the storm ahead—or die trying.
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	The late afternoon painted the London sky with shades of gold and orange, a warm light that contrasted with the city's perpetually cold, damp atmosphere. Inside Louis's luxurious residence, a cadre of servants moved with precision, like actors in a perfectly rehearsed play.

	The activity in the room was just as meticulous: one attendant adjusted the fall of the black tailcoat that fit the earl’s figure flawlessly, while the valet leaned down to give a final polish to the black leather boots that gleamed with impeccable shine. Heavy, dark blue velvet curtains barely allowed a ray of the outside light to penetrate, filling the room with the warm glow of candles, their flickering reflections dancing on golden candelabras.

	The earl stood before the full-length mirror, studying his own image with a mix of resignation and cynical humor. The silver-gray silk waistcoat accentuated the musculature of his torso, and the black silk cravat, tied with meticulous precision, seemed to be the only thing in his life over which he had control. Yet, as perfect as his attire was, he knew nothing could shield him from the ruthless game he was about to face.

	"My lord, I must say you are at your most irresistible tonight," said Hawthorne, approaching with his characteristic unshakable calm.

	Louis raised a skeptical eyebrow, letting a cynical smile tug at his lips.

	"Irresistible, you say?" he repeated, his voice laced with sarcasm. "Well, I suppose I might as well enjoy the spectacle I present. Though, if one of those young ladies’ swoons, I assure you it won’t be because of my charms but from the crushing tedium of the conversation."

	Hawthorne, with the professionalism of a man who had heard many of the earl’s ironic remarks, let out a small, discreet huff of amusement.

	"Be that as it may, my lord, I would recommend moderating your cynicism. It might be considered an unattractive trait… at least by the matchmaking mothers."

	Louis turned to face his butler, a spark of amusement lighting his green eyes, which always seemed to conceal secrets.

	"Ah, dear Hawthorne, if cynicism were my only flaw, I wouldn’t have to fend off a horde of desperate suitors." His fingers idly toyed with the waistcoat, as though searching for an invisible imperfection. "Luckily, my reputation as the unmatchable bachelor precedes me. And, frankly, I’m quite comfortable with that title."

	Hawthorne inclined his head, though the faint twitch of his lips betrayed his effort to suppress a smile.

	"May I then assume that you intend to entertain yourself this evening at the expense of your suitors, my lord?"

	Louis let out a hearty laugh that reverberated through the room, momentarily breaking the solemn atmosphere. He turned back to the mirror, watching how the candlelight flickered in his pupils.

	"Of course. If I’m to be the target of their matrimonial intrigues, I’ll at least make sure to enjoy the game. But let me warn you, Hawthorne—if any mother tries to ensnare me with tales of her daughter’s virtue and devotion, I can’t promise to keep my sharp tongue in check." His words floated in the air with a mix of humor and defiance.

	The butler offered a brief bow and excused himself, leaving the earl alone with his thoughts. Louis stood silently, letting the echo of his laughter fade. Over the years, he had learned to wield his looks and poise as weapons in the social games he detested, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed them. What irked him most was the monotony: the same faces, the same insipid conversations, and the same expectations that aristocratic society imposed with suffocating weight.

	"One more ball," he thought, letting a resigned sigh escape his lips. "And another parade of attempts to catch me. But tonight, at least, I’ll make sure to find some amusement in this comedy."

	With one last glance at his reflection, he left the bedroom and began descending the grand wooden staircase. The sound of his polished shoes echoed through the hallways, and the aged paintings lining the walls seemed to follow him with their gaze. Pausing before the gallery of portraits, Louis regarded the solemn faces of his ancestors, who seemed to judge him silently.

	"Wish me luck, gentlemen," he said with a theatrical bow, his voice dripping with dark humor. "Tonight, the last of the Langleys goes to war."

	With the determination of a man headed for sacrifice but the elegance of a noble accustomed to playing with others’ expectations, he made his way toward the carriage that awaited him for the ball.

	As the coachman closed the door, Louis gazed out the window, watching the city glide slowly past. The oil lamps illuminated the wet streets, and the cold night air seeped through the cracks, cooling his thoughts. "Tonight," he told himself with a smile that promised mischief, "I will be the perfect actor in this ridiculous play."
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	The carriage came to a halt in front of the Cartwright mansion, where wrought-iron lanterns created a warm glow over the damp cobblestones. The stones glistened under the flickering lights, and a gentle breeze carried the scent of wet earth and flowers, filling the air with the fragrance of a London evening poised on the brink of social drama.

	Louis descended with his natural elegance, fully aware of the small spectacle his arrival was causing. Conversations paused for a moment, and a subtle murmur rippled through the guests waiting outside, as though his presence had marked the beginning of a long-anticipated performance. The matchmaking mothers, who had awaited this moment with the fervor of generals ready for battle, straightened as if called to attention by an officer’s command.

	His green eyes, always laced with cynicism, swept over the illuminated entrance. Garlands of white flowers adorned the exterior columns, and shadows danced across the façade, giving the scene an almost theatrical air of welcome.

	With a faint sigh, and without acknowledging the unblinking gazes fixed on him, he stepped across the threshold, handing his hat and coat to the waiting footman. The carved mahogany doors opened before him, revealing the bustle within. Louis moved through the vestibule, seeing how luxury unfurled itself in every detail: Persian rugs muffled the sound of his steps, and crystal chandeliers sparkled under the glow of countless candles.

	As he neared the main ballroom, he paused, taking a moment to assess the terrain like a general before a battle. A barely perceptible smile played on his lips. "Is it always this predictable?" he thought, amused. "A room full of traps disguised as smiles and courtesy."

	The whispers and expectant glances followed him like an invisible wave. The young debutantes, hiding behind their lace fans, saw him with a mix of nervousness and admiration. Their mothers, meanwhile, subtly nudged them forward, ready to intervene at the perfect moment. Louis noted how some smiles wavered under the pressure, and it almost made him laugh. Everything was so carefully orchestrated, but he was not a man to be easily caught.

	When his gaze met his aunt’s, she gave him a look that was more warning than greeting. She had made it clear that tonight was not for games—he was to find a wife, or at least convincingly pretend to be searching for one. He returned her a slight nod, exuding a mock obedience, secretly reveling in the challenge. "Oh, dear aunt," he thought, "if only you knew how little intention I have of meeting your expectations."

	Still, the game was on, and there was no time for regrets. The first wave of matchmaking mothers was preparing to pounce, fans in hand and rehearsed smiles on their lips. Louis pretended to study the floral arrangements, seeking a moment of peace before being caught in empty conversations. "If I can make it to the terrace, I might escape for at least a few minutes," he thought. "Though I’ll likely find some persuasive mother extolling her daughter’s virtues, ready for a diplomatic strike."

	As he moved further into the room, the murmurs around him grew louder. Louis felt the weight of the stares upon him—some filled with curiosity, others with admiration, and a few, the most dangerous, with pure ambition. Rather than feel overwhelmed, he found it all terribly amusing. "It’s like a comedy that never changes its script," he told himself. "And naturally, I play the role of the desired villain, the bachelor everyone wants to catch."

	What delighted him most, however, was the idea of subverting expectations. While everyone expected he would act the part of the perfect gentleman ready to fall into the traps of matrimony, he was determined to keep control, to play his own game with irony and charm.

	When a young debutante deliberately dropped her fan near him, Louis paused for a brief moment, making a theatrical show of bending to pick it up. He returned it with a smile that was all courtesy and devoid of promise. The girl blushed as her friends giggled behind their hands.

	"A masterpiece of coincidence," he murmured to himself.

	But the worst was still to come: the inevitable series of introductions to the young women his aunt had handpicked for him. "At the very least, let the champagne be of good quality," he wished as he continued towards the center of the ballroom, bracing himself for the hunt.
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	The murmurs around him continued to swell, like a wave threatening to drag him into the tide of calculated glances and practiced smiles. Louis advanced with measured steps, feigning enjoyment of the evening while mentally surveying the room with the mind of a strategist seeking escape routes. The terrace still seemed a viable choice, though, judging by the number of young ladies also casting longing glances toward the gardens, it probably wouldn’t serve as a lasting refuge.

	One of the columns adorned with floral wreaths caught his eye, momentarily tempting. He imagined himself hidden behind it, watching the attendees like an impartial observer of a theater of social intrigues. "Though, of course," he mused, "with my luck, some botany-enthused lady would appear to recount the entire history of these flowers." The faint strains of the string quartet’s music floated through the air, mingling with the vanilla aroma of desserts from a nearby table. Everything seemed designed to conspire against his escape from this theatrical production.

	A burst of laughter caught his attention, and Louis turned to see a group of young ladies gathered near the dessert table. The debutantes chatted animatedly, their fans moving with practiced precision, their eyes darting to him in furtive glances. One of them, a dark-haired girl with lively eyes, met his gaze directly before laughing again, as if she’d just heard the most amusing gossip in the world. Louis allowed himself a wry smile. "At least one of them seems to have some spirit," he thought, though he had no intention of approaching to confirm it.

	Before he could further assess his options, a familiar presence materialized beside him. It was Lord Stanford, an old acquaintance who somehow always managed to enjoy these events, no matter how tedious they were for others. He held a glass of champagne in one hand and wore a wide grin that revealed a row of perfect teeth.

	"Langley," Stanford remarked, giving him a hearty pat on the shoulder. "I see you’ve decided to face the battlefield with your usual elegance. Have you found your potential aggressors yet?"

	Louis let out a soft chuckle, grateful for the interruption.

	"Ah, Stanford, if only you knew. I’ve done a quick inventory, and unfortunately, it seems the enemy is well-prepared." His gaze slid across the room, pausing briefly on a mother adjusting her daughter’s bow with almost military determination. "I believe tonight might be one of the toughest battles of my career."

	Stanford grinned, raising his glass in an informal toast.

	"Well said. But remember, matchmaking mothers aren’t your only adversaries. The young ladies have their own arsenal: shy glances, charming smiles, and, worst of all, harmless conversation."

	Louis raised an eyebrow with mock gravity.

	"Harmless conversation? My gods, I don’t think I’m prepared for that. Perhaps I should have trained more rigorously before coming."

	Both men laughed, the tension in the room seeming to lighten slightly around them. Yet the feeling of being watched did not dissipate. The eyes of the debutantes continued to follow him, and the mothers wasted no opportunity to try subtle gestures to catch his attention.

	Before he could retreat to a safer corner, a sweet, practiced voice rose near him.

	"Lord Langley, what a pleasant surprise to see you this evening!"

	Louis turned slowly, crafting a smile that could be either charming or cynical, depending on what the situation needed. The owner of the voice was Lady Catherine, one of the candidates his aunt had considered worthy of his attention. She wore a sky-blue dress with lace details, her light eyes fixed on him with a mix of timidity and hope. She carried a delicate fan, which she opened and closed with a nervous rhythm.

	"Lady Catherine," he murmured, inclining his head with perfect courtesy. "I’m glad you consider my presence a pleasant surprise. At events like these, the unexpected is always welcome."

	She smiled softly, though she seemed unsure whether he was joking. Louis quickly weighed his options: he could engage in superficial small talk, filling the minutes with comments about the music or the décor, or he could seek an elegant exit, feigning some urgent obligation.

	"Are you enjoying the evening?" she ventured, trying to sustain the conversation.

	He glanced around, letting his smile take on a slightly sardonic edge.

	"Oh, it’s certainly... memorable. It’s not every day one has the honor of witnessing London’s high society perfecting the art of courtesy and espionage simultaneously."

	Lady Catherine blinked, unsure whether to laugh or take offense. She opted for the former, though her laughter sounded a bit strained.

	Louis was about to add another comment—something that could gracefully end the interaction as smoothly as it had begun—when he felt the persistent gaze of his aunt from across the room. The marchioness was not watching him by chance; it was a silent warning that she expected him to engage with these young women seriously. Louis sighed to himself. "Not even a strategic retreat will save me from this," he concluded.

	Before he could devise his next move, another player entered the scene: Lady Eleanor, renowned for her piano talent and her tendency to speak in barely audible whispers. She seemed to float as she approached, her mother trailing closely behind, like a hawk guarding its prey.

	Louis steeled himself for the next act in the social comedy. "This is going to be a very long night," he thought as he composed another perfect smile, ready to face whatever London’s high society had in store for him.
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	The ballroom continued to shimmer in all its splendor, as though every lamp and crystal chandelier were determined to illuminate the secrets and ambitions of London’s high society. The string quartet played a soft, enveloping melody that did not drown out the constant hum of conversation and laughter. Louis moved through the room with the grace of a man accustomed to being watched, though to himself he felt like a soldier trapped behind enemy lines.

	"Well, Louis," he thought, noting a group of women assessing him with sharp, calculating eyes, "if you can get through this without falling into one of their traps, you might just deserve a medal. Or at least an extra glass of champagne."

	Just as he was considering a strategic retreat to the refreshment table, a pair of gloved hands intercepted him. It was Lady Loretta, the hostess, her smile as meticulously rehearsed as the curls of her hair.

	"Lord Langley, I’m so delighted you could join us this evening," she said, her tone leaving no room for excuses. Her eyes bore into him with the intensity of someone on a mission, and Louis knew exactly what that mission was: to catch him in a conversation that would end either in commitments or at least in empty promises.

	Louis inclined his head politely, though his mind was already seeking an exit.

	"The pleasure is mine, my lady. The evening is... dazzling, as always."

	"Oh, what a compliment!" she replied, her laugh tinkling like a bird’s trill. "But I must confess, we’ve worked so hard to make everything perfect. Especially for gentlemen like you, who are so..." she paused meaningfully, "in demand."

	Louis allowed a wry smile to surface, which, fortunately, Lady Loretta mistook for courtesy.

	"It’s such a shame I can’t find my niece. She would have been thrilled to meet you," Lady Loretta lamented, scanning the room with thinly veiled desperation. "This whole party was for her, and yet, it seems everyone except her is enjoying themselves."

	Louis felt a pang of pity for the girl but also a hint of envy—she had managed to escape, while he remained stuck.

	"If she’s even half as charming as you, I’m sure she’ll have no trouble mingling with society," he offered smoothly, though inwardly longing to vanish as successfully as the aforementioned niece.

	Lady Loretta smiled again, though this time her expression was a touch strained. Before she could invest him in further discussions about her niece, Lady Harriet—a rosy-cheeked debutante in a pale yellow gown—approached with her mother. She curtsied with a flourish that felt more like an act of survival than etiquette.

	"Lord Langley, would you honor me with a dance later this evening?" she asked, so directly that Louis barely had time to react. What had her mother told her to act with such audacity? Had she forgotten all decorum?

	Louis regarded her for a moment, weighing the situation. The pressure in Lady Loretta’s demeanor, the eagerness in Lady Harriet’s eyes—it was all an orchestrated game, and as always, he had to find a way to play without losing his wit.

	"Lady Harriet, it would be my honor," he replied with a gracious nod, "but I fear my dancing skills are far less impressive than my ability to... disappear when the music begins."

	Lady Harriet’s blush deepened, and Lady Loretta seized the opportunity to intervene.

	"Oh, Lord Langley! You’re far too modest. I’m sure the ladies in this room would be delighted to prove you wrong."

	Louis managed a smile, though inwardly he was fighting the urge to roll his eyes. At that moment, a sharp cry and a small commotion near the dessert table drew everyone’s attention. A young woman had tripped and spilled a plate of profiteroles onto the gown of an indignant matron. The ensuing chaos was so theatrical that Louis couldn’t help but feel a flicker of hope. "A distraction," he thought, his eyes lighting up with a mix of humor and opportunity.
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