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      Nineteenth Century England

      “That one I dislike intensely.”

      Marion resisted the urge to roll her eyes and instead tried to assume an enquiring expression. “What is wrong with it, Mama?” she asked, looking down at her new gown and thinking to herself that even if the gown was quite perfect and proper in every way, her mother would still find something to complain about. “It fits me very well.”

      Lady Audley shook her head and waved one hand in Marion’s direction. “It is much too tight in certain places,” she said vaguely. “That is not at all suitable.”

      “This is the gown I am wearing to the ball this evening, Mama,” Marion answered, as patiently as she could. “I cannot understand what you find so distasteful.”

      Lady Audley sighed heavily, turning her head away just a little as though she could not even bear to look at Marion. “Even the color drains you, Marion!” she protested, shaking her head now. “You must change. Why do you not wear that satin gown from last Season? I know the lace was a little frayed, but it is very easily hidden.”

      Marion lifted her chin a notch, looking at her mother and trying to ascertain if there was another reason for her to be so critical for not only this gown, but the one that Marion had put on previously. They were both new gowns and had been bought and paid for by Marion’s father, the Earl of Audley. The dressmaker was one of the best in all of London and Marion knew that the gowns were of the highest fashion and boasted a beauty and delicacy in their creation that other, cheaper gowns could not. Her mother had not wanted to join her when it had come to purchasing new gowns—for Lady Audley showed very little interest in anything her daughter did—and so Marion now felt that her mother could not complain about the color or the cut of the gowns. And to suggest that she wear a gown that was from last Season, with the cut no longer in style and the lace—as her mother had said—a little frayed, was quite ridiculous. As far as Marion was concerned, she liked them both very well indeed and would be ordering more from the dressmaker very soon.

      “I am going to wear this gown, Mama,” she said firmly, seeing the flash of anger in her mother’s eyes. “There is nothing I can see to be wrong with it. I myself quite like it.”

      Lady Audley grimaced. “If you were a better daughter, you would do as you were told. You are much too stubborn, Marion. That is not an attractive quality for a young lady. It would be much better for you if you did as you were asked.” There was a slight warning in Lady Audley’s voice now, as though she were threatening some sort of dire consequence for Marion if she did not do as her mother asked of her, but Marion took no notice. Her mother had always been this way and Marion had learned from a young age that her mother’s threats carried no weight. Not that she wished to be disobedient, of course, but Marion had always known her own mind. It had brought about many an argument over the course of Marion’s life, and it seemed that this evening was to be no exception.

      “That may be so, Mama, but I find nothing wrong with this gown. I like it. Therefore, I shall wear it.”

      Her mother closed her eyes and pressed one hand to her forehead, as though Marion were paining her by her refusal to obey. “You will be the laughingstock of London in that gown.”

      Marion could not help but laugh at this, knowing full well that the dressmaker would never risk such a thing occurring for fear of what it would do to her reputation. “Mama, I am not as foolish as all that,” she stated firmly. “I know that there is nothing wrong with this gown.” Her laughter died away and she narrowed her eyes just a little in Lady Audley’s direction, suddenly wondering what was behind her mother’s insistence that she change. “Why do you insist otherwise?”

      Lady Audley said nothing, looking away from Marion, her face pinched. Marion waited quietly, not wanting to say another word until her mother had answered, but beginning to think that her mother was now using the quiet to search for a reason for her insistence that Marion change. The truth was Lady Audley always had something to complain about, something to argue with Marion over, and there was never any reason for her to do so other than what seemed to be a desire to be at loggerheads with her daughter. Marion suspected that this particular argument was an attempt by her mother to lord her opinion over her daughter, to state that she knew the ton better than Marion and, therefore, Marion ought to trust her judgement and do as was asked of her. It was Lady Audley doing her utmost to have her daughter bend to her will and Marion was not about to do so.

      “I just want you to make a favorable impression, my dear girl,” Lady Audley sighed, her expression still tight and her voice low. “That is all.”

      “This is my second year in London, Mama,” Marion reminded her mother. “I am not the green young lady that was here last Season. I know what is expected of me and am able to act accordingly. There is no need for you to worry.” She tried to smile and speak kindly to her mother whilst inwardly battling the anger that came with the knowledge that Lady Audley was trying to manipulate her in any way she could so that Marion would do what her mother wanted. “I know that I am to seek out a favorable match this Season and I have every intention of doing so.”

      Lady Audley snorted and turned away, as though this were one of the most ridiculous statements she had heard in some time. Marion clenched her fists, hiding her irritation as best she could and praying that her father would soon join them so that they might make their way to the carriage and, thereafter, to the ball. Once they were on their way, her mother could have no more reason to complain about Marion’s choice of gown.

      She sat down primly on the edge of a chair, not wanting to wrinkle her gown. Folding her hands demurely in her lap, she waited as patiently as she could whilst keeping her gaze away from her mother. Lady Audley had lapsed into silence and was remaining tight-lipped, her eyes holding anger and irritation whenever she threw a glance in Marion’s direction. Marion, who was well used to her mother’s behavior when she did not get what she wanted, ignored this entirely and began to count the seconds that passed with the ticking of the clock so that she might get a hold of herself and appear entirely composed by the time her father arrived. Her stomach was tight with tension, her whole being filled with an irritation and an anger toward her mother that was not easy to push aside. This was her first ball of the Season and all Marion wanted to do was enjoy herself. There ought to be an excitement filling her now, alongside a sense of anticipation of what this new Season would bring, but all Marion felt was anger. Her mother always had to find something to argue about and the constant haranguing was beginning to grate.

      The sound of quick footsteps made Marion rise to her feet expectantly, turning toward the door as her father marched inside. He was a good deal taller than Marion, with sharp, piercing blue eyes that Marion herself had inherited, and greying hair that held the same hints of bronze and copper that shone now in Marion’s hair.

      “Papa,” Marion said, smiling at him and feeling her anger begin to fade away. “Is the carriage prepared?”

      He chuckled, the severe look gone from his face in a moment. “Indeed, it is,” he answered, smiling at her. “That gown is quite perfect, Marion. I see the dressmaker has proven her worth. We must make sure to thank Lady Pottinger for the recommendation.”

      “I shall, of course,” Marion agreed, feeling the urge to turn around and smile proudly at her mother but forcing herself to remain still. “Thank you, Papa. I am glad you like it.”

      Reaching out, he took her hand and pressed her fingers. “And you are to be wed this Season, my dear girl. What shall we do without you then?” His eyes darted toward his wife, a faint look of worry coming into his expression. “First my son and now my daughter.”

      Marion laughed softly, trying to steal away her father’s anxiety. “And look how my brother has fared since his marriage,” she said with a knowing smile. “He has produced not only one, but two beautiful children, and seems to be happier than I have ever seen him.” A faint wistfulness came into her heart. “And I must hope that such a thing can be found for myself also.”

      Before Lord Audley could say anything, Lady Audley had risen to her feet and tutted loudly in Marion’s direction. “You will not find a suitable gentleman, Marion, if you do not find within yourself a more pliable spirit. To have such resolve, such force of will, and such singular determination is a less than desirable quality in a young lady.”

      Lord Audley said nothing at this remark, turning away and walking back toward the door, holding his arm out wide for both Marion and his wife to walk past him into the hallway. Marion did not seek to disagree with her mother, choosing instead to walk quietly out of the drawing room and into the hallway, feeling the first twinges of excitement begin to rise up within her.

      “There are one or two gentlemen I wish you to meet this evening, however,” Lord Audley continued as they made their way toward the open front door, with both Marion and Lady Audley pausing only to put on their cloaks. Whilst it was a summer’s evening, the wind had been very cold of late.

      “Gentlemen?” Marion repeated, seeing a sudden hardness come into her mother’s eyes as she glared at Marion as though she had done something wrong. “What do you mean, Papa?”

      Lord Audley shrugged, then gestured for her to go outside and into the carriage. “Gentlemen that might make a suitable match for you, Marion, that is all.”

      The faint excitement she had been feeling faded away at once as she realized what her father meant. Climbing into the carriage, she sat down as quickly as she could as a numbness began to creep over her. She had always thought that this Season would be the same as her last, that she would be permitted to move about society as freely as she wished and could accept the smiles, the compliments, and the company of any particular gentleman she thought acceptable.

      Now, she feared that it would not be so.

      “Your father has some specific gentlemen in mind for you, Marion,” Lady Audley said as she sat down opposite Marion, her tone brittle. “It has all been arranged.”

      Marion swallowed hard, wondering if she had misjudged her mother. Had Lady Audley been so insistent that Marion change her gown because she did not want Marion to look her best? Because she thought that these gentlemen were not at all suitable for her daughter and wanted Marion, therefore, to make a less than perfect impression so that these gentlemen, whoever they were, might be put off from pursuing any further arrangement?

      “You will have your own thoughts on each of them, of course,” Lord Audley said firmly as the carriage door was pushed shut behind him. “And I would like to know your impression of each one, whilst they will have their own opinion of you also, of course.”

      “I thought I might be permitted to make my own choice about any potential husband, Papa,” she said quickly, aware that her voice trembled just a little. “After all, you allowed my brother to have his own choice of bride, did you not?” Her heart quickened as her father remained silent for a moment or two, perhaps thinking about what she had said. Was she about to regain her freedom?

      “I have considered that, of course,” Lord Audley said eventually as Marion’s fingers crushed together, such was her tension, “but I think it best that I find you a suitable match, Marion. You are the daughter of an earl with a very great dowry and I fear that you might find yourself caught up with the wrong sort of gentleman.”

      A sudden anger had Marion bristling. “I am not inclined toward foolishness, Papa,” she said, but her father continued to speak over her as though he had not heard her.

      “Gentlemen can be very charming indeed,” he said without any sort of malice or ire. “They can pretend to feel a good deal of emotion when, in truth, they have no sort of affection at all. They can encourage affections in a young lady’s heart so that the match seems to be a very good one indeed. And then,” he finished, sighing heavily as though this were some dreadful fate that he was determined to pull Marion free from, “once the marriage is completed and the dowry his, the gentleman in question cares nothing for his wife. She is left to herself, to slip away into shadow and darkness. And I cannot have that for you, Marion.”

      This was said with such firmness than Marion knew there was no reasoning with him. He had already decided that she was lacking wisdom when it came to gentlemen and their potential charms. Evidently, he did not believe her to have the wisdom or the sense to watch out for such things when Marion knew very well what some gentlemen of the ton could be like.

      “The gentlemen I wish you to meet have excellent characters,” Lord Audley continued, as if this were everything Marion would want in a suitable husband. “I look forward to introducing you to them.”

      Marion said nothing, suddenly wanting to climb out of the carriage, feign illness, and hurry back upstairs to her room. She caught a faint look of triumph on her mother’s face as Lord Audley rapped on the roof, making the carriage lurch as it began to pull away. The sight of it sickened Marion, her hands tightening in her lap as she bit her lip, trying desperately to keep her exclamation of frustration and anger within herself.

      “I am sure one of them will suit you very well indeed,” Lord Audley continued, quite matter-of-fact in his manner and continuing to sing the praises of these as yet unknown gentlemen as though this would encourage Marion still further. “They are all wealthy, with excellent titles and good families.”

      “And willing to enter into an arrangement, of course,” Lady Audley added with another glance toward Marion. “These gentlemen will expect a good deal from you, Marion. You must behave very well.”

      “Papa, I do not want to be thrown into a marriage where I have not been given even the slightest consideration as to my own wishes,” Marion said desperately, looking in her father’s direction, but aware of how his face was hidden in shadow. “Please, might you—”

      “I will not reconsider, Marion,” Lord Audley said, a trifle more firmly. “However, I will permit you to share your opinion and the like before anything further is arranged. I promise you that a courtship will not be pushed ahead without your consent. Will that satisfy you?”

      Marion shook her head to herself, looking out of the carriage window but seeing nothing, such was the whirling of her thoughts. She had never once thought her father would push her into an arranged marriage, having expected to have the same freedoms as last Season. She had anticipated being allowed to make her own choices, to enjoy conversations, flirtations, and the like. To be called upon, to go for walks in the park or to enjoy a dinner party or two so that she might consider the gentleman at length. She had thought there would be courtship, but now it seemed she would have none of what she had hoped for. It would all be arranged for her. Nothing would be left to chance. Her husband would be secured by her father and not by her own choice. Yes, she could have an opinion and could share her thoughts on each gentleman, but she knew her father well. He would look at the gentleman’s suitability in terms of his standing, his fortune, and his title. Her opinion would not be of great importance to him.

      Tears sparked in her eyes, but Marion forced them back with an effort. She would not give in to such an emotion, not in front of her parents. Her mother clearly was finding a sense of triumph in this particular situation whilst her father would think he was doing the right thing. Neither of them would find any great concern over how she felt at present.

      Closing her eyes for a moment, Marion concentrated on drawing in long breaths and trying to calm her angst. The ball no longer held the same appeal, the same sense of excitement. Instead, there was a dullness there, perhaps even a fear. A fear that she was stepping out into something that would then capture her forever, tying her to someone that she cared nothing for, felt nothing for, and wanted nothing to do with. It had all been taken from her and now Marion felt as though she were stepping into a cage where the locks would be tightly closed, never to be opened again.

      Everything had been taken from her in one single moment and now Marion feared for what her future would be. Instead of a marriage of her own choosing, she would be handed one and would be expected to be grateful. It was never something she had wanted, never something she had prepared herself for, but now it seemed she was to accept it without question.

      Her heart ached within her, but Marion kept her face impassive, allowing none of her emotions to bubble toward the surface. She would have to wear this mask for the rest of the evening, pretending to be contented, pretending to be happy until, finally, she could return home and cry into her pillows, broken-hearted over everything she had lost.
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      “Mama, are you quite prepared?”

      Alexander paced quickly up and down the drawing room, not understanding why his mother insisted on taking such a long time to prepare herself for this evening’s ball.

      “Mama!” he called again, knowing she was just in the hallway, fixing one of her earbobs or some such thing. “We must depart. We are already late.”

      She glided into the room, looking at him expectantly. He had not been permitted to walk out to her in the passageway to assist her with whatever the issue had been because, as he well knew, his mother was quite stubborn and would not have accepted his help.

      “I am ready now,” she said, looking at him with a slightly critical eye. “Your cravat is crooked.”

      Alexander resisted the urge to touch his cravat, knowing just how long his valet had spent making sure it was absolutely perfect. “It is not crooked, Mama,” he said, holding back his exasperation. “You are tilting your head.” Gesturing toward the door, he tried to usher his mother out. “The carriage is waiting and has been for the last half an hour.”

      “So, let it wait!” his mother exclaimed, as though keeping the horses standing was a wise idea. “I had to ensure I was quite perfectly prepared. And you know I have been caught up with the demands of replacing that footman we had to send from the house.”

      Alexander said nothing, feeling more than a little frustrated, but refusing to allow himself to say anything more. His mother had always been very particular, and tonight was no exception. In fact, she was possibly even more concerned about every little detail this evening given that it was their first foray into society since the death of his father over eighteen months ago. A tremor ran through Alexander as he thought of his late father, recalling just how ill he had become and how devasted he had been when he learned there was nothing more that could be done. A weak heart and a devastatingly cold winter had ushered in the previous Lord Haddington toward the pearly gates, leaving Alexander and his mother behind. Although, that being said, Lady Haddington had never shown a great deal of sadness over the loss of her husband.

      Alexander sat back in his carriage, considering his mother for a moment. From what he understood, his mother and father had met during a London Season and from that meeting had come courtship and, thereafter, marriage. His mother had proclaimed to Alexander on more than one occasion that she had fallen deeply in love with Lord Haddington from the very first time she had laid eyes on him, but Alexander had never been certain that such a statement was entirely truthful. Then again, he had wondered if such feelings had been there at the first and then had faded soon after his parents had wed. It had been painful to see just how little his mother had wept over the loss of her husband, and from that had come a feeling from deep within Alexander that he did not want to have a wife who cared so little for the loss of his presence.

      Which meant that he did not think a marriage based only on affection and thoughts of love would be a wise one. Those feelings faded and with those, the devotion and consideration that might have been shown at the beginning. No, it would be better to wed a lady who knew her duty, who understood that her role in their marriage was to devote herself to him and to be near to him when he required it. There could be a closeness there, and perhaps even a friendship that would grow between them in time, but no sense of affection that would eventually fade and crumble away, leaving them with nothing.

      “You have not said a word since we left the townhouse, Alexander.”

      Alexander jerked in surprise, realizing that he had been sitting in silence for some minutes and that soon, the carriage would arrive at Lord and Lady Pottinger’s townhouse. “I apologize,” he murmured, sitting up a little straighter. “I am just thinking about this Season and what it might bring.” He put a small smile on his face—one he did not truly feel—and prayed that his mother might believe him.

      “This Season will bring a good many things to you, I am sure of it,” Lady Haddington said with a smile in her voice. “The new debutantes will be sure to catch your eye.”

      Alexander shook his head. He did not want to marry some milk-and-water miss who had only just stepped out from her father’s estate. No, he would rather seek out a young lady who had already enjoyed a Season or two and was now looking to consider her future seriously rather than with the wide-eyed hopes of a debutante. “I shall not give them any particular attention, Mama.”

      “Oh, but you must!” came the swift reply from his mother, startling him with her eagerness. “There are many young ladies coming to London for their first Season and all of them will be looking to make an excellent match. It is a blessing to marry so quickly, I assure you. Your father and I wed during my very first Season.”

      All the more reason to avoid debutantes, Alexander thought to himself grimly. “Mama, I am more than capable of finding a suitable young lady,” he told her as the carriage began to slow. “You need have no doubts or fears in that regard.”

      “But you will not consider debutantes?”

      A little irritated with his mother’s insistent question, Alexander let out a long breath, but held back his groan of frustration. “What does it matter, Mama? You know very well that I do not take kindly to any sort of involvement from you or anyone else in such matters. I want you to trust that I am able to find a suitable bride entirely on my own.” He held his mother’s gaze steadily, her face lit by the flickering shadows of the lanterns that lit the host’s townhouse entrance. “But no, I will not consider debutantes.”

      Lady Haddington let out a loud, audible sigh that left Alexander in no doubt as to how she felt, but he merely gestured for his mother to climb out of the carriage, making it plain that he intended to ignore her supposed suffering over his lack of consideration. Lady Haddington sighed again, perhaps waiting for him to say something further, but after a few more moments of silence passed, she gave up and moved to climb out of the carriage.

      Alexander let out his own breath of relief as Lady Haddington began to climb the steps of the townhouse, forcing him to hurry after her. His mother could be quite determined in her own way, but Alexander had long learned to ignore her complaints. She might go on as much as she wished; he was not about to give in.

      “Good evening, Lord Haddington!”

      Alexander smiled broadly at Lord Pottinger, whom he had known for a good many years. “Good evening, Pottinger,” he replied, before bowing over the hand of Lady Pottinger. “Might I say, Lady Pottinger, that your husband shall be quite the envy of every gentleman here this evening since he is the only one who can claim you as his own.”

      Lady Pottinger blushed and glanced up at her husband, who was grinning at Alexander. “I thank you, Lord Haddington,” she answered demurely. “You are much too kind.”

      “You should be sharing those charms with young ladies who are freely able to return your compliments,” Lord Pottinger replied, chuckling. “There are many debutantes ready and waiting in the ballroom, Haddington.”

      Alexander rolled his eyes, hearing echoes of his mother in what Lord Pottinger had to say. “I shall do my best to behave honorably and with consideration,” he told his friend, who only laughed. “But I cannot pretend I have any intention of seeking out a debutante, Lord Pottinger. I think an arrangement with a young lady of quality would do very well for me.”

      Lord Pottinger lifted one eyebrow, then shrugged. “Very well,” he said with a slight hint of disbelief in his words. “Then might I express my hope that you find precisely what you are looking for, Haddington.”

      “Perhaps this very evening,” Lady Pottinger added with a warm smile. “Thank you again for coming.”

      Alexander smiled and took his leave of them both, walking toward the ballroom with purposeful steps. His spirits lifted with the sound of the orchestra playing, the sight of the many guests filling the room, and the knowledge that, very soon, he would be back in amongst his friends and companions for what he hoped would be an enjoyable year. He had missed last Season, of course, given that he had been in mourning over the loss of his father, and he had to admit, seeing the ballroom now, that he had missed society. There was much here for him to enjoy and he was looking forward to becoming a part of it again.

      “Lord… Haddington?”

      He turned, having just been about to take a few steps further into the room. “Yes?” The gentleman behind him was a fellow he did not know, although given the grey in his hair and the lines on his face, he wondered if the gentleman had been acquainted with his father.

      The older gentleman bowed. “I am sorry to intrude on your thoughts, but I could not help but overhear your conversation with Lord Pottinger.” He smiled briefly, his expression a little strained. “You will think me very rude, I am sure, but I have a daughter that I would very much like to introduce you to.”

      Alexander blinked, a little taken aback and certainly not fully understanding what the gentleman meant.

      “I should have introduced myself, of course,” the gentleman continued hastily. “I am the Earl of Audley. My daughter is Lady Marion.”

      “Lady Marion?” Alexander repeated, still confused. “I see.”

      Lord Audley’s face had begun to redden, and he looked away. “You must understand, Lord Haddington, I did not mean to eavesdrop, but it has been very difficult to find suitable gentlemen for my daughter’s hand. She is the daughter of an earl, after all, and I want to ensure that she is not captured by a gentleman who has lost his fortune through idle means and therefore needs a wife with a good dowry in order to pull him from his own folly.”

      “That is a wise consideration for a father,” Alexander said slowly, finally beginning to realize what Lord Audley intended by approaching him. “And you heard me speak to Lord Pottinger and considered me to be a suitable candidate?” A small spike of annoyance sliced through his good mood and he frowned. What was the man thinking in approaching him in such a bold fashion? Yes, Alexander could well understand that the gentleman only sought the best for his daughter, but to eavesdrop on another, private conversation and thereafter come to speak to him was, in fact, more than a little improper.

      Lord Audley hesitated, looking away for a moment. “I will confess that I have been very rude in coming to speak to you so,” he admitted, making Alexander’s brows lift in surprise. “And I will also state that given that we do not know each other particularly well at all, the only thing I seek for the present is to make you aware of my daughter and the opportunity that might be there if you should so wish it.”

      Alexander nodded slowly, his irritation fading away. Whilst Lord Audley coming to speak to him in such a fashion had been very surprising indeed, he was all the more astonished that the gentleman was now practically throwing his daughter at him, in the hope of tempting him into an arrangement. “I thank you,” he said slowly, feeling a little confused. “And your daughter is Lady Marion, yes?”

      “Yes, that is her name,” Lord Audley confirmed with what looked to be a hint of a hopeful smile. “She is very kind, gracious, polite, and courteous. I do not think that you will find any flaw in her.”

      Alexander lifted one eyebrow in mock disbelief. “Is that so?” he answered wryly. “Then I should be glad to meet her to see whether or not such a statement is true.” He could not help but feel a little intrigued, finding the whole situation quite odd, but at the same time, wondering what this Lady Marion might be like. Most likely, he considered, she would be very plain, for her father had not mentioned that she was beautiful or the like when he had described her. Mayhap that was why he sought to find her a husband instead of his supposed reasons of being afraid of the sort of gentlemen who might seek her out.

      “I shall bring her to you now, if you wish?” Lord Audley asked, a glimmer of excitement in his eyes. “She is dancing with Lord Haggerton, but I should be glad to introduce you to her thereafter.”

      Alexander shrugged inwardly, thinking that there was no reason for him not to do so. After all, it was not as though he were about to ask for her hand in marriage at this present moment. It was merely an introduction, nothing more. His interest was piqued and, once it was satisfied, there would be nothing more required of him.

      “Very well,” he said, seeing how Lord Audley grinned with evident delight. “I shall come with you to meet your daughter, Lord Audley.”

      “Capital!” Lord Audley exclaimed, looking now thoroughly delighted. “This way, if you please.”

      Smiling ruefully to himself and wondering if he was truly making a wise decision, Alexander began to follow Lord Audley through the ballroom. He was aware that more than a few young ladies batted their eyes at him and that their mothers, in turn, watched him with interest flickering in the depths of their eyes, but he gave none of them even a momentary glance. It was best not to allow them to hope.

      His chest filled as he took in a long breath, feeling a sense of contentment wash over him. To be back in London again, even with the looks, the glances, and the hopeful urgings of his mother, was more than satisfactory. Even though he was considering marriage, even though he knew that it was something he would have to tie himself to at some point in the near future, that did not prevent him from feeling quite at home. Even if he were to marry, that did not mean that he could not enjoy all that London had to offer. A wife would not hold him back from that and he could very easily insist that she remain at the estate whilst he came to London on business or some other excuse if he wanted to be here alone, without any sort of hinderance. As far as Alexander was concerned, a wife would be no particular burden to him.

      “Ah, look, they are coming from the dance floor now.”

      Alexander stopped just beside Lord Audley, looking out across the floor and seeing the many couples walking together from where they had been dancing. There were so many that it took some time before he was able to see which one Lord Audley was watching.

      His breath caught in his chest.

      Lady Marion was not plain in the least. In fact, she was more beautiful than he had ever expected. A diamond of the first water, in fact. Her slim figure was shown off wonderfully by her gown, which he could tell was of the highest fashion. It was a gentle lavender which, as she drew closer, seemed to complement her complexion very well. Her dark hair was swept to one side, held back with pearls and diamonds that caught the light as she turned her head to thank the gentleman who had been dancing with her. Alexander could do nothing but admire her, his heart quickening as she drew closer, a slightly puzzled expression on her face as she glanced curiously up at him.

      “Papa?” she murmured, looking at Lord Audley who was, Alexander noted, smiling broadly. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, no, my dear!” Lord Audley exclaimed, gesturing toward Alexander. “I wanted to introduce you to the Earl of Haddington.”

      Alexander inclined his head, holding out one hand so that he might bow over it. “Lady Marion,” he said warmly. “Your father and I are only just acquainted, but he insisted on introducing me to you and I am very glad that he has done so.”

      “Indeed.” Lady Marion gave him her hand as she was expected to, but there was no warmth in her voice. In fact, he caught a coolness in her tone that surprised him, for most young ladies of the ton would be almost feverish in their excitement at being introduced to an earl.

      “I hope you are having an enjoyable evening thus far,” he continued, looking up and letting go of her hand, which she withdrew at once. “Might I hope that you have any space left on your dance card?”

      Her smile was tight and did not reach her eyes “I am afraid I do not, Lord Haddington,” she answered quietly. “My card is quite full.”

      “But we shall be attending Lord Baverstock’s ball in a few days’ time,” Lord Audley said quickly, appearing much more eager than his daughter. “Might we hope that you will be attending there also?”

      Alexander hesitated, recalling that whilst he had received an invitation to the ball, he had not yet accepted it. “I—I think I shall attend, yes,” he answered after a moment, considering right there what it was he wished to do. “Might I hope that you will save me a space on your dance card, Lady Marion?” He had to admit that the lady was very lovely and that, despite her coolness, he was drawn to her beauty.

      Lady Marion sent an unhappy glance toward her father, before she nodded. “Yes, of course, Lord Haddington,” she answered, betraying not even the slightest hint of happiness at such a thought. “I would be glad to.”

      “Two dances, I hope,” he added, pressing his luck just a little more—partly out of mischievousness, to see whether or not he could gain any other reaction from her. “That would make my happiness complete, Lady Marion.”

      Much to his surprise, her eyes narrowed and her lips pulled tight, as though she knew what he was doing and was not at all impressed with him. “Two,” she stated firmly, clearly displeased. “Very well, Lord Haddington.”

      “Two different dances, I think,” he continued, not really understanding why he was teasing her so but finding an immense enjoyment from it. “And I would very much appreciate if one could be the waltz—provided that you have been granted permission to do so?” He looked pointedly at Lord Audley, who was nodding fervently, clearly thrilled with Alexander’s interest in his daughter.

      Lady Marion’s eyes bored into his. He knew very well that he was not making an excellent first impression, but given just how eager Lord Audley seemed to be, Alexander had no qualms about pushing his interest forward. Whether the lady wished it or not, it seemed that her father had decided that she would marry a gentleman of his choosing and Alexander found himself more than a little intrigued with the lady. She clearly had no eagerness to do as her father wished and the ire that she displayed, for whatever reason, only captured his interest all the more. He liked that she had spirit, even though he had always told himself that he needed a quiet sort of creature as a wife. Besides which, he thought to himself, as Lady Marion curtsied gracefully, she is beautiful enough to catch the eye of any gentleman. And surely that beauty will cover over any flaws.

      “I will excuse myself from you now,” he said, bowing toward her and then toward Lord Audley. “I can see that another gentleman is approaching you for what I presume is your next dance.” He smiled at her, thinking she would look away to see whom he was talking of, but she did not. Instead, she continued to watch him with sharp eyes, taking him in and perhaps trying to work out what his intentions toward her were. A little disconcerted, Alexander cleared his throat and turned toward Lord Audley.

      “And do you ever frequent White’s, Lord Audley?” he asked, as the other gentleman who had been approaching Lady Marion now greeted her. “I hope that, should you do so, we might be able to converse there a little more.”

      Lord Audley’s eyes brightened and he again nodded furiously. “I do indeed, Lord Haddington,” he said, looking quite delighted with the prospect. “I go there very often, in fact.”

      “Excellent,” Alexander replied with a broad grin. “Then mayhap, after Lord Baverstock’s ball, we might meet there for a time. I am sure that, by then, I will have something to discuss with you.” He saw Lord Audley throw a look toward his daughter, a small smile on his face.

      “I look forward to our next meeting then, Lord Haddington,” Lord Audley said, turning to look back at Alexander with a knowing smile. “And thank you for permitting me to introduce you to my daughter when I know it was both rude and a trifle inappropriate for me to harangue you in such an odd fashion.”

      Alexander chuckled, feeling no anger or irritation now but rather a sense of satisfaction that he had taken a chance and now had become acquainted with the beautiful Lady Marion. “There is no need to apologize, Lord Audley,” he insisted. “I am very glad you persuaded me to do so and I look forward to dancing with your daughter at the next ball.” He inclined his head. “Good evening.” And with another quick glance toward Lady Marion, Alexander turned and walked away, aware that his thoughts would, no doubt, now be filled with nothing but her for the rest of the evening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Marion closed her eyes and took in a long breath. Her stomach was twisting itself this way and that, making her feel quite sick.

      “Do get a hold of yourself, Marion.”

      The sharp voice of her mother broke through her whirling thoughts and drew her back to her present circumstance.

      “I am quite contented, Mama,” Marion lied, frowning as she looked across at her mother, who was wearing something of a supercilious smile. “It is only that there is so much expected of me this evening that I fear I will find it difficult to have any sort of enjoyment.”

      Lady Audley tossed her head. “Nonsense,” she stated, quite firmly. “All you are to do is to ensure that you speak well to Lord Petersham and to Lord Stevenson. What difficulty is there in that?”

      Marion looked at her mother suspiciously. Lord Petersham had not been present at Lord and Lady Pottinger’s ball but was now present here this evening, and it was the first time she had heard any sort of interest in her mother’s voice. Had this been why she had urged Marion to change from one highly fashionable gown into an older, drabber one? Was it because Lady Audley had a preference toward Lord Petersham?

      “I do not think I care for any of the gentlemen Papa has presented me to thus far,” she stated, a trifle coldly. “And I cannot believe that Lord Petersham will be any different.”

      “You are mistaken there, my dear!” Lady Audley announced, wagging her finger at her daughter. “Lord Petersham is a very handsome fellow indeed, with a large fortune and—”

      “As have each of the other four gentlemen Papa wants me to consider,” Marion interrupted, glad that she and her mother were talking in a corner of the room where they would not be overheard. “Again, I cannot see how Lord Petersham will be any different, Mama.”

      Lady Audley lifted her chin and glared at her daughter, but Marion felt nothing akin to shame. Instead, she simply waited for a response from her mother, knowing full well that Lord Petersham was a gentleman no better than any of the other four that her father had forced her to become acquainted with.

      “Lord Petersham has a better reputation than any of the gentlemen your father has introduced you to,” Lady Audley stated briskly. “And he is considered very eligible indeed. Just think of the triumph you would hold if you managed to conquer him.”

      Marion closed her eyes and sighed inwardly. “Mama, I do not care about making any sort of ‘triumph’ out of a marriage,” she answered as Lady Audley let out a small exclamation of horror. “If there is nothing particularly different about Lord Petersham from the others, then I believe I shall find myself just as disinclined toward him.” She turned away, only for her mother to grasp her arm, hard.

      “Lady Petersham is a long-standing friend of mine, Marion,” Lady Audley hissed. “You would do well to consider her son. Long have we both hoped for such a match as this. I will not have you rejecting him just because you think that you might find a better gentleman than he.” Her voice was low, her eyes narrowed, and her cheeks burning with a heat that told Marion just how angry her mother was. “Do I make myself quite clear?”

      Marion blinked, taking a moment or two to collect herself. “You did not want me to look my best for the other gentlemen,” she breathed, realizing now why her mother had been so insistent about her gown for the first ball of the Season. “You wanted me to appear a little less than perfect which, coupled with my frustration and annoyance toward my father over such a decision, would push these gentlemen away from me. You wanted Lord Petersham and only Lord Petersham to see me at my best. Is that not so? Tell me the truth, Mama!”

      Lady Audley did not seem to care that her daughter had seen through her attempts at manipulation. “You will consider Lord Petersham, Marion,” she said angrily, without answering any of Marion’s questions. “Or it will be all the worse for you.”

      And, so saying, Lady Audley swung on her heel and marched away, her back ramrod straight and her shoulders a little high with the tension that she so obviously felt. Marion stared after her mother, feeling a ball of anger settle in her stomach as she watched Lady Audley walk away. The way her mother behaved both angered and frustrated her, but to have attempted to manipulate Marion so was more than a trifle upsetting.

      “Lord Petersham indeed,” Marion muttered, keeping her face turned away from the rest of the crowd and moving slowly across the room. She did not know where she was going but only that she did not want anyone to either see or speak to her when she was in this state of overwhelming emotion. Her father would, no doubt, soon be coming to seek her out to introduce her to Lord Petersham, but Marion did not think she could bear another introduction, not when she would have to feign interest or happiness at being paraded in front of yet another gentleman. Evidently, all of them were interested in marriage and in an arrangement at that, and whilst Marion was glad that her father was allowing her to give her thoughts on the gentlemen in question, she disliked being pushed into a corner and forced to choose, especially when none of the gentlemen held any interest for her at all.

      “Lady Marion?”

      Stopping short, Marion lifted her head quickly to see none other than Lord Haddington standing in front of her. She had not liked the gentleman very much at all, for she had found him to be a trifle arrogant and clearly more than a little disrespectful, given how he had teased her.

      “Lord Haddington.” She was forced to stop and greet him, knowing that to do less would be considered very rude indeed. “Good evening.”

      “Good evening,” he replied with a broad smile. “You are not trying to escape already, I hope?”

      Hating that a flush rose in her cheeks, Marion looked up at Lord Haddington with a polite smile. “I am not attempting to escape from anything, Lord Haddington.”

      “You have forgotten, then.”

      She frowned. “Forgotten?”

      “You were to save me two dances,” he reminded her, bringing yet another surge of heat to her face. “Your dance card, if I may?”

      Marion wanted to sink into the floor. She had not, as yet, had a single gentleman seek her out in order to sign her dance card given that she had been hiding in a corner of the room in an attempt to calm herself from the anxiety that had swamped her. Anxiety that came from knowing that her father would spend yet another evening encouraging her to converse with and dance with the four gentlemen he had chosen on her behalf, as well as introducing her to Lord Petersham. There was no joy in being here now, no happiness in returning to society. All that faced her was a dark, dull future in which she would have no say.

      “Your dance card, Lady Marion?”

      Humiliated, she held out her hand with the dance card dangling from it, turning her face away as Lord Haddington made to reach for it. She did not want to see his face when he saw that no one had signed her card as yet.

      “Goodness, Lady Marion,” Lord Haddington murmured as she dared to glance back at him. “I did not think you so eager to dance with me that you would ensure I had the entirety of this evening to choose from.”

      Her jaw worked as he flicked a grin in her direction, thinking that Lord Haddington was the sort of gentleman who seemed to enjoy her discomfort and embarrassment. Why her father thought him to be a suitable match for her, she had very little idea, aside from his handsome face and presumably excellent fortune. She sighed inwardly. There was no use in pretending that she did not find him very handsome indeed, for his grey eyes were rather intriguing. His dark brown hair was tousled, adding to the roughish look that came from his playful smile. Each feature was strong and defined and his very presence seemed to demand every part of her attention—but it was attention she did not wish to give. Her impression was that Lord Haddington was obnoxious, arrogant, and a little too much of a rogue for her liking.

      “I should like to claim both of your waltzes this evening, Lady Marion, but I would not set tongues wagging.” He looked up at her again, a teasing smile playing about his mouth. “Not quite yet, at least.”

      “Thank you,” Marion muttered, tugging the dance card out of his hands at the very moment he was finished. “I am sure both dances will be more than enjoyable.” She did not mean it at all, of course, for she wanted nothing more than to step away from Lord Haddington and knew she would have to pretend some sort of enjoyment when the time came for her to dance with him. But, she considered, as Lord Haddington tilted his head and smiled at her, she would have to feign interest and happiness with each of her dance partners this evening, although perhaps Lord Haddington would require a little more effort on her part.

      “Until later, Lady Marion,” Lord Haddington murmured, bowing deeply and then, with a final, lingering smile in her direction, stepping away. Marion closed her eyes briefly and let out a long breath. This evening was going to require a good deal of patience.

      “Lady Marion!”

      A familiar voice had her opening her eyes at once, seeing not one, not two, but three young ladies coming toward her, their eyes wide as they glanced from her to Lord Haddington and back again.

      “Good gracious!” Marion exclaimed, a flare of happiness suddenly bursting through her irritation and chasing the clouds from her mind. “Lady Ann! Miss Seymour! And dear Miss Hawkins…. how wonderful to see you all again.” She greeted each of her friends in turn, having built up a strong acquaintance with them all the previous Season. “You have all come back to London for the Season, I presume?”

      “Indeed,” Lady Ann answered with a small sigh as she glanced after Lord Haddington again. “But we have not had such swift success as you!” Her eyes widened as she looked back at Marion. “Was that the Earl of Haddington signing your dance card?”

      Marion opened her mouth to answer, only for Miss Seymour to grasp the dance card and let out a loud gasp of astonishment.

      “He has signed two dances!” she exclaimed, bringing yet more gasps of exclamation from the other ladies. “And one is the waltz!”

      Marion shook her head as her friends began to prattle on about the joy that must now be hers having been sought out by so extraordinary a gentleman. “Please, please!” she cried, holding up one hand to quieten them. “I am aware that Lord Haddington is handsome, wealthy, and very well titled, but I confess that my first impression of him has been very poor indeed.” She smiled ruefully as the happy and astonished expressions now faded to disappointment. “I will dance with him, of course, but do not think that he is a gentlemen of excellent character. I have found him somewhat arrogant and a little obnoxious.”

      Lady Ann let out a long, heavy sigh, a faint smile playing about her lips. “I would like to dance in his arms regardless,” she murmured as Marion shook her head in mock dismay. “I will have to tell Catherine also, of course!”

      “Where is your sister this evening?” Marion asked, glad for the change in conversation. “Is she present also?”

      “Alas,” Lady Ann said with a sigh. “She is unwell at present—although it is nothing more than a cold, I believe.”

      “Oh, I am sorry,” Marion said as the other ladies murmured their sorrow at hearing this. “I hope she will recover soon.”

      Lady Ann dimpled. “I am sure she will recover a little when I inform her that you danced twice with Lord Haddington this evening,” she said, a twinkle in her eye. “Oh, Lady Marion, can you not consider him? He is so very handsome, and you would be making the match of the Season!”

      Marion sighed, seeing the interest in her friend’s eyes. “My father thinks very favorably of him also,” she said, quickly explaining what her father intended for her this Season. “I have four other gentlemen to consider also, however, but none have made a favorable impression on me as yet. Although I am still to be introduced to Lord Petersham.”

      “Lord Petersham?” Miss Hawkins exclaimed, one hand flying to her mouth. “You are considering Lord Petersham?”

      Frowning, Marion titled her head and regarded Miss Hawkins. “Something troubles you about him, perhaps?”

      Miss Hawkins looked from right to left for a moment, as though she was afraid that someone might overhear what she had to say. “I must dissuade you from Lord Petersham, Lady Marion,” she said in a low voice. “I have heard that he has gambled a good deal of money away already this Season. He does not have a wise character, by all accounts.”

      Marion nodded quickly. “You have heard this from your brother, yes?”

      “Yes,” Miss Hawkins confirmed, referring to her brother, Lord Steele. “He is always telling me which gentlemen I must avoid so that I am kept safe from the less than honorable sort.” Her lips twitched. “Although if he continues to find fault with so many gentlemen, I fear that none will ever be suitable enough for me.”

      Miss Seymour laughed and shook her head. “Nonsense,” she said as Miss Hawkins grinned. “You will find a suitable gentleman very soon, Miss Hawkins, I am quite certain.” She looked around the group. “As we all will.”

      Sighing heavily, Marion shook her head. “So long as I do not end up wed to Lord Haddington, I shall be quite contented,” she stated firmly. “For I can think of nothing worse.”
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      “And this, Lord Petersham, is my daughter, Lady Marion.”

      Marion curtsied beautifully, looking at Lord Petersham with curiosity. He was tall and rather slim, with a long, broad nose that seemed out of place against his other, thin features. His eyes were very small whilst thick, dark eyebrows hung over them, and when he smiled, not even a single glint of happiness entered his expression.

      “Lady Marion,” Lord Petersham murmured, looking her up and down in such an obvious fashion that Marion felt herself grow hot with embarrassment. “How wonderful to meet you.”

      “I thank you,” she answered, seeing out of the corner of her eye that her father was beginning to frown. “I am glad to make your acquaintance, Lord Petersham.”

      Lord Petersham grinned at her and, without even asking, stepped forward and seized her dance card. A small gasp escaped from Marion’s mouth as he tugged her a little forward, lifting her dance card so that he might discover which spaces she had still remaining.

      “Ah, how unfortunate that your waltzes have both been taken,” he said in a mournful tone. “You do not think that you might throw one of these gentlemen asunder in order to dance with me in their place?”

      Marion, overcome with astonishment at such a suggestion, shook her head and saw her father’s frown deepen. “I hardly think that would be proper, Lord Petersham,” she stated with as much firmness as she could. “There is the country dance still remaining, I think.”

      Lord Petersham let out a long, heavy sigh and shot her a disappointed look. “That is not at all what I want, Lady Marion,” he said stiffly. “I am quite certain that Lord Haddington will not mind at all if I take his place. In fact, why do you not—”

      “Lord Haddington will find such a slight to be very grievous indeed.”

      Marion swallowed hard as Lord Petersham turned to see none other than Lord Haddington standing just behind him, with such a dark expression on his face that even Marion felt herself grow a little chilled.

      “I—I was merely teasing,” Lord Petersham laughed, dropping Marion’s dance card and shrugging one shoulder. “But, then again, Lord Haddington, if you would be willing…?” He trailed off, the hope in his voice making Marion cringe inwardly.

      “Lord Petersham,” Lord Haddington said, in a tone that sounded as though he were speaking to a small child, “I have already expressed my displeasure at even the thought of you dancing with Lady Marion in my place. Therefore, I am not going to be inclined to permit you to do so.” His arms folded across his chest as he fixed Lord Petersham with a stern gaze. “I find your request a little insulting, in fact.”

      Lord Petersham began to stammer, the laughter not gone from his expression entirely. “I—I… of course, of course. The country dance will suit me very well indeed, I am quite certain.”

      He made to reach for Marion’s dance card but before he could do so, Marion’s father stepped forward and stayed Lord Petersham’s hand. “I do not think that would be wise, Lord Petersham,” he said, his voice low and his tone hard. “I consider such behavior to be quite inappropriate and therefore, I would ask you to remove yourself from my daughter’s presence at this time.”

      Marion caught her breath, staring, wide-eyed, at her father. Lord Petersham, too, seemed quite overcome with shock, looking back at Lord Audley as though he expected him to retract his words in a moment or so. When it became clear that he would not, Lord Petersham flushed such a deep red that his embarrassment was obvious to not only Marion but to the other guests who were now sending long looks toward him.

      “I see,” Lord Petersham stammered, inclining his head toward Lord Audley. “Do excuse me.”

      Nothing more was said. Lord Petersham stepped away, walking quickly through the crowd until he was swallowed up by them, leaving Marion, her father, and Lord Haddington standing together instead.

      Marion did not know what to do or what to say. Lord Haddington had behaved in a manner that she had not expected, with a dark look in his eyes that remained even now.

      “I must apologize, Lord Haddington,” she heard her father say, seeing how he sighed heavily and shook his head. “My dear wife suggested that my daughter might become acquainted with Lord Petersham and I fear now that I should not have listened to her given that he is the son of her very close friend. I apologize for any embarrassment or insult that Lord Petersham laid on you by such a suggestion.”

      “There is nothing for you to apologize for, Lord Audley,” Lord Haddington said, his grey eyes seeming to lighten just a fraction. “I thank you for refusing him, Lady Marion. That speaks well of you.”

      Thinking to herself that her actions had been motivated more by her dislike for Lord Petersham than her inclination to ensure Lord Haddington enjoyed the dances he had reserved, Marion gave him a tight smile. “Of course,” she murmured, not at all pleased to see the rather delighted look on her father’s face as he glanced between herself and Lord Haddington. “I look forward to our waltz later this evening, Lord Haddington.”

      Managing to excuse herself, Marion moved away from her father and Lord Haddington, but not before she caught her father expressing his hope that Lord Haddington would still wish to meet with him tomorrow, as Lord Haddington had suggested before. She closed her eyes momentarily, hearing Lord Haddington’s almost exuberant response and felt her heart sink down to her toes.

      There was very little doubt about what was to happen next.
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      “Mama, I—I was not expecting you to be at home this afternoon.” Alexander cleared his throat abruptly, having walked into the drawing room and found his mother sitting in a chair near the window, her needlework in her lap but her eyes on the streets below. “Were you not to call upon Lady Dalton this afternoon?” He spoke of one of his mother’s closest acquaintances with whom he knew she spent a good deal of time.

      His mother turned a cool gaze toward him. “You are mistaken, Alexander,” she said quietly. “Lady Dalton is to call upon me, not I leaving to visit her.”

      Alexander frowned hard. His mother had been very specific that she would be going out this afternoon which was why he had arranged for Lady Marion and her mother to call. The last thing he needed was for Lady Haddington to sit in the drawing room with him whilst he conversed with Lady Marion. The discussions with her father the previous day had gone very well and, provided the courtship went well, Alexander had every intention of arranging a marriage to the lady. He could not explain what it was about Lady Marion, but there was something about her that intrigued him. He knew very well that she was not particularly enamored with him, for she made that more than a little obvious with her expressions and lack of delight in her conversation, but still he could not help but think she would make him a suitable wife. She was beautiful, from a good family and, from his first impressions, proper and refined. He did not need love or affection between himself and his bride-to-be, just an assurance that she would behave as was expected of a countess. This courtship would prove such a thing one way or the other.

      “In fact,” Lady Haddington said, interrupting Alexander’s thoughts, “I asked Lady Dalton to bring her daughter with her.”

      Alexander’s frown deepened all the more, and he suddenly felt a flicker of worry. “Her daughter?” he repeated, seeing his mother nod fervently. “I did not know she was out.”

      “She had her debut only last week!” Lady Haddington exclaimed, her expression innocuous but her eyes alight with evident hope that Alexander might be interested in Lady Dalton’s daughter. “And she is the daughter of a marquess, as you know.”

      Biting back a sharp response, Alexander let out a long, slow breath and tried to keep himself calm. “Mama, I am to have visitors this afternoon.”

      “Oh?” One eyebrow lifted slowly whilst her lips thinned. “I did not expect—”

      “Lady Audley and her daughter, Lady Marion, will be calling,” Alexander interrupted, before his mother could begin to complain. “I would appreciate it if you would consider meeting Lady Dalton and her daughter elsewhere.”

      Lady Haddington shook her head straight away, one hand, palm out, held toward him. “Do not even consider asking me to request such a thing of Lady Dalton, especially when she will be here within the hour!” she exclaimed, sounding quite distressed that Alexander would even consider asking her something of this nature. “You will be here to greet Lady Dalton and her daughter, Lady Beatrice, as I expect.”

      Alexander gritted his teeth hard, keeping yet another angry response back. “Mama, that is hardly fair.”

      She rose from her chair, lifting her chin and glaring at him. “You will not be absent,” she declared, putting one finger on his chest and prodding him, hard. “You will meet with them and, thereafter, I shall meet your guests.” Clearing her throat, she shot him a triumphant look and dropped her hand, as though she knew that he could not argue with her now. “I must go and prepare for their arrival.”

      Alexander dropped his head into one hand and groaned, aware that his mother had, yet again, managed to force her will upon him. He did not want his mother to be present when Lady Audley and Lady Marion were present. As much as his mother was a stickler for propriety, she could be quite ill-mannered and even a little rude when she was less than pleased about certain things. And if she was pushing this Lady Beatrice toward him, then Alexander was certain that she would not be pleased with Lady Marion. He winced as he thought of the arguments that might soon follow.

      “But I shall not give in,” he muttered to himself, sinking down into a chair and wishing he could throw back a large glass of brandy in order to fortify himself before this particular meeting. “No matter how beautiful, clever, or genteel this Lady Beatrice is, I will not marry a lady that my mother suggests.” He grimaced, imagining a life where his wife was closer to his mother than to him. “No matter what my mother wants.”
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      One hour later, Alexander was bowing to Lady Beatrice and her mother, feeling as though he had endured almost a full afternoon in their presence. Lady Beatrice had not been beautiful, clever, or genteel, but was, in fact, rather plain and as quiet as a mouse. She said nothing without glancing at her mother first, and Alexander had winced as he saw how Lady Dalton nodded toward her daughter, as if granting permission for her to speak.

      “Thank you for coming,” Lady Haddington said warmly, sharing a knowing smile with Lady Dalton. “I am sure that Lord Haddington will be glad to write his name on your dance card at the next ball, Lady Beatrice.”

      Alexander’s face burned with a sudden forceful heat as he saw Lady Beatrice glance up at him hopefully, before dropping her gaze to the floor, her own cheeks a little flushed. Shooting an angry glance toward his mother, Alexander murmured something that sounded like an agreement, and prayed that they would now leave before Lady Audley and Lady Marion arrived. He did not need them to meet in the passageway, or even for their carriages to pass. Lady Dalton was known to be something of a gossip and no doubt she would be delighted to tell everyone she knew just whom Alexander had been entertaining.

      It seemed fate was not on his side, however.

      “My lord.” The butler came into the room a second or two before Lady Dalton and her daughter drew near it. “You have a visitor.” He held out a card to Alexander, who practically snatched it from the fellow, aware of how Lady Dalton’s eyes suddenly fastened to it.

      “Have them wait in the parlor,” he said hastily, praying that there would be enough time between them stepping into the parlor and Lady Dalton making her way to the front door for their identities to remain unknown to Lady Dalton. “I must bid Lady Beatrice and Lady Dalton goodbye first.”

      The butler nodded and hurried from the room, just as Lady Dalton narrowed her eyes at him, following him out with her eyes. Lady Beatrice was now a deep scarlet, whilst his mother was frowning, but Alexander did not care. He had no intention of pursuing Lady Beatrice, no matter how much his mother wished it or how much she had promised Lady Dalton.

      “Let me escort you to the door,” he said, as pleasantly as he could, gesturing for Lady Dalton and Lady Beatrice to follow him. “I thank you for your visit this afternoon but as you are now aware, I have other visitors that I must entertain.” He forced a smile to his lips as Lady Dalton muttered something under her breath and then followed him, leaving her poor daughter to trail behind. Relief flooded him as he saw the passageway was empty, glancing behind him to see Lady Dalton looking all about her suspiciously as though his next visitors would suddenly emerge to reveal themselves to her. He managed to bid them both farewell without any further concern, although he saw the looks exchanged between Lady Dalton and his mother, aware of what they had, evidently, both hoped for but feeling no concern whatsoever about giving in to such expectations.

      “I think you very rude, Alexander!”

      Turning away from the door, his mother glared at him, her hands on her hips as she leveled her anger toward him.

      “Rude, Mama?” Alexander asked quietly, shrugging. “I have not been rude in any way.”

      “You clearly have a preference for this Lady Marion,” his mother continued, shaking one finger toward him, “to the point that poor Lady Beatrice is given no consideration whatsoever.”

      Alexander found his anger beginning to flare hot, but knowing that he could not say everything he wished to at present given that his guests were only a short distance away in the parlor, he contented himself with a hissed, frustrated whisper.

      “Mama,” he retorted, keeping his voice low, “I have no preference for Lady Beatrice because her arrival here was both unexpected and unwelcome. You may wish for an arrangement between our two families, but as I have told you many times before, I shall make my own decisions as regards my wife and my future. Therefore,” he continued, holding up one hand to stem the words of irritation that threatened to come from his mother’s lips, “you will say no more about Lady Beatrice and I will continue with my own plans without even the smallest hint of guilt.” So saying, he walked past his mother and made his way toward the parlor. With one hand on the door handle, he glanced back at her. “Will you be greeting Lady Audley and Lady Marion, Mama?”

      Lady Haddington lifted her chin, a cold anger settling on her features. “I find that I am rather weary after such a strenuous afternoon,” she said icily. “You must excuse me. I will retire to my bedchamber and rest for a time.”

      Not feeling anything but relief at this statement, Alexander shrugged and gave his mother a quick smile, which only seemed to anger her further. “Very well, Mama,” he said calmly. “Until this evening, then.” And, without saying anything further, he opened the door and stepped inside, determined that the rest of the afternoon should go just as he had intended and without any further unexpected interruptions. It was time for him to acquaint himself a little more with the beautiful Lady Marion.

      

      “I am so very thankful for your kind invitation, Lord Haddington.”

      Alexander smiled as Lady Audley expressed her gratitude toward him yet again, whilst her daughter remained utterly mute. He looked at her with interest as her mother continued to speak at length about just how wonderful such a visit was, aware of the spark of irritation in her eyes and the firmness about her lips. Clearly, Lady Marion did not feel the same thankfulness as her mother—but he did not allow this to trouble him.

      “You are very kind indeed.”

      “Again,” Alexander said as Lady Audley looked at him with bright eyes, “there is no need to thank me, Lady Audley. I am very glad to have been able to do so.” Clearing his throat, he gestured toward Lady Marion, hoping to drag some sort of conversation from her unwilling lips. “Your father tells me that you greatly enjoy reading and playing the pianoforte, Lady Marion.”

      She started visibly, but kept her expression as calm as possible with what appeared to be a great deal of effort. “My father has said a good deal about me, it seems,” she answered, giving very little away. Tilting her head just a little, she gave him a sharp glance as though wondering just how much her father had said. “I am not particularly proficient at the pianoforte, however.”

      “Nonsense, Marion!” her mother interrupted, throwing up her hands as a spot of color appeared in each cheek. “You play very well.” Leaning forward, she looked at Alexander with that same evident interest that had been there from the first. “My daughter lacks confidence, Lord Haddington,” she explained, whilst Lady Marion bit her lip and turned her head away sharply, perhaps attempting to keep in her own frustration. “But she is a very fine performer, I can assure you.”

      “Although I much prefer to read,” Lady Marion said, a trifle too loudly as though she feared her mother would continue to prattle on about her evident skill at the pianoforte. “That is, when I have the time to do so. The London Season can be very busy indeed.”

      He chuckled, surprising them all by his laughter. “That is quite so, Lady Marion,” he agreed. “I have a good many interests, but I find that they are all pushed to the very back of my mind when it comes to the Season. There is so much else to do. Although,” he finished, the smile still lingering on his lips as he held her gaze, “I have a very fine library here within my townhouse. I have made every effort to have it well stocked and should be glad to show it to you whenever you wish to see it.”

      It was not Lady Marion who showed any sort of interest at his statement, however, but rather Lady Audley, who clapped her hands together and gazed delightedly at him. “My daughter would be very pleased indeed to attend with you!” she cried, making him realize that Lady Audley expected him to take Lady Marion there at this very moment. “Marion, you must thank Lord Haddington for his kind invitation. If you are very lucky, he might permit you to borrow one or two to read at your leisure.”

      Alexander cleared his throat awkwardly, having had no intention of showing his library to Lady Marion immediately. “But of course,” he stammered, a trifle embarrassed. “Lady Marion, if you would wish to join me, I could show you the library now?”

      Lady Marion’s face was growing slowly red as she gave her mother a pointed look. “You are not to join us, Mama?” she said, making it quite clear that she considered being in Alexander’s company alone to be a little inappropriate. “We do not want to outstay our welcome.”

      Lady Audley laughed and waved a hand, settling back a little more into her seat. “You will be but a few minutes,” she said, as Alexander was forced to get to his feet. “We shall take our leave directly. Thank you again, Lord Haddington, for such kindness.” Lady Audley beamed at Alexander, who felt nothing more than embarrassment at being put into such a position. Clearing his throat again, he gestured for Lady Marion to make her way to the door, aware of how stiffly she walked as she did as he asked. Clearly the lady was mortified by how her mother was behaving and evidently did not wish to join Alexander in the library alone but felt as though she had no choice. Wincing inwardly at the frustrated expression on Lady Marion’s face, Alexander walked with her to the door and stepped out into the passageway.

      They walked in silence toward the library, which was not only up the staircase but near the back of the house, leaving Alexander feeling as though he were leaving Lady Audley further and further away. Praying silently that his own mother would have the good sense to remain in her rooms rather than come prying to see how he fared with his own guests, Alexander led the way as quickly as he could toward the library.

      “You may take as many books as you wish, of course,” he stated, his voice rasping just a little as he opened the door for her. “I would be glad for you to do so.”

      Lady Marion did not smile. “I thank you,” she answered, evidently still frustrated with her mother’s behavior. “I will not be long, Lord Haddington. I do not wish to keep my mother waiting nor impose on your time.”

      He could not answer her for as she walked past him, her beauty and delicate presence captured his full attention, sending a sudden shudder all through him. It was as though he had only just realized that they were alone together here in the library, as though he had just understood just how intimate such a situation could be. Swallowing hard, he followed her, his eyes fixed on her as she moved slowly around the room, her eyes touching almost everything within.

      Alexander felt himself entranced. Lady Marion had a sharpness to her, a deep, unrelenting fire that was evident within her character, and he found such a thing to be more than a little intriguing. Most other gentlemen would turn away from such a character flaw, but for whatever reason, he himself found it rather interesting. He wanted to discover more about her, quite certain that the rest of her character would be all the more alluring.

      Besides which, such was her beauty that Alexander was sure he could watch her for many hours without tiring. Her eyes were now lit with an interest that she could not hide, her dark hair pulled back neatly from her face. Idly, he wondered just how long it would be, wondered what it would feel like to run his fingers through it. Such a thought then startled him and he jerked in surprise, turning away from her suddenly. She was beautiful, yes, but he did not want to allow any sort of affection for her to rise up within him. He had seen the falseness of such feelings before, had seen the way they would die and crumble back into dust. Both his mother and his father had proclaimed an affection for each other at the first, only for it to turn to nothing but ash. He did not want the same for himself. Better to be practical rather than emotional.

      “Lord Haddington, I must know the truth.”

      The sharpness of her voice caught him by surprise and he turned to Lady Marion, seeing how her eyes now searched his, her chin lifted just a little as though to express her determination.

      “The truth?” he repeated, trying to drag himself out of his own thoughts. “In what regard, Lady Marion?”

      “In your discussions with my father,” she replied quickly. “He has told me that you have spoken to him at length and has asked me for my opinion on you, Lord Haddington.”

      Alexander could not help but chuckle. “And did you give him a rather unfavorable opinion, Lady Marion?” He laughed a little more as Lady Marion’s eyes darkened. “You need not pretend for my sake.”

      “I have no intention of hiding behind any sort of pretense,” she answered, sending his smile spiraling toward the ground. “I merely wish to know what your intentions are, Lord Haddington. Are they what I suspect?”

      A little surprised that her father had not made such things very clear to her, Alexander frowned. “My dear Lady Marion, my intentions are quite clear. I seek a wife.”

      He saw her frown. “And you think I would be a suitable bride?”

      “I do,” he answered slowly. “But I intend to court you for a few weeks, before making a final decision.”

      Lady Marion’s jaw worked for a moment or two and she turned her head away from him, her face now a little pale. Alexander said nothing, not quite certain what it was that Lady Marion was feeling and suddenly very unsure as to what else he ought to say. Had not Lord Audley explained all of this to his daughter?

      “My father has introduced me to many gentlemen,” Lady Marion said eventually, breaking the silence that had begun to fill with tension between them. “He has always asked my opinion on such gentlemen, with the promise that he would make no arrangement without my consent. And now I see that such a promise has been broken.”

      Alexander found himself wanting to apologize to her, even though he knew there was no reason for him to do so. Opening his mouth, he tried to find something to say, only to close it again when nothing came to him.

      “We are to court, then,” Lady Marion continued, her voice filled with both regret and anger. “I am to be given not even a moment of consideration, not even a thought as to what my wishes might be.” She shook her head, clearly despondent. “I think I should like to return to my mother now, Lord Haddington.”

      Alexander could say nothing of comfort, suddenly feeling a stab of guilt that he had arranged such a thing with Lord Audley without even asking Lady Marion herself. That was not the done thing, of course, and he had no reason to feel any sort of guilt, but he felt it nonetheless.

      “You do not wish to take any books with you?” he found himself saying as Lady Marion made to move past him toward the door. “Your mother is hoping that you will borrow at least one.”

      Lady Marion hesitated, then turned to take one book from the shelf without even looking at it. She did not look at him again but continued toward the door, her shoulders a little hunched but her head still held high. It was quite clear that she had no intention of allowing either himself or her mother to see the depths of her pain, but Alexander felt it radiating from her nonetheless.

      Walking back toward the parlor, Alexander again tried to find something of note to say to Lady Marion, but found his heart sinking low in his chest. It was as if the expression of sadness and dismay that had come from Lady Marion had stolen away his own feelings of contentedness and satisfaction, as though he were somehow the one to blame. Trying to push such feelings away, Alexander fixed a smile to his face as he greeted Lady Audley again, seeing the interest in her eyes as her gaze flickered from one to the other. Very soon, both the ladies were taking their leave of him, although Lady Marion’s eyes never quite reached his. It was with a feeling of dissatisfaction that he watched them leave, feeling a trifle irritated that he had not found the fulfilment in Lady Marion’s visit that he had expected. Sighing inwardly, he turned away from the closed door, telling himself that he was being rather foolish. It did not matter whether or not Lady Marion wished for their courtship to take place, for it was only between himself and her father. Lord Audley had agreed to it wholeheartedly and surely he, as Lady Marion’s father, knew what was best for his daughter? Therefore, there was nothing to concern himself with as regarded Lady Marion. They would rub along very well and that was all that he required from a marriage, he was quite sure of it.

      Irritated that he could not seem to push such a concern from his mind, Alexander made his way into his study and poured himself a large brandy. There was no need to dwell on the matter any longer. The courtship would continue and, in time, a marriage would take place. His future was already laid out before him. He just had to ensure he did not get lost along the way.
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      “And you say he is present this evening?”

      Marion closed her eyes, nodding as she did so. She had still not quite gotten over the shock of being informed by Lord Haddington himself that they were to court and that, in time, he expected to marry her. Her father had not made such a thing clear to her at all and had, evidently, thought that Lord Haddington himself would do so—whilst Lord Haddington had thought that her father would have spoken to her of such matters.

      “Yes,” she said dully. “I am to be courted by Lord Haddington, who should be present this evening and who, I am sure, will want to write his name down on my dance card for two dances, one of which will be the waltz.” She felt no joy at such a thing, feeling her heart sink all the lower. Lord Haddington was not a cruel man, but she could not help but think of him rather unfavorably. He had done nothing to make her think well of him, given how he had behaved on their first and second meetings, and now to know that he had made arrangements with her father without even considering ensuring that she knew of such developments made her all the more discontented.

      “I must say, you appear to be quite disappointed,” Lady Catherine remarked, looking at Marion with concern. “When Ann told me of the interest Lord Haddington had in you, I thought you would be overcome with excitement.” Her expression was troubled. “But I see it is not so.”

      “No,” Marion admitted softly. “It is not. I do not want to be told which gentleman I am to marry, Lady Catherine. I want to be permitted to make my own choice.” Her eyes fixed to her friend. “Is that such a terrible thing for a young lady to desire?”

      Lady Catherine considered, then shook her head, her expression growing sympathetic. “No, it is not,” she answered honestly. “But it is a little wishful, perhaps.”

      “Wishful?”

      Lady Catherine shrugged. “I am well aware that, most likely, I shall end up wed to someone my family chooses for me,” she said calmly. “Therefore, it is a future I have accepted without hesitation. As much as I might wish to make my own choice, the expectation will not be gratified. Therefore, what else am I to do but merely accept what will be handed to me?” There was no meanness in her voice, no cruelty or hardness, but rather a gentle understanding that pushed Marion to consider what she thought. “Lord Haddington is not a cruel gentleman, by all accounts.”

      Marion sighed and passed one hand over her eyes. “No, he is not,” she agreed, sighing inwardly. “Nor do I find him in any way agreeable. Instead, I find him arrogant, obnoxious, and quite without any sort of consideration for others.” Her heart ached again as she recalled how she had spoken to him in the library, only for him to remain mute, giving her no answer and clearly unwilling to say anything in return to her expressions of sadness and frustration. All he had said was to remind her to take a book or two back to her mother.

      “It may be that he is not so, however,” Lady Catherine said gently. “If you do not know him particularly well, then how can he make a favorable impression? Allow him some time, Lady Marion. Then mayhap you will discover that he is a pleasant sort of fellow and you might be more inclined toward him.”

      Marion closed her eyes and rocked back on her heels for a moment, forcing herself not to give in to the sudden tears that pricked at her eyes. The truth was, she did not want to give Lord Haddington any sort of time. She did not want to be courted by him, did not want to spend time with him or show any sort of outward expression of interest—and yet, Lady Catherine was quite correct to state that she should do so. There was, perhaps, more to Lord Haddington’s character than she had seen at present.

      “At least he is not Lord Petersham,” said another voice as Marion opened her eyes to see Lady Ann coming to join her sister. “Yes, I did hear what passed between your father and Lord Petersham, Lady Marion.” Her eyes twinkled. “I think all of the beau monde is aware of it!”

      Biting back a groan, Marion conveyed her frustrations with a heavy sigh. “It could not be hidden, I suppose.” She lifted one shoulder. “At least my mother is no longer urging me toward him.”

      “No?” Lady Catherine asked, interest burning in her eyes. “I am glad to hear it, I confess. Lord Petersham is nothing more than a wastrel, as far as I am concerned.”

      Marion could not help but laugh. “That is very true indeed, Lady Catherine,” she agreed. “And my mother could not continue to encourage such a connection when my father has made it quite clear that Lord Petersham is not to even consider me as a potential bride.” She shook her head and sighed again. “Instead, my mother has now turned her gaze toward Lord Haddington and is doing all she can to force the connection.” Her face burned with embarrassment as she recalled how her mother had practically demanded that Lord Haddington take Marion to the library without any sort of chaperone. “Mama has decided there is no fault in Lord Haddington now,” she finished as the two sisters exchanged glances. “Therefore, I am cut off on every side. I have no choice but to face Lord Haddington.”

      “To hear you speak my name makes my heart leap in my chest,” came a familiar voice, as Marion turned swiftly to Lord Haddington only a step or two behind her, watching her with interest.

      Her embarrassment flared almost at once, her eyes widening for a moment or two before she turned her head away, seeing how Lady Catherine and Lady Ann were watching them both, agog.

      “Lord Haddington,” she stammered, trying not to allow the heat in her core to spread up toward her cheeks. “Good evening.”

      He bowed and she managed a quick curtsy, not quite managing to lift her eyes to his face.

      “Good evening, Lady Marion,” he answered, reaching out for her dance card. “If I may?”

      She said nothing but held it out to him, aware of how he grasped it with gentle fingers and lifted it up just a little. Her cheeks burned as she looked at Lady Catherine and Lady Ann, who were now murmuring quietly to each other whilst their gazes were fixed on Lord Haddington.

      “The waltz and the cotillion,” he said, drawing her attention back. “The waltz is first.” He held his hand out to her and, as if they had been waiting for him to do precisely that, the orchestra struck up a new tune, playing a few bars in preparation for the couples to come to the dance floor.

      Having intended to introduce her friends to Lord Haddington, Marion suddenly found herself borne away from them, her hand now on Lord Haddington’s arm. She took in a long breath and tried to steady her sudden, swirling nerves. There was nothing for her to feel anxious about. She had danced with Lord Haddington before and even if he had overheard her mention his name, he surely would not have heard anything else she had said. Besides which, she reasoned, as she curtsied toward him on the dance floor, Lord Haddington knew very well how she felt about their supposed courtship.

      Lord Haddington bowed and then stepped forward to take her into his arms. The music began in earnest and Marion allowed him to lead her across the floor, twirling gently and with careful steps. Lord Haddington was an excellent dancer, as she would expect of such a refined gentleman, and yet she found no pleasure in being in his arms.

      And then, he stumbled.

      “Lord Haddington?” she asked as he righted his footing, his hand now a little tighter on her arm. “Are you quite all right?”

      He did not look at her, his expression fixed and his eyes holding onto something over her shoulder. “Yes,” he stated without hesitation. “I apologize.” They danced for a few moments more, only for Lord Haddington to suddenly buckle, as though something had been thrust, hard, into his stomach. Marion bit back a gasp of surprise as his hand squeezed her waist, wondering if he was in some sort of pain. As she looked up at him, she saw his face was white, his eyes wide and roving from place to place as though he were trying to understand what it was that was going on within himself.

      “Lord Haddington,” she said again as they came to a stumbling stop, much to the shock of the other couples on the dance floor. “Whatever is the matter?”

      “I…” He looked at her desperately, as though willing her to understand. “I must go.”

      To her utter shock and horror, he dropped his hand from her waist, let go of her other hand, and then practically ran across the floor, one hand to his mouth but his head low. She was left standing in the middle of the room, with practically every eye upon her and a good many whispers rushing toward her ears. Her face burned with embarrassment as she turned quickly and tried to hurry between the twirling couples and back toward her friends, not understanding at all what had just occurred with Lord Haddington.

      She almost collided with another couple, being forced to step back until they had moved on. Hearing the murmurs and the shouts of laughter that were, no doubt, directed solely at her, Marion felt her cheeks burn hot, tears pricking in the corners of her eyes as she practically scurried from the floor, wishing that the ground would open up and swallow her whole, such was her embarrassment. Lord Haddington had made no explanation for his sudden absence and to leave her standing on the floor alone like that was utterly mortifying.

      “My dear Lady Marion!” Miss Hawkins hurried toward her, opening her arm as though to bring Marion further into the crowd of guests. “Whatever happened? That is utterly astonishing!” She looked over Marion’s shoulder as though she would be able to spot Lord Haddington. “Whatever was he thinking?”

      “I do not know,” Marion murmured, hardly daring to lift her head, such was her sense of shame. “He ran from me in the middle of the waltz without a single word of explanation.” All about her she could see the sharp glances, the laughing mouths, and could hear the whispered words. People were already starting to talk about her from behind their gloved hands and no doubt it would be all around London by tomorrow. The ton would come up with a good many reasons as to why Lord Haddington had left her standing alone on the dance floor, and most of them would relate, in one way or another, to her. They would say that she had failed, that she had proven herself improper in some way so that Lord Haddington had no other choice but to abandon her in the middle of the ballroom so as to keep himself from scandal. They would find a way to make certain that she was the one found guilty for his departure. There would be very little put on his shoulders.

      “Come,” Miss Hawkins said, looping her hand through Marion’s arm and leading her away from the crowd of guests to a quieter part of the room, near to the wall. “You must take a few moments, although you cannot remain here for long. It is best if you return to the dance floor just as soon as you are able.”

      Marion closed her eyes and drew in a long breath, letting it shudder out of her. When she opened her eyes, Miss Hawkins was looking at her with a good deal of sympathy, although her eyes were filled with puzzlement.

      “I will be quite all right,” Marion said, as briskly as she could. “Lord Haddington must have some explanation for his sudden disappearance, although I cannot imagine what it might be.”

      Miss Hawkins nodded and was about to say something, when Marion heard her mother’s sharp voice screeching near to her.

      “What were you thinking, Marion?”

      Anger bubbled up within her at once as she turned toward her mother, seeing the disappointment and frustration on her face. “I have done nothing wrong, Mama,” she said firmly as Miss Hawkins melted back into the shadows. “Lord Haddington was suddenly required to depart from me.”

      “In the middle of the waltz?” Lady Audley exclaimed, much too loudly for Marion’s liking as her hands curled into fists in an attempt to keep her composure. “There is no explanation for it other than the fact that you must have severely displeased him in some way.”

      Marion let out a breath slowly, forcing her hands to uncurl. “As I have said, Mama, I have done nothing wrong. I am as astonished as you are.”

      Lady Audley shook her head, her carefully piled hair wobbling dangerously. “I am most disappointed in you. Now I am almost relieved that Lord Petersham did not wish to spend any more time in your company, given what has just occurred. The embarrassment that would have brought me, given that his mother is one of my dearest acquaintances.” Her eyes narrowed a little more. “You have disgraced this family.”

      Marion felt like screaming aloud with frustration. Her mother never even considered that it was not Marion at fault but was, in fact, Lord Haddington who had brought such embarrassment to them both. It was immediately assumed to be Marion’s doing. There was no reasoning with her mother and that irritated Marion all the more.

      “Ah, there you are, my dear.”

      The warm, friendly voice of her father brought a moment of relief to Marion’s heart.

      “I have, just now, spoken to Lord Haddington, who has been forced to take his leave,” her father said mildly. “He does hope you are not too offended with his hasty departure, but I believe he feared he might cast up his accounts if he did not.” He shook his head and gave her a wry smile. “That is a blessing indeed, even though you were left standing alone.”

      Marion blinked rapidly, feeling as though a tight hand on her heart was slowing unclenching. “He is unwell?”

      “Too much liquor, no doubt,” Lady Audley replied with a sigh and wave of her hand. “I do not think that Lord Haddington is in any way suitable for our daughter, Audley.”

      Lord Audley grinned. “Nonsense!” he exclaimed, taking his wife’s reluctant hand and placing it firmly on his arm. “Lord Haddington will do Marion very well indeed. Just because he has been taken ill on this one occasion does not mean that he is any less worthy, my dear.” Giving Marion a broad smile, he took Lady Audley away, giving Marion the peace she so desperately needed. “I am sure our daughter will enjoy the rest of the evening without any difficulty.”

      “Goodness,” Miss Hawkins murmured, suddenly emerging from the shadows to stand beside Marion again. “So that is all it was, then?”

      “Not that I can hope the ton will listen to reason,” Marion muttered, passing one hand over her eyes. “Although I am relieved to know that it was not of my doing. He gave me quite a fright, departing like that.”

      Miss Hawkins let out a long breath and patted Marion’s arm. “I can imagine,” she said with an encouraging smile. “But at least he was able to tell your father his reasons for departing so hastily. I cannot imagine how ill he must have felt in order to hurry away from you like that.”

      Marion frowned, recalling how he had stumbled, only to bend double thereafter. “Indeed,” she murmured, looking out across the guests and feeling a touch of relief that Lord Haddington had not managed to cast his accounts all over her shoes and gown. That would have made a much bigger scandal. “I suppose I should be grateful that he practically ran from me.”

      Miss Hawkins beamed at her, clearly glad that Marion was now seeing things from an entirely different perspective. “Yes, I should think so,” she stated, picking up Marion’s dangling dance card and scrutinizing it carefully. “Now you are to dance with Lord Hastings next, and thereafter we shall have to ensure that the rest of your dance card is filled. You shall not stand at the edge of the dance floor for a single dance this evening, Lady Marion, I am quite determined!”

      Marion smiled, feeling a good deal better and silently grateful for Miss Hawkins and her cheery demeanor. “But what of your own dance card?” she asked as Miss Hawkins laughed. “You must ensure that you also have plenty of partners.”

      “I am quite contented,” Miss Hawkins said firmly, walking back into the crowd and away from the shadows. “You are my sole consideration now. Ignore the looks and do not hear the whispers. You will recover from this very soon.”

      Determined that she would do precisely as Miss Hawkins said, Marion lifted her chin and followed her friend. Lord Hastings soon found her and Marion allowed herself to be led out onto the floor, her head held high and a small smile on her lips.

      As she danced, however, Marion could not help but think about Lord Haddington. Her curiosity was piqued, for it was most extraordinary for a gentleman to leave in such a manner, and to be struck down so must have meant he was very ill indeed. As much as she did not want to think of him, as much as she did not want to be curious about what had occurred, Marion found she could not help it. It would be the decent thing to write to him tomorrow, to express her concern for him, or mayhap he would write to her, to apologize for what had happened and to beg her forgiveness. A slow burning curiosity caught her heart, pushing aside her concerns over the ton and their whispers and her embarrassment at having been left so abruptly on the dance floor. She would have to see Lord Haddington again very soon but, for the first time, Marion did not feel the same unwillingness and displeasure at the thought.

      Perhaps things were beginning to change.
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      Alexander caught sight of his reflection in the looking glass and grimaced. He was pale and wan, which was not at all the impression he wished to make on Lady Marion, who was due to take a walk in the park with him later that afternoon. To have run away from her in such an ungentlemanly fashion at the ball some two days ago was more than a little embarrassing, but such had been the pain that he had not had any other choice. Wincing as he recalled how he had felt his stomach churning and twisting this way and that, Alexander shook his head to himself, wondering what had caused it. No one else appeared to have been taken ill in such a fashion. No one else had been forced to quit the ball early and hurry home, only to spend the night reaching for the chamber pot before retiring to bed again.

      Perhaps it was merely some short-lived illness, he considered, given that it was now a few days since that night had occurred. The following day he had felt a good deal better but still rather weak and tired. Now two days later, he considered himself to be completely well, even if his pallor was a little grey.

      Muttering to himself, he glanced down at the note that had been sent to him by Lady Marion only this morning. They had exchanged a few short notes over the last two days, which had begun by him writing to her to apologize profusely for his manner of departure. Thankfully, Lady Marion had seemed to be quite at her ease, for there had been no berating of him, no exclamations of just how poorly she had been treated or mention of her embarrassment and mortification that had come thereafter. Instead, there had been only a profound hope that he had recovered and was now much improved.

      He had written back to her at once, telling her that he was recovering well and hoped to see her again soon so that he might make up for his embarrassing debacle. And thus, a short walk in the park had been arranged. Alexander was looking forward to leaving the house and being in Lady Marion’s company once more, although perhaps there was a trifle more eagerness there than had been previously. The way she had responded to his notes made him think that she might, finally, be a little more interested in him and that thought had made his heart leap with happiness.

      “You are thinking of her again,” he told his reflection sternly. “There is to be no affection. You must remember that.” He did not want to start thinking fondly of Lady Marion, he reminded himself, recalling just how painful it had been to see his parents’ affections dying so quickly, to the point that they cared nothing for each other. The best situation would be a wholly practical one. She would be his beautiful and genteel wife, whilst he would be proud to have her on his arm. He hoped they would be able to share excellent conversation, that others would find her witty and delightful. They would rub along very well and things would be just as they ought. There was no need to cloud anything with emotions.

      “Ah, there you are.”

      He turned to see his mother bustling into the room, her expression tight.

      “Why are you not resting?” she asked, sounding more like she was demanding he do so rather than showing him any particular concern. “You ought not to even be out of bed.”

      He rolled his eyes and turned back to his reflection, adjusting his cravat just a little—although any more fiddling with it and his valet would have to be called, and he might be most upset that Alexander had not considered it to be perfect. “Mama, I am quite recovered.”

      “My suggested tincture was helpful to you, then?”

      Alexander nodded gratefully. His mother had surprised him with a show of concern that had her sending for a specific concoction of what smelt mostly of ginger for him. She had encouraged him to try it and, much to his astonishment, it had brought him some light relief which, at the very least, had helped him to sleep.

      “It did,” he answered. “It has been of such benefit that I am to go out this afternoon.”

      His mother blinked in surprise, sinking down into a chair behind him. “You are to leave the house?”

      “I am taking a short walk in the park,” he said, without revealing whom he intended to go with. “I require some fresh air, I think, and the park is resplendent this time of year.” Turning, he held his head high, as though that would convince her that he was no longer unwell. “I want to ensure that society is aware I am not bound to my bed in a state of illness.”

      Much to his surprise, his mother considered this and then began to nod slowly. “I understand,” she said with what was, for her, a warm smile. “This is to be your return to society after your illness, so that the debutantes and the like might know that you are safely recovered again.” She sighed and turned her head. “Alas, I fear that they will still think ill of Lady Marion.”

      Alexander’s frown was immediate. “Think ill of Lady Marion?” he asked, confused. “What do you mean, Mama?”

      Lady Haddington sighed and shrugged one shoulder delicately. “There are whispers that she was the most dreadful dancer, which was why you quit the ballroom in such haste,” she said, sending a flurry of dread straight through Alexander. “Others are suggesting that she whispered something to you, something that was of the most improper nature,” Lady Haddington continued nonchalantly, as though such a thing was of little importance. “And you, being a gentleman of refinement and propriety, could not stand to hear such a thing being spoken and so you left her there, horrified at what had been said.”

      Alexander’s skin began to crawl, aghast to think that his actions had brought such consequences to Lady Marion. He had thought that, in sharing with Lord Audley what the truth was about his hasty absence, the ton would then understand why he had been forced to leave. Closing his eyes, he let out a groan and rubbed at his forehead. This was not at all what he had wanted. The beau monde truly was a cruel beast at times.

      “I must make amends,” he muttered, trying to work out what he could do to make things right. “I must show the ton that there is nothing wrong with Lady Marion. I must prove to them that I have not turned from her, as they think.”

      “There is no need to be hasty,” Lady Haddington answered, picking up her needlework and gazing at it idly. “There are plenty of other young ladies who might wish for your attention.” She shot him a glance. “Apparently, Lady Marion had no particular concern over either your absence or what the ton thought. She spent the rest of the evening enjoying herself, dancing practically every dance and batting her eyes at anyone who looked her way.” Tutting quietly under her breath, Lady Haddington tugged at a thread. “Not at all a lady worth your time, Alexander.”

      A strange sensation flooded Alexander as he looked back at his mother. It was almost as if he were jealous. Jealous that Lady Marion had enjoyed her evening dancing and conversing with other gentlemen, whilst he had not had the opportunity to even finish the waltz with her.

      You are courting her with an expectation of marriage, he told himself firmly, seeing the slight gleam in his mother’s eye. There is nothing else you need to concern yourself with.

      “I am still going to speak to her, Mama,” he told his mother resolutely. “In fact, you will see me a good deal more in her company.”

      His mother’s eyes narrowed just a fraction. “Oh?”

      “I have asked her father for permission to court her,” Alexander said as his mother clapped one hand over her mouth. “I see no reason not to do so. Her father is looking for a suitable husband for her and, given that I am seeking a wife, the arrangement seems quite perfect.”

      His mother began to shake her head, her eyes flaring wide. “You cannot,” she breathed, the color draining from her face. “You cannot court Lady Marion, Alexander!”

      Confused by his mother’s response, Alexander tilted his head and looked back at her. “Why ever not?”

      Lady Haddington stared at him wordlessly for a moment or two before seemingly regaining her composure. “Because you are running headlong into this without due consideration!” she exclaimed, setting her needlework down. “There are many young ladies within London whom you have not even considered. What is it about Lady Marion that makes her your first and only choice?”

      Alexander considered this for a moment, then shrugged. “I could not say,” he answered honestly, a little surprised by his mother’s reaction. “But yet I have decided that she will make me an excellent wife. I intend to continue our courtship for a month or so, and thereafter, make my final decision.” He spread his hands. “I do not want to waste my time calling upon young lady after young lady, trying to work out which one I might consider and which one I might disregard. Here, I have found Lady Marion, who possesses a gentle beauty and is as genteel and as refined as I require in a wife.” He set his hands down by his sides. “Why would I need to look elsewhere?”

      For some moments, Lady Haddington said nothing. Her eyes searched his face, as though she sought out a single modicum of reluctance there, something she might fasten onto in order to encourage him to turn his back on such an idea. Alexander held her gaze steadily. It was time she knew he was perfectly serious in his intentions, so that she would not believe him willing to court not only Lady Marion but other young ladies also. His mind was firmly fixed and Alexander was determined he would not be moved.

      “Well.” Lady Haddington’s voice was soft, with not even a hint of disdain or anger within it, as he had expected. “I see that you have decided such matters unequivocally. Therefore, I shall not say another word on the matter.”

      Alexander lifted an eyebrow, thinking silently to himself that he did not for one moment expect his mother to remain quiet about this particular situation over the next few months.

      “I shall do my best to be glad for you,” she continued, rising from her chair and coming closer to her son, putting one hand on his arm and looking up into his face. “You have made your decision and, as such, I must trust that you are doing so in a wise manner.”

      A little taken aback by his mother’s demeanor, Alexander felt a sudden well of appreciation rise within his heart, and so put one hand over his mother’s.

      “I thank you for your trust in me, Mama,” he answered, smiling at her. “I am relieved to have told you of my intentions and I thank you for what you have done in accepting them. I am sure Lady Marion will make an excellent countess.”

      Lady Haddington’s smile was brittle but it remained nonetheless. “I am sure she will do very well indeed,” she stated unequivocally. “Now, I think I shall retire to my room for a time.” She blinked rapidly, her eyes a little glassy. “I need a little rest.”

      Concerned for his mother’s pallor, Alexander grasped her hand a little more tightly. “Are you unwell, Mama?” he asked, looking at her fervently. “Might I send for the doctor?”

      She laughed and shook her head, despite the slight paleness to her cheeks. “I am quite well, my dear boy, if not a trifle overcome.” Patting his hand, she stepped away from him, making her way to the door with firm, quick steps that betrayed no hint of weakness. “I will take a little brandy perhaps, to revive my spirits.”

      Alexander nodded, ignoring the fact that his mother, despite having promised him only moments ago that she trusted his judgment, was now stating that her spirits had sunk very low indeed. “I hope you recover your strength very soon,” he told her, seeing how his mother kept her face turned away from him as she walked to the door and then through it, her back ramrod straight and her shoulders a little lifted. He sighed and sank down onto a chair. His mother said one thing but felt quite another. Whilst he was surprised that she had accepted his news with such calm, he was also now aware that his mother still felt very upset over it all, and clearly doubted that he was doing the right thing. Quite what she had against Lady Marion, he did not know, but he prayed that his mother would be able to accept her regardless, just as she had promised to do.

      Ringing the bell, he quickly gave instructions that his mother was to be brought up some brandy and perhaps another tea tray thereafter, before asking for the carriage to be brought around.

      Studying himself again in the looking glass, Alexander sighed aloud, wishing that his face was a little less pale so that he might appear more robust. The last thing he needed was for Lady Marion to see him in any state of weakness, especially after what had occurred at the ball. Resisting the urge to pinch his cheeks, as he knew the ladies so often did, Alexander drew in a deep breath, set his shoulders, and lifted his chin. He would be respectable at least, and that would have to do for now.
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        * * *

      

      “You look quite lovely this afternoon, Lady Marion.”

      Alexander glanced down at Lady Marion, seeing that her face was half hidden by her bonnet.

      “I thank you, Lord Haddington,” came the quiet reply. “And do you find yourself a little more recovered?”

      “I am quite well,” he assured her, his voice a little louder than he had intended. “There is nothing wrong with me now in the least.” He cleared his throat gruffly, glancing back to see Lady Audley walking with Lord Audley only a short distance behind, chaperoning their daughter. “I can only apologize for what occurred. It was very rude and I—”

      “Oh, but you have nothing to apologize for!” Lady Marion exclaimed, looking up at him with her sea-blue eyes as a curl of hair tumbled down from the edge of her bonnet. He had always thought her to have very dark hair but as the sunlight caught it, he realized that it held hints of copper, with a slight red sheen to it. His breath hitched. She was all the more beautiful to him now with that openness in her expression and the brightness of her eyes.

      “You were very ill,” she continued, her eyes a little concerned now. “I am only sorry that I was not able to accompany you, to ensure that you reached your carriage without any further distress.”

      “There was no need for that,” he answered, not wanting to tell her that he had been forced to find a chamber pot for fear that his stomach would not hold onto its contents for much longer. “It was a very short but very strong illness, I think, but I am glad it is at an end now.” He smiled at her, only for a sudden pang to strike hard at his stomach, leaving him feeling almost queasy. The smile on his face slid away, his expression growing suddenly fearful. Surely he was not about to take ill again?

      “Lord Haddington?” Lady Marion asked, now appearing a good deal more concerned. “Whatever is wrong? You have gone terribly pale.”

      Alexander swallowed hard, aware of just how clammy his skin felt, how labored his breathing was becoming. “I—I am quite all right,” he said, a little thickly. “It is the talk of the ball and what occurred to me, Lady Marion. I am quite overcome by the memory of it, for it was rather distressing.” He knew full well that this might make him appear more than a little weak, but there was nothing else he could do but to be honest with her. “Perhaps we ought to talk of something else.” He turned his head into the gentle breeze that brushed across his temples, wanting to cling to it, wanting it to help his feelings of illness that continued to plague him. Why had it come back to him now? He had been feeling much improved and now feared that the strange illness was coming back again. Perhaps even being in Lady Marion’s company had been too much.

      “You do not look very well at all,” Lady Marion insisted, gesturing to a small wooden bench. “Might we sit for a moment?”

      Alexander hesitated. He wanted to convince Lady Marion that he was quite well, but unfortunately, given his tight stomach and the sudden chill that had taken a hold of him, he could not pretend that he was unaffected.

      “I may have risen from my bed a little too soon,” he told her, sitting down heavily and pulling out a handkerchief to mop his brow. “I do apologize, Lady Marion.”

      She studied him for a moment, then gave him a half-smile. “I suppose I should be complimented by the fact that you were clearly eager to call upon me again—to the point of making yourself quite ill again.” Her eyes held a touch of concern as she watched him. “You need to return home and rest, Lord Haddington. I will send for the carriage to join us here.”

      A ripple of irritation ran through him. “I shall be well enough in a moment,” he stated, a little stiffly. “You need not concern yourself.” The truth was, he did not want Lady Marion to give him any sort of advice for, as far as he was concerned, he did not need it. He could make his own judgments.

      Lady Marion narrowed her eyes, her lips pulling thin and the concern that had been in her expression evaporating in an instant. Alexander knew immediately that he had said the wrong thing, realizing that he should have expressed gratitude for her concern instead of speaking so irritably. He opened his mouth to voice his regret and to thank her for her worry over his state of health, but Lady Marion had already risen to her feet, standing stiffly to his left and looking out across the park and away from him.

      “Lady Marion, I…” Trailing off, Alexander struggled with what he had been trying to say, his expression becoming confused. Sighing, he rubbed at his forehead, wondering if it had been the illness that had caused him to speak so harshly.

      “I am unused to being in the company of such a beautiful young lady as yourself,” he said slowly, seeing how she turned around to face him. “Nor am I used to having such expressions of concern over my health.”

      Lady Marion sniffed delicately, then glanced at him. “You do not like being told what to do, Lord Haddington,” she stated unequivocally. “Even though I am doing what I hope is for your best, you are rather irritated that I dare do such a thing.” She looked at him steadily, one eyebrow lifted. “Is that not so? Are you not a gentleman used to keeping your own counsel and, therefore, do not wish to receive any such thoughts from one such as myself?”

      Alexander held her gaze, thinking silently to himself that Lady Marion was something of a firebrand. She spoke her mind without restraining herself, and was quite content to throw out a sharpness in her words that hit him, hard. He was not quite sure that he liked such a character trait in his potential bride. He had always wanted a young lady to be quiet and reserved, not so bluntly honest.

      “Will you not answer me?” Lady Marion asked, her voice a little more gentle now. “Or will you remain silent in the hope that I will not pursue an answer?”

      Alexander frowned, his brows knotting together as he studied Lady Marion. “I am unused to speaking in such open terms,” he told her, rather sternly. “Now, might we consider when I can next call upon you?”

      Lady Marion arched one eyebrow, her countenance flat as though she were disappointed in him. Alexander tried his best not to allow such an expression to irritate him, even though he felt a twinge of guilt over his lack of response to her questions. There was no need for her to know the truth of how he felt, or whether or not she was right in her suggestion about his character. He did not intend to become overly close to his bride-to-be, for whilst they might share conversation and the like, it would not be on matters such as this. He could not allow her to think that she could question him and that he would, in turn, respond in kind. No, that was not at all the sort of relationship he wished to have with his bride. They would be wed, yes, and might enjoy each other’s company, but there was no need for any particular intimacy. A gentle friendship that provoked neither himself nor the lady in question in any way was what he intended, and Lady Marion would have to understand that.

      “You do not allow yourself to answer my questions, Lord Haddington?” Lady Marion asked, refusing to answer his in return. “Why is that?”

      Alexander’s jaw worked for a moment as irritation flooded him. “There is no need to discuss such things, Lady Marion,” he said stiffly, aware that Lord and Lady Audley were drawing closer to them. “You need not pry into the depths of my character. Nor do you need to ask such questions.”

      Lady Marion looked surprised. “But we are courting,” she said with an air of puzzlement. “And what is the use of courtship if one does not improve one’s acquaintance with the other?”

      “We are improving our acquaintance,” he answered swiftly. “But there is no need for any sort of deep questioning. You might wish to ask me about what books I have been enjoying of late, whether or not I enjoy riding and the like.” He spread his hands, feeling his stomach beginning to swirl again, although this time it came from a sensation of anxiety that flooded him, as though he were unintentionally pushing Lady Marion further from him. “You need not ask whether or not I like to have your advice or if I am disinclined toward the opinions of others. There is no requirement for us to have such a depth of acquaintance.”

      She looked at him steadily for a moment or two, not saying a single word. Alexander held her gaze, although a prickle of unease ran down his back, as if he knew that Lady Marion was greatly displeased with what he had said.

      “You may consider there to be no requirement, Lord Haddington,” she answered slowly, “but there are two of us in this courtship and I will be permitted to express my opinion.” Her eyes fixed upon his, their blue hues seeming to swirl and crash about as though they held the depths of an angry sea. “You may not wish for such a thing, you may not even desire a close acquaintance with your bride, but I fear that you will not get what you wish for, Lord Haddington. It is my intention to know you better than before, and therefore, I shall speak precisely as I wish and ask you whatever I deem necessary so that I might ascertain your character.”

      Alexander blinked in surprise, his heart slowing for a moment before thundering in astonishment. He had not expected Lady Marion to speak with such fierceness, nor had he thought she would answer him with such unbridled determination. A small nudge of fear crept into his heart as he looked back at her, suddenly afraid that he had chosen incorrectly and that Lady Marion was not the right sort of young lady that would make him an excellent wife.

      “Now,” Lady Marion said briskly, walking toward her parents. “We must have you returned home so that you can recover. We are to see you at the ball tomorrow evening, I think.” She smiled at him, as though nothing had passed between them, before returning her eyes to her parents. “I fear we must bring this walk to an end, Papa,” he heard her say. “Lord Haddington is unwell and requires a good deal of rest. Might we bring the carriage near?”

      Lord Audley shot Alexander a concerned look before nodding fervently and joining his daughter in waving to the carriage. Lady Audley, on the other hand, drew nearer to Alexander, looking down at him with a strange, inscrutable expression.

      “You are unwell again, Lord Haddington?” she asked, as Alexander grimaced. “How unfortunate.”

      Alexander spread his hands and tried to smile, despite his own sense of unease over what had passed between himself and Lady Marion. He no longer felt sure of her, no longer felt quite so certain that she was the sort of young lady he required.

      “I am a little unwell, that is all,” he answered. “I thought I was recovered, but it seems I am not yet fully healed.” Seeing the carriage approaching, he got to his feet and managed to give Lady Audley a small bow, despite the pain in his stomach. “I am sorry.”

      “Please!” Lady Audley trilled, one hand on his arm. “There is nothing to apologize for, Lord Haddington. One cannot help if one is being overtaken by illness. The most important thing is to have you home and resting, for we do very much hope to see you tomorrow evening at the ball.” She gave him what was a warm smile, but behind her eyes, Alexander noticed a sharpness there, a hardness that could not be fully hidden. Lady Audley, perhaps, was not as inclined toward him as her husband, although, of course, she could say nothing of her own thoughts. Walking toward the carriage, Alexander was given pause to think on what he had just witnessed. Did he want a wife who kept all that she thought and felt deep within, without ever expressing them to either himself or to another? Would that not bring a deep resentment and, in time, an anger over what he had refused to entertain from her? Sitting down heavily, he glanced at Lady Marion, seeing how she looked steadfastly out of the window instead of toward him. Did he want her to remain silent, to keep all of her thoughts to herself? Or did he want her to be able to share her innermost feelings?

      Alexander dropped his head into one hand and rubbed his eyes, feeling more than a little confused. He was unused to answering questions such as the ones Lady Marion had asked of him so boldly, and therefore the only way to remain contented was to refuse to have any sort of questions spoken aloud. He had to discourage that from her if he wanted a quiet, comfortable life.

      But is that what you truly want? he asked himself, unable to lift his eyes from Lady Marion and seeing her in a new light for the first time. She had a mind of her own, thoughts of her own and a determination that ran through her like a roaring river. As much as he did not like her eagerness to speak whatever she wished and to do as she pleased, a part of him knew that to remove that from her spirit would leave him with a bland exterior and nothing more. She might come to resent him.

      “Are you quite all right, Lord Haddington?”

      His head shot up and he flushed with embarrassment, realizing that his manner of sitting had drawn attention and concern from the other occupants of the carriage. “Y-yes, yes,” he stammered, a trifle awkwardly. “It is just… it is just my head. It pains me a little.” That, he admitted to himself, was true even though it was not his illness that made it ache so, but rather the many conflicting thoughts over Lady Marion.

      “We shall be at your townhouse very soon,” Lord Audley said firmly. “Although I hope you do not mind if we take your carriage home thereafter?”

      “No, not in the least,” Alexander muttered, waving a hand and thinking to himself that he would agree to anything if only he could have a few minutes of silence, a few minutes of peace in which to think and clear his head of such heavy thoughts. “I thank you for your consideration. I thank you all. It is very kind of you.”

      Lady Marion shot him a quick look but it was only for the very briefest of moments. Alexander found himself wanting her gaze to linger, feeling a deep urgency within him that he could not make sense of.

      “I hope you recover very quickly indeed,” she murmured, and Lady Audley agreed with her comment with a fervent nod of the head. “I look forward to seeing you at the ball tomorrow evening.”

      “As do I,” Alexander answered, wondering whether or not Lady Marion’s expression of concern and hope lacked as much truth as his own response. Swallowing hard, he looked out of the carriage window and sighed heavily. This afternoon had done nothing other than confuse him when, beforehand, he had been so very fixed on the idea of marrying her. Closing his eyes, Alexander leaned his head back against the squabs and prayed silently that his concerns would fade, that Lady Marion would do as he asked, and that he would see the path laid out for them as clearly as he had at the first.

      He could ask for nothing more.
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      Two Weeks Later

      “He certainly appears quite determined.”

      Marion sighed and threw her friend a hard glance. “Indeed, Miss Seymour, he is more than a little determined and I find that I struggle with his advances very much.”

      Miss Seymour watched Lord Haddington with interest as he continued his conversation with another gentleman unknown to both herself and Marion. “Do you dislike him?”

      Marion hesitated, wanting to say that yes, she did find him to be very unlikeable, but she knew that to say so would not be the truth.

      “I find him a very difficult gentleman to understand,” she said honestly. “It is as though he wants to improve our acquaintance but only in ways that he deems to be appropriate.” She studied Lord Haddington surreptitiously, having finally admitted to herself that she found him very handsome, even when he was frowning at her. “We have enjoyed some fine discussions over the last fortnight, but he will always bring them to a close if he thinks that I have asked him something a little too intimate or inappropriate.” She sighed and shook her head. “It is quite ridiculous, of course.”

      Miss Seymour nodded and then turned just a little, smiling in evident delight. Marion turned also, only to see her other three friends drawing toward them, their faces bright with happiness.

      “My dear Miss Hawkins!” Marion exclaimed. “And Lady Ann, Lady Catherine. I did not know you planned to attend this evening.”

      Lady Ann and Miss Hawkins exchanged glances.

      “We were to attend Lord Sutherland’s ball,” Lady Catherine said, keeping her voice low. “But have you not heard? He is now to be given the cut direct!”

      Marion’s eyes flared wide with surprise. “Oh?”

      Lady Ann nodded, her expression a little grim. “Miss Hawkins and I were out taking a stroll in the park earlier this afternoon,” she said as Miss Hawkins nodded fervently. “And did we not come across Lord Sutherland in a rather intimate embrace with another young lady?”

      Gasping in shock, Marion stared at her friend. “But he is engaged to—”

      “Precisely,” Miss Hawkins interrupted. “We were begged to remain silent, of course, but we refused to do so. We took the young lady back with us and have promised to keep her name from the ton, for I consider her to be merely overwhelmed by Lord Sutherland’s presence and taken in by his charms.”

      Lady Ann smiled grimly. “And I ensured that news of his misdemeanor soon spread throughout society,” she finished, making Marion aware of just how much influence Lady Ann had within the beau monde. “Foolish girl.” She shook her head. “I do hope she will learn from this.”

      “Indeed,” Marion murmured, finding her gaze drawn back to Lord Haddington for some inexplicable reason. A knot of worry began to tie itself within her stomach, as though she feared that he, too, might somehow behave in the same way as Lord Sutherland. She did not know whether or not he was inclined toward such behavior and whilst she hoped he was not, Marion realized just how little she knew the gentleman.

      “Is Lord Haddington still unwell?” Lady Catherine asked gently, evidently seeing the direction of Marion’s gaze. “It has been almost a fortnight now, has it not?”

      Marion sighed heavily and nodded, looking back at her friend. “It is a very unusual illness indeed,” she said quietly, her knot tightening a little more. “He keeps it well hidden and does not speak to me of it often, but I can tell by the whiteness of his face or the sweat that beads across his brow.” She bit her lip and glanced back at Lord Haddington again. “My father does not know of its continuing hold on Lord Haddington, however. Lord Haddington has said nothing of it to him, of course, for fear that he might bring our courtship to an end.”

      Miss Hawkins frowned. “Then why do you not speak to your father of it?” she asked, making Marion glance back at her in surprise. “Why do you not tell him of Lord Haddington’s continued illness if you think it will bring the courtship to a close? Surely that is what you want.”

      Marion twisted her lips, looking away from Lord Haddington and back toward her friend. “I—I had not thought of doing so,” she said, suddenly wondering why it had not occurred to her before. “Because Lord Haddington has said nothing specifically to me about his continued ill health, I have considered it not to be my place to speak of it to anyone.” Again, she paused, thinking about what Miss Hawkins had suggested. “I could speak of it to my father, knowing that he would be very concerned indeed and might very well bring the engagement to an end, but for whatever reason, it has not even been a consideration of mine.”

      Lady Catherine’s eyes flickered with a sudden interest. “No?”

      “No, not even for a moment,” Marion answered truthfully. “Although I cannot express to you why such a thing might be.” Biting her lip, she looked back across the room to Lord Haddington, seeing how he now greeted their host for this evening’s gathering—one Lord Trebuchet, who was far too willing to talk to every young lady present and certainly much too flirtatious for Marion’s liking.

      “He is still unwell, then,” Lady Ann murmured, as though she had only just engaged in the conversation. “That is very unusual, is it not?”

      Marion shook her head. “Some illnesses do linger” she said quietly. “This one is doing so, it seems.”

      “But it does not always affect him,” Lady Ann pressed, probing a little. “He appears to be quite well at the present.”

      “Indeed he does,” Marion admitted, watching Lord Haddington as he introduced Lord Trebuchet to Lady Haddington, and then to Lady Haddington’s acquaintance, whom she herself did not know. “But later in the evening, I would expect him to become ill again.” She spoke of this from experience for, over the last fortnight, whenever they had met, he had always been overtaken by a tightness in his stomach, sweat beading on his forehead as he fought back against the feelings of nausea. “It just does not appear at the first.”

      Lady Ann looked at her sister, Lady Catherine, for a long moment, and something seemed to pass between them, something that Marion could not quite make out. Her attention now pulled fully from Lord Haddington, she turned to face her friends a little more, a flicker of a frown between her brows. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, not in the least,” Lady Catherine stated at once with a little too much fervor. “It is only that Ann and I have been discussing the matter of Lord Haddington’s illness and we have noted something of interest.”

      Marion nodded slowly, seeing the lack of surprise on Miss Hawkins’ and Miss Seymour’s faces and realizing that her friends had already discussed this between themselves before approaching her. “And what is it?”

      “Have you noticed, Lady Marion, that Lord Haddington only becomes ill when he is in your company?” Lady Seymour asked, making Marion’s mouth go dry. “He is well enough now, yes, but you yourself have stated that he will feel the effects of his illness by the time the evening is at an end.”

      “And after you have spent a good deal of time in his company,” Lady Catherine added with a quick lift of her eyebrow. “In fact, would you not say that Lord Haddington becomes ill after he has been conversing with you for a time?”

      Marion could not think of what to say, her mind scrambling over what her friends had suggested as though she were a mouse trying to find her way out of a trap. She wanted to find something to refute what they had suggested, but she could not. The more she searched, the less she found.

      “We do not say this to upset you,” Miss Hawkins said gently, putting one hand on Marion’s arm, “but only to suggest that there may be something more significant playing out here at present.”

      “And—and what might such a thing be?” Marion stammered, her heart thudding painfully in her chest. “I do not understand.”

      Unfortunately for her, no easy answers came. Lady Ann shrugged, Lady Catherine sighed, and Miss Seymour and Miss Hawkins only looked sympathetic.

      “We could not say, of course,” Miss Hawkins answered sympathetically. “It is only the suggestion of it, Lady Marion.”

      “You do not think that he is doing it to himself?” Marion asked hastily, suddenly feeling as though her friends believed that Lord Haddington was deliberately behaving so for some reason.

      “No, no,” Lady Ann said, putting a warm smile on her face. “We do not think that this is Lord Haddington’s doing, Lady Marion. We do not know who might be at work here, or even whether or not this is, in fact, what is really occurring. It is something we have surmised, something that we think bears a little more consideration.”

      Marion’s throat began to ache with a sudden, sharp pain and she swallowed quickly in the hope of chasing it away. “I see,” she said eventually, her voice rasping. “And what am I to do next?” A sense of desperation began to fill her, and she felt as though she had walked into a thick darkness and could not find her way about. “What am I to do?”

      Lord Haddington, at this very moment, turned toward her and, before her friends could say another word, began to make his way over to her.

      “Think it over,” Miss Seymour murmured, as quietly as she could. “That is all that needs to be done at present. If you come to think as we do, then mayhap we ought to meet with Lord Haddington and discuss our concerns.”

      “It might make him less inclined to ignore what we say if there are a few of us suggesting the very same thing,” Lady Ann whispered as Lord Haddington bowed toward them all. “Just think on it, Lady Marion. That is all you can do for now.”

      “Lady Marion,” Lord Haddington said, no smile on his face as he glanced at each of her friends, whom he had been introduced to before. “Lady Ann, Lady Catherine, Miss Seymour, and Miss Hawkins.” Again, he bowed. “How nice to see you all here this evening.”

      Lady Catherine laughed softly, breaking the tension that Marion felt crawling over her.

      “If you wish to spend a few minutes speaking with Lady Marion alone, Lord Haddington,” she said, “then we would be glad to permit you such a favor.” She did not wait for Lord Haddington to respond but rather drew her sister away, Miss Hawkins and Miss Seymour following in their wake.

      Marion was interested to note that the color was rising gently in Lord Haddington’s face, and she wondered what it was that made him flush so. They had shared many a conversation over the last fortnight, although he was always very much disinclined toward speaking to her of anything overly personal or intimate. He kept matters to very bland topics of conversation, as though he did not want to reveal anything about himself to her. It was very odd, and Marion did not like it. She continued to persevere with her questions, her comments, and her remarks, as though showing Lord Haddington that one could speak quite openly to another and hoping it would encourage him to do the same.

      Thus far, it had not. She could not imagine sitting down with him and stating that she believed someone might be causing him to become ill. The very idea was almost preposterous and she herself was having rather a difficult time believing it.

      “Lady Marion?”

      She jerked slightly, realizing that Lord Haddington had been speaking to her but that she had been much too caught up in her own thoughts to listen to him.

      “Forgive me,” she said at once, aware of how her own cheeks now caught with a fresh heat. “What was it you were saying?”

      Lord Haddington sighed heavily and gestured to a footman, who came over at once. There was only one remaining glass on the silver tray he carried but given that it was whisky rather than champagne or ratafia, Marion refused it. Lord Haddington shrugged and picked it up for himself, before asking the footman to return with some champagne for Marion.

      He is considerate, at least, Marion told herself, watching Lord Haddington carefully. That is something that I can appreciate.

      “You were speaking of something just now that I was not listening to very well at all,” she said as he grimaced and looked away. “I apologize, Lord Haddington. My friends were speaking to me of a very serious subject and I confess I was quite caught up with my own thoughts on the matter.” She looked at him again, pressing her lips together firmly for a moment. “Not that I mean it as any excuse, of course.”

      “Of course not,” he muttered, taking another sip. “It is only that I wondered if you would like to join me for dinner early next week?” He shrugged one shoulder as though it did not particularly matter to him whether or not she accepted. “You might invite your friends, if you wish. I do not mind the number of guests that attend, or who they are.”

      Marion licked her lips, suddenly feeling very awkward. Lord Haddington was being very kind to her but there was something about his demeanor that told her he was rather displeased. Was it that she had not been listening to him when he had first spoken? Or was it more that her determination and eagerness to pursue a further intimacy between them was something he was entirely disinclined toward?

      “I would be glad to invite them, and to attend,” she answered quickly, seeing how his eyes jumped back to hers. “I thank you, Lord Haddington. That sounds quite wonderful.” She realized that there was no falseness in what she said, finding—much to her surprise—that there was something of a contentment in his invitation. No matter what Lord Haddington wished, she was still fully determined to pursue a furthering of their acquaintance with him, even if it meant continually pursuing him with questions that he did not particularly wish to answer. There was nothing she could do in terms of her arrangement with Lord Haddington now, for her father had settled on Lord Haddington quite certainly, but she could still insist on a deepening relationship with her beau, even if he did not want it. She could not quite understand what it was that held him back from her in such a strange fashion, why he did not want to answer such questions and preferred to keep their conversation to nothing more than dull banality, but Marion was not about to settle for such a thing. It was not dissuading Lord Haddington, at least. He had not yet gone to her father and suggested that he might bring his courtship of Lord Audley’s daughter to an end, much as she might hope that such a thing would occur.

      “Very good,” Lord Haddington muttered, shifting his weight from foot to foot and appearing suddenly very uncomfortable. “If you would furnish me with their addresses, I shall have the invitations sent out tomorrow.”

      “I thank you,” Marion answered, watching Lord Haddington carefully and sighing inwardly at just how little she understood him. There was something in his expression that she could not quite make out, although he certainly appeared very ill at ease in how he moved his weight about. “Is something the matter, Lord Haddington?” she asked, not about to pretend that everything was quite all right and ignore his awkward state.

      His eyes shifted away from her for a moment, then back to her face again. His lips flattened, his eyebrows lowered, and his entire expression grew darker. Marion caught her breath, one hand pressed against her stomach as she felt a chill run over her.

      “No, Lady Marion, there is nothing wrong,” he said, his voice almost a growl. “Save for the fact that my mother has arrived and has brought with her a young lady whom I am sure she will wish to introduce me to, for what is the third time.”

      Marion resisted the urge to turn her head and look over her shoulder, knowing that she ought not to do so, yet almost desperate to see which young lady Lord Haddington was speaking of. At the same time, a great swell of happiness rose up within her, surprising her with its potency. Lord Haddington had, seemingly without hesitation, spoken of something personal to her, sharing an evident difficulty by both what he said and the expression on his face.

      “If you wish, Lord Haddington,” she began slowly, seeing how his grey eyes glimmered with flashes of lightning, “we might make our way to another part of the room? Or even to the terrace, if it would help you escape your present fears.” She smiled at him tentatively, not at all certain what he would say or what he would think of her for making such a suggestion. Would he want to remain in her company? Would he walk to the terrace with her, even though it might very well be dimly lit and filled with dark corners where they might hide themselves away for a moment?

      A flush of heat scurried up her spine at that particular thought, and she was astonished to realize that she had even let herself consider such a thing occurring with Lord Haddington. She did not even much like the gentleman, she told herself sternly as Lord Haddington continued to consider what she had said, so why should she now be thinking of hiding herself away with him out on the terrace? It was more than a little foolish and she tried her best not to allow the flush of embarrassment to show in her expression. Lord Haddington was handsome, yes, but did she not still find his character to be a little lacking? Did she not find him to be a little arrogant still, and far too determined to have his way without even considering her own opinion on things? Did she not find herself frustrated at his unwillingness to speak openly to her and to allow her the answers to her many questions? Why, then, should she now be thinking of him in such an intimate fashion?

      “You are very considerate, Lady Marion.” Lord Haddington’s voice had lifted from its gruffness and was now rather gentle, even though his expression remained dark. “I should very much like to—”

      He stopped abruptly, one hand pressed to his stomach as he doubled over. Marion’s eyes flared as she reached to put one hand on his shoulder, suddenly afraid for him, only for Lord Haddington to stand up tall again, his hand falling to his side.

      “Lady Marion,” he whispered, his face suddenly a worrying shade of grey. “I must excuse myself from you again.”

      Marion’s eyes widened. “You are unwell again, Lord Haddington?” she asked, and he nodded jerkily, his eyes searching for the door. “Might I find someone to help?”

      He shook his head, pulling out his handkerchief and mopping his brow. “No, I thank you,” he managed to say, moving away from her. “Do excuse me, Lady Marion.”

      Once again, Marion was left watching Lord Haddington leave her side, frowning hard as he did so. This was becoming quite ridiculous. Lord Haddington seemed to take ill almost every time he was within her company, although she had not seen him leave so abruptly since the night of the ball, when he had been forced to leave her standing alone. Her brows knotted as a deep stab of worry went through her heart. Perhaps her friends were correct in their fears. Mayhap there was something more here.

      “He has been forced to leave again?”

      Marion nodded, glancing toward Lady Ann, who had come to join her again. “Indeed he has,” she answered slowly, seeing the knowing look in Lady Ann’s eyes and feeling a certainty begin to fill her heart. “He is to invite us all to dinner come next week.” She turned toward her friend, seeing Lady Ann’s expression grow serious. “Do you think he will be taken ill then?”

      Lady Ann hesitated, clearly thinking hard. “A dinner party can be a small affair,” she said slowly. “Do you know how many guests he is to have?”

      Marion shook her head. “I do not.”

      Lady Ann lifted one shoulder then dropped it with a sigh. “We shall have to attend and watch him carefully,” she said with a slight frustration in her eyes. “However, before the dinner party occurs, Lady Marion, I think we ought to speak to Lord Haddington directly. You may wish to do so alone first, of course, but you can tell him that we are all equally concerned.”

      Marion nodded slowly, her fingers twisting together as she held her hands in front of her. “I did not even consider anything of the sort until you showed me just how irregular this supposed illness is,” she said quietly. “You and the other ladies are correct to state that it only seems to occur when he is in my company.” She shook her head, her mind buzzing with thoughts. “Mayhap I should try and discover him when he is not expecting me to see if the illness takes a hold then.”

      Lady Ann nodded, suddenly appearing quite animated. “That is a wonderful idea, Lady Marion. If he is not expecting you, then perhaps he will not be struck down as he is at present.”

      Marion frowned hard. “Either this illness is to do with my presence, or there is something of greater significance here at hand.”

      “That is quite true,” Lady Ann agreed. “It is only a matter now of pursuing it and discovering the truth.”

      “And telling Lord Haddington of what we suspect thereafter,” Marion added, thinking to herself that Lord Haddington, given his unwillingness to speak openly and honestly with her, might then shun what she had to say. Her chest tightened at the thought, a sudden fear capturing her heart—but then she pushed it away and lifted her chin. She would discover precisely what was going on, she determined. She did not have such a force of will for nothing. Whether Lord Haddington was becoming ill due to a sickness or by some other means, Marion was determined to discover the truth—for both their sakes.
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      Alexander cleared his throat and tried to smile at Lady Beatrice as they walked together toward the bookshop. It had been a chance meeting, apparently, although from the look in his mother’s eye, Alexander found himself wondering if such a thing had been both planned and coordinated by her. She had, after all, begged for him to accompany her into town so that she might buy a new pair of gloves, lamenting over the fact that her silk ones had been found to have a small hole near the palm. Having had no other plans, he had agreed to it a little reluctantly, quietly hoping that his mother would only want a short trip into town. He had been feeling a good deal better since last evening and thought that whilst a few minutes in the fresh air might do him good, he wanted to return home as soon as possible so he could rest and recuperate so as to be in good health for tomorrow’s social gatherings.

      Now, it seemed, he was to spend a good deal longer away from home than he had first intended.

      “You are fond of reading?” he asked, finding nothing else to say and hating the silence that came from Lady Beatrice.

      “Yes.”

      He closed his eyes momentarily and hid his growl of frustration. “And what are you hoping to purchase today?” he asked after a moment. “Another novel, mayhap?”

      Lady Beatrice swung her eyes up to his for the briefest of moments. “Perhaps,” she answered, her cheeks coloring furiously. “I mean… yes, I suppose so.”

      Alexander wanted to take his leave of Lady Beatrice and her mother, Lady Dalton, almost at once, given just how difficult it was to have any sort of conversation with the lady. Idly, he thought of Lady Marion, thinking to himself that he greatly appreciated her quick wit and sparkling conversation. He never had to struggle to think of what to say when it came to her, even though he found her probing questions a little disconcerting, especially when she refused to stop asking them despite his demands that she do so.

      He recalled that she also enjoyed reading, remembering how she had taken a few books from his library that she had not yet returned. They had not discussed her hobbies at length, however, making a twinge of guilt twist his heart. He perhaps should be more attentive to Lady Marion, but at the moment, all he was able to think of when he was in her presence was whether or not his stomach would start turning this way and that, or if a chill would run down over his skin, rendering him both hot and cold at the same time.

      “I hope you enjoy your time in the bookshop,” he said lamely, opening the door for Lady Beatrice and waiting for his mother and Lady Dalton to join them. “I have some business I must return home to.” His smile was lackluster, but Alexander did not care. He had no time for Lady Beatrice and certainly did not want to give the girl or her mother any sort of hope.

      “Goodness, Alexander, you cannot be as rude as all that!” his mother exclaimed as she and Lady Dalton drew near. “Surely you do not intend to return home?”

      Biting back a sharp response, Alexander pasted a tight smile on his face and inclined his head. “I fear I must, Mama,” he said with as much grace as he could. “There are some matters of business I must attend to. I am sure you understand.”

      Lady Haddington shook her head, her expression grim. “You did not say such a thing to me before.”

      “That is because I thought we would soon be returning to the house,” Alexander replied evenly. “Although I am sure you are very glad to have met with Lady Dalton and her daughter so unexpectedly.” Touching his hat, he inclined his head to Lady Dalton, who was wearing the very same expression as his mother. “If you will excuse me, Lady Dalton. Mama, I shall leave the carriage here for you.” So saying, he turned away, walking with hasty steps for fear that his mother might manage to come up with yet another excuse to force him to stay.

      “Lord Haddington?”

      He bent his head a little lower, thinking that it was Lady Beatrice calling after him, only to see none other than Lady Marion stepping directly into his path.

      “Lord Haddington,” she said again, looking him up and down. “You are yourself again.”

      He stopped at once and bowed, a flush of embarrassment creeping up his spine as he did so. “Again, I can only apologize for leaving you so swiftly,” he stammered, a trifle awkwardly. “I fear it could not be helped.”

      Lady Marion watched him for a moment, her expression curious although there was something in her eyes that he could not quite make out. Puzzlement, perhaps? “I quite understand,” she said, still watching him closely. “You are recovered now, I hope?”

      “I am much improved,” he answered honestly, beginning to worry that she thought he might have been pretending his illness in order to remove himself from her company. “I cannot explain it, Lady Marion, but I assure you that—”

      Lady Marion held up one hand, silencing him. “There is no need to worry about explanations or apologies,” she told him. “As I have said, I quite understand. Now,” she continued briskly, looking about her. “Are you making your way to somewhere in town?”

      Pausing for a moment and wondering if he ought to tell her the truth, Alexander nodded. “I took my mother into town so that she might purchase new gloves. As we were doing so, we unexpectedly met with an acquaintance of my mother’s.”

      “Oh?”

      Wincing, he shook his head. “I would not pretend that I enjoyed such a meeting, Lady Marion. It was unexpected, by all appearances, but I cannot help but fear that my mother did so deliberately.”

      A look of understanding came into Lady Marion’s face. “You mean to say that she is determined to have you consider another young lady in my place?” she asked, with just a hint of good humor in her tone as her lips curled in a light smile. “That must mean I have made a very poor impression indeed.”

      “No, no, you have not!” Alexander exclaimed, filled with an urgent longing to tell Lady Marion that she was, in fact, quite suitable for him in a good many ways. “My mother seems to think that Lady Beatrice would be a more suitable match and therefore has tried to push her to the fore.”

      Lady Marion blinked for a moment, the smile fading from her face. “Lady Beatrice, who is daughter to the Marquess of Dalton?”

      “That is correct,” Alexander answered, a little confused by the lady’s sudden change in demeanor. “But there is nothing to concern yourself with, Lady Marion. As you know, I have already made my choice.”

      In that one moment, something passed between them that Alexander could not quite describe. As he spoke, Lady Marion’s face bloomed with color and she dropped her eyes to the ground at his feet, suddenly appearing a little off balance. He himself felt a swift kick of longing, although what that longing was for, he could not quite make out. The urge to say more grew within him, but his throat closed tightly, refusing to allow him to do so. The air seemed to grow thick between them, making him catch his breath as she lifted her eyes to his again, and he marveled at how blue they were, how radiant her beauty was. Lady Marion did not seem to know what to say either, for she looked away from him again, her lips pressed together but with what appeared to be the faintest hint of a self-conscious smile lifting the corner of her mouth.

      “Ah, Lady Marion, there you are!”

      The sound of another young lady’s voice met his ears and he turned, the moment between himself and Lady Marion broken in one swift moment.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Seymour,” he said, recognizing one of Lady Marion’s companions. “You are out together, I see.”

      Miss Seymour curtsied, then smiled up at him. “We are all out together, Lord Haddington,” she corrected him. “Lady Ann, Lady Catherine, and Miss Hawkins are looking at ribbons at the moment, although they shall emerge from there very soon, I am sure.” She threw a quick glance toward Lady Marion who, much to Alexander’s surprise, gave Miss Seymour a small nod. What was that for?

      “Should you like to join us for a short stroll?” Miss Seymour asked as Lady Marion’s eyes finally lifted to his face again. “We thought to take a walk to Gunter’s and perhaps buy an ice. It is a very warm day, after all.”

      “Only if you are feeling well enough, Lord Haddington,” Lady Marion interrupted, still appearing a little concerned. She smiled at him then, her face a little pink. “We have our chaperones with us so we will be quite all right without your company.”

      Alexander hesitated, uncertain as to whether or not Lady Marion truly wanted him to attend. Was she merely showing concern for him? Or did she want him to absent himself?

      “I—I should like an ice,” he found himself saying, before he had truly made up his mind. “If you are quite certain that you wish me to join you.”

      “But of course,” Lady Marion said hastily, as though eager to reassure him. “Come now, we must merely wait for the others and then we shall make our way there directly.”

      

      Some two hours later, Alexander had to confess that he had enjoyed a most wonderful afternoon. Lady Marion had seemed a good deal happier in the company of her friends and they had enjoyed many a good conversation, some laughter, and delicious ices which did, in their own way, take away some of the heat from the day.

      Lady Marion had seemed a good deal more at ease. She had asked him questions and he had found himself willing to answer. The conversation had flowed easily between them and he now found that he did not much want to retire back to his house alone. Walking back with Lady Marion toward her waiting carriage, Alexander could not help but hesitate, looking down into her face and slowing his steps.

      “I have very much enjoyed your company this afternoon, Lady Marion,” he said, seeing how her eyes seemed to glow and how her lips curled upwards. “I do hope that you have found it to be equally enjoyable.”

      Her face lit up. “I have,” she answered, surprising him by putting her hand on his arm. “You have been a good deal less reserved, and I have found that most refreshing.”

      Alexander frowned, thinking to himself that he had not intended to behave so, but in the company he had found himself in, had somehow managed to answer more questions and discuss things with more openness than before. A vision of his mother and father rushed into his head and he gave himself a slight shake. He had been far too candid in some of what he had shared. He ought not to have permitted himself to do so.

      “I do not consider that to be a good thing, however,” he muttered as Lady Marion dropped her hand from his arm. “I should not have been so. That is, as you well know, not something that I wish to do. Our acquaintance will be based solely on an understanding of our roles in this life and an acceptance of our partnership together.”

      Lady Marion blew out a long breath, stopped suddenly, and turned to face him. The smile was gone, the lightness in her eyes fading and being replaced with a sharp, hard anger.

      “You need not behave in such a way,” she said, one hand now planted firmly on her hip as she glared at him. “You have had an enjoyable afternoon, have you not? There has been excellent conversation and a good deal of laughter. I have seen you behave in a way that I have never yet perceived before.” She took a step closer, one finger pointed at his chest. “You seemed to me to be a much brighter, happier version of yourself, Lord Haddington,” she finished, almost triumphantly. “And all because you allowed yourself to drop your guard just a little.”

      Alexander did not know what to say, looking down into Lady Marion’s face and finding that he was rendered quite speechless by the sight of her. She was standing much closer to him than ever before, to the point that he could feel her breath brushing across his cheek, could see her dark eyelashes perfectly framing her stormy eyes. His heart began to quicken, his hands growing clammy and, for some inexplicable reason, his breathing becoming a little ragged. An urge to move closer to her rose up within him, pushing him forward, desperate to have her near to him—but he resisted it with every ounce of strength he had.

      “You do not want to be close to me,” Lady Marion whispered, her expression growing somewhat despondent and her eyes flaring with a sudden understanding. “Why is that? Why do you not want to share yourself with someone who is meant to one day be your bride?”

      Alexander felt a flush rising up his neck as a spiral of heat scored his chest. “I—I do intend to share myself with you,” he stated, trying to be as matter-of-fact as possible. “I will be your husband in every way, just as you will be my wife, but there is no need for any sort of intentional closeness.”

      This was evidently the wrong thing to say, for Lady Marion narrowed her eyes and pressed her finger hard against his chest, clearly giving no consideration to the other passersby, as few as they were. Alexander was relieved that the other young ladies and their chaperones had already gone ahead, although no doubt they would soon be wondering where Lady Marion had disappeared to.

      “You may not think that having any sort of closeness, save for the marital obligations, is necessary, Lord Haddington,” she declared, not even a hint of color in her cheeks. “But I desire it. I want to have that nearness with the man I call my husband. I want to be his dearest friend, his confidante, his most trustworthy of all acquaintances. And yet, the moment you give a little of yourself to me, the moment you reflect on what you have said and how open you have been, you decide that it is not something to be glad about but rather something to be saddened over. Something that you regret.” Her eyes fixed upon his, as sharp as knives. “Why do you say such a thing? What is it that you do not wish me to discover?”

      A flicker of a frown marred his brow. “I have nothing to hide from you, Lady Marion,” he said, a little confused by her seeming accusation. “Nothing whatsoever. I simply do not wish to seek out what you describe. That, I am sure, will give rise to other…. emotions and that, I know, will end in disaster.” He spoke with confidence, remembering just how little his mother had mourned for her late husband. That was not to be him. That was not to be his bride. They would be well acquainted, with a healthy respect for each other, but there would be nothing more. No affection, no feelings of fondness that might further rise to love. That was why he did not want to give too much of himself away, did not want to speak of his innermost thoughts and feelings to the lady he wanted to call his betrothed. To do so would then lead him to become close to her, and that closeness would give rise to affection—the very thing he wanted to avoid.

      “Disaster,” Lady Marion muttered, looking at him as though he were nothing more than a fool. “That is what you think an intimacy between husband and wife will deliver in the end? I cannot understand it.”

      “I have seen it,” he declared, quite firmly. “My own dear parents displayed such a lack of consideration for each other when they, at one time, believed themselves to have an affection for one another. They thought they were as intimate and as close as any husband and wife ought to be.” Seeing how Lady Marion dropped her hand, her eyes losing their anger, he took a small sidestep and began to walk away from her, knowing that he had never intended to speak of such a thing but that he had done so, nonetheless. “I will not allow such a thing to happen to me.”

      Striding forward, he did not even consider waiting for Lady Marion. Instead, he fixed his eyes on the carriages that waited only a little way ahead, rounding the corner fully so that they came into view. His heart was still beating a little too quickly for his liking, his hands curling into fists as he forced himself not to look back, not to turn around and face her again. There was too much in his heart already, too much that he had to now rid himself of. This afternoon had been a most enjoyable one, yes, but he could not permit himself to become lost in Lady Marion’s company. He would not let his mind dwell on her, not sigh affection over her. That was much too ridiculous.

      “Wait, Lord Haddington.”

      Lady Marion’s voice was loud and clear, reaching him from seemingly far away. Turning his head, he forced himself to stop, seeing how she scurried after him after having evidently stayed behind him for a moment or two.

      “Your carriage is waiting, Lady Marion,” he muttered stiffly, but Lady Marion did not so much as look at it. Instead, she drew close to him, closer than she had ever been before and much too close to be appropriate in public.

      Alexander tried to step back, tried to force his legs to move, but once again, he found himself caught by her presence. Gritting his teeth, he looked down into her face and told himself he felt nothing, but his heart refused to believe it.

      “You are mistaken, Lord Haddington,” Lady Marion murmured, her expression almost tender as she pressed one hand flat against his heart. “You are entirely mistaken, and I have every intention of proving it to you.”

      Swallowing hard, he looked away from her, wishing he could find the strength to move away. “I am not mistaken. Affection does not last.”

      One eyebrow lifted as Lady Marion stepped back. “You are wrong, Lord Haddington,” she stated unequivocally. “There are a lucky few whose affection endures, whose love lingers until the very last. Who is to say that you and I might not be one of them?”

      She said nothing more but turned on her heel and marched past him, leaving those words hanging in the air between them. A tingling ran all through him as he watched her walk away, her back straight and her head held high, as if his heart was already yearning for her, wanting him to believe what she had said instead of rejecting it entirely.

      Does that mean she holds some affection for you?

      Alexander drew in a sharp breath, recalling the last few words that Lady Marion had said. Had she meant to suggest that she was growing in fondness for him? Or had it merely been a hope expressed that they might find themselves in such a situation?

      He dared not think of it any further, not when his mind and heart were so unwilling to be steadfast in the way that he intended. Sighing inwardly, Alexander drew in a deep breath and hastily followed Lady Marion, knowing that it would be ungentlemanly not to bid them all farewell. As the carriage rolled away and Lady Marion did not even give him the slightest glance, the sudden ache that filled his heart was something Alexander could not even begin to understand.
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      The ball was in full swing by the time Marion and her mother arrived. Lord Audley had chosen not to attend, seemingly no longer interested in social activities now that he had found his daughter a suitable match. There was every expectation that Lord Haddington would propose to Marion very soon, and whilst Marion knew she had to accept it, she did not feel any particular joy over the notion.

      “Well,” came a voice in her ear, “Lord Haddington did not become ill yesterday afternoon, it seems.”

      Marion laughed and turned to see Lady Catherine looking at her with a bright smile on her face.

      “Indeed, he did not,” she agreed with a rueful shake of her head. “I confess that I did not even bring such a point to light with him yesterday afternoon. We had… other matters to discuss.”

      “Oh?”

      Marion closed her eyes and let out a long, weary sigh. “I was more than a little insistent to discover the truth behind Lord Haddington’s evident unwillingness to be as open toward me as I would wish, and it seems that I was given the answer I sought.”

      Lady Catherine’s smile began to fade and she looked at Marion with a slight concern in her eyes. “You did not like the answer, I fear.”

      “No,” Marion agreed sadly. “He does not want there to be even a hint of affection between us. We are to be a staid and entirely proper husband and wife, who share a bed upon occasion but very little else.” Her eyes dimmed with the sorrow of knowing that her heart was already beginning to turn toward Lord Haddington but that such feelings, as small and as insignificant as they were, might never be returned. “From what he expressed, he believes that the sorrow his own dear father and mother experienced in their affections turning to nothing but dust will be repeated should he have any sort of fondness for his wife. Therefore, in order to avoid the rising of such emotions, we are to share very little.” She lifted one eyebrow and shot Lady Catherine a knowing look. “Not that I shall be content with that, of course.”

      Lady Catherine shook her head, looking wryly at Marion. “Indeed not,” she agreed. “I do not know how you shall go about changing his mind, but I will wish you the very best of luck in your intentions.” Her expression shifted to something a little more serious. “However, I would hope that you would speak to him this evening about what we have noted. It is important.”

      “It is,” Marion agreed, a trifle frustrated with herself that she had not spoken to him of it yesterday. “Are the others present this evening also? It may be that we can find a quiet corner and—”

      “They are waiting in the gardens,” Lady Catherine interrupted with a small smile. “All that is now required is for you to find Lord Haddington and, together, the three of us will walk into the gardens so that we might discuss matters there.”

      Marion took a moment to collect herself, a little surprised at how forward Lady Catherine was being.

      “The reason for my eagerness,” Lady Catherine continued, as though she could see into Marion’s mind and was now aware of her surprise, “is that I fear he may be taken ill again this evening.” She spread her hands. “We must speak to him before then.”

      Understanding dawned swiftly. “You are quite correct,” Marion said hurriedly, grasping her friend’s hand and turning her head to look all about her. “I had not thought about it in such a way.” In that moment, all that she had been considering as regarded Lord Haddington’s desire to remain aloof and separate from her seemed to fade away. Mayhap, in speaking to him of this and in working to discover what precisely was going on, they might find a way toward each other instead of remaining at arm’s length, as Lord Haddington wished.

      “I think he was speaking to Lord Irving,” Lady Catherine said, her hand still held tightly in Marion’s as she began to hurry through the crowd. “I am sure we will be able to find him.”

      Marion’s breath began to quicken. Why had she not taken the opportunity to speak to Lord Haddington before this evening’s ball? She had become so caught up with what he had said that everything else had faded away, including the importance of what her friends had revealed to her.

      And then, she saw him.

      Relief coursed through her veins and she came to a sudden stop, making Lady Catherine almost bump into her.

      “There,” she breathed, taking a moment to catch herself and to gather her composure. “He looks well enough, do you not think?”

      “I do,” Lady Catherine murmured, her eyes fixed upon Lord Haddington. “Then let us put on our brightest smiles and see if we cannot draw him away from his conversation so that we might begin one of our own.”

      Moving forward quickly, Marion was delighted to note that Lord Haddington’s eyes were instantly drawn toward them. His discussion was hastily brought to a close and both gentlemen bowed toward them.

      Marion prepared herself for a few minutes of pleasantries, opening her mouth to ask if both gentlemen were enjoying the ball thus far, only for Lord Irving to speak in an almost apologetic manner.

      “I am afraid that I must depart your company at once,” he said, holding up his hands in a gesture of defense. “You will not be angry with me, I hope, for it is only that I must now seek out Miss Winchester given that we are to dance together.”

      A flood of relief caught Marion’s heart. “Oh, but of course, Lord Irving,” she answered as Lady Catherine smiled warmly. “We would not even think of preventing you, Lord Irving.” She smiled at him and he bowed to excuse himself. “And mayhap Lord Haddington, you might consider accompanying us to the gardens? Both Lady Catherine and I are feeling rather warm already.”

      Lord Haddington hesitated for only a moment, then inclined his head. “But of course,” he answered, offering her his arm. “I would be glad to accompany you both.”

      “My lord?”

      Marion almost bumped into a footman as he offered a silver tray toward Lord Haddington, holding a few glasses of ratafia. Lord Haddington made to reach for the one closest to him, only to catch the sharp eye of Lady Catherine, who was looking at him with one eyebrow arched.

      “Perhaps once we have returned from the gardens,” Lord Haddington said hastily, as the footman nodded and stepped back, allowing Lord Haddington and Marion to walk forward again. Marion shook her head and took Lord Haddington’s arm, thinking that whilst she appreciated that the footmen were doing their level best to ensure the comfort of the guests, she did not much like them pushing forward in such a manner.

      But there was no time to allow her thoughts to dwell on such things now. Feeling her tension mount with each step she took, Marion felt her fingers tighten on Lord Haddington’s arm, as if she feared that, should she let him go, he would turn away from her, struck down by illness again. The dark gardens swallowed them up almost at once, although she was grateful for the lights dotted about which permitted her to see a little better in the gloom.

      “I hope this brings you some relief,” Lord Haddington said, sounding a little awkward. “Ballrooms can become very stifling indeed.”

      Marion caught Lady Catherine’s eye as they walked slowly along the path. A stone dropped into her stomach, sending a shock running up through her. She had to say something now, had to tell Lord Haddington the truth about why she had asked him here.

      “Lord Haddington,” she began, in a voice that wavered just a little. “There is something I must speak to you about.”

      His eyes fixed to hers as their steps slowed, wary and uncertain. “Indeed. And that is why we have come to the gardens, I presume?”

      “It is,” she admitted quickly. “We could not risk being overheard.” Watching him closely, she saw how his eyes widened momentarily, then glanced to the side where Lady Catherine stood.

      “Lady Catherine, Lady Ann, Miss Hawkins, and Miss Seymour are my very dearest friends,” Marion continued, before she lost her nerve. “And they have noticed something that I think to be of the greatest importance.”

      “They are waiting in the arbor just to your left, Lord Haddington,” Lady Catherine stated helpfully. “If you are willing, then I would ask you to join us.” Without waiting for him to respond, Lady Catherine moved away, leaving Marion and Lord Haddington standing together. Marion searched Lord Haddington’s face, seeing the flickering shadows running from one place to the next and aware of just how heavily he frowned.

      “It is a matter of grave importance, else I would not have asked you to walk with us out into the gardens,” she told him, seeing his frown lift just a little. “I speak the truth, Lord Haddington. It is a matter of severity.”

      “And we could not have spoken of it inside?” he asked, a little gruffly. “I am not in any sort of danger, surely?”

      Not wanting to pretend that there was anything more severe than what was at hand, Marion shook her head. “No, you are not in severe danger, Lord Haddington, but it is still a matter of importance. Please, if you will come to speak to my friends and with myself…” She trailed off, reaching out to put one hand on his arm although she did not tug him toward her. “It is for your benefit that I seek such a thing.”

      His expression remained wary, but after a moment or two, he dropped his gaze and sighed, putting his free hand atop hers.

      Shivers ran down her spine.

      “Very well, I shall trust you, Lady Marion,” he answered, sounding both confused and a little reluctant still. “Whatever this is, I will go with you and listen to what is said.”

      “I thank you,” Marion answered quickly, aware of just how warm she was becoming at the touch of his hand on hers. “Just this way, Lord Haddington.”

      

      It was only after a few words of greeting that the ladies were finally able to express to Lord Haddington exactly what they had noted. Marion pressed her lips together, her hands tightly clasped as she looked at Lord Haddington, who had chosen not to seat himself but rather to stand. His hands were behind his back, his head a little lowered and such a dark frown on his brow that she feared he would not accept a single word of what was being said.

      “In short, Lord Haddington, we have noticed that you become ill only when you are in the company of Lady Marion,” finished Lady Ann, carrying on from where Miss Hawkins had left off. “Do you not recognize that yourself?”

      Lord Haddington’s frown deepened. “I was not ill yesterday, when I was with you all at Gunter’s,” he said, shaking his head. “Therefore, I cannot—”

      “That meeting was unplanned,” Miss Seymour interrupted, more strength in her voice than Marion had expected. “Do you not see it, Lord Haddington? When you are expected to meet with Lady Marion, you soon become rather ill with this affliction and, thereafter, struggle to be in her company for any time longer given that you are forced to return home and rest.”

      “And when you met with me in the middle of London, when we were unintentionally within each other’s company, then you had no sign of such an illness,” Marion finished, watching as Lord Haddington’s eyes swiveled toward her. “Do you not see it?”

      Silence rang between herself and Lord Haddington, whilst the other ladies remained entirely quiet, their hands in their laps and their expressions ones of expectant hope. Marion could feel no such hope for, in looking at Lord Haddington’s countenance, she feared that he was about to tell them all that they were being quite ridiculous.

      “I… I do not know what to think,” Lord Haddington muttered, running one hand over his eyes and suddenly appearing a good deal more vulnerable. “This is quite an extraordinary statement to make and yet I understand that you have all thought on this very carefully.”

      “We have,” Miss Hawkins said firmly, a note of anger in her voice. “And it is best, Lord Haddington, if you take our observations seriously.”

      Lord Haddington shook his head. “I find that very difficult to do, Miss Hawkins,” he answered, making Marion’s heart sink to the ground. “You are suggesting that someone is deliberately attempting to force me away from Lady Marion by finding a way to make me ill each time I am in her company. And that, I fear, is a very dark suggestion indeed.”

      “Dark it may be,” Marion interrupted sharply, fearing that Lord Haddington was about to disregard them entirely simply because he did not like what he was hearing, “but you cannot pretend that the idea has no merit.”

      Lord Haddington said nothing for a moment or two, looking at her with dark eyes, his face still wreathed with shadows, giving him a very grave appearance. Despite herself, Marion felt her heart pull toward him, as though it wanted to feel the same surges of sensation that had run through her when he had touched her hand only a few moments ago.

      “You always speak your mind, Lady Marion,” Lord Haddington said without any sort of rebuke in his expression. “I confess that what you all have suggested does, in one way, make sense, but I find that I struggle to accept the idea simply because of what it will mean.”

      “It will mean that there is someone seeking to do you harm,” Lady Catherine murmured, seeming to know what Lord Haddington meant. “That is a difficult thing to accept, but there is evidence that cannot be ignored.”

      “But I am well enough at present!” Lord Haddington exclaimed, suddenly throwing up his hands. “Am I not? I have not yet been taken ill, simply because I have been in the presence of Lady Marion.”

      There was a moment or two of silence as the ladies glanced at each other, aware of just how upset Lord Haddington seemed to be.

      “You are not ill as yet,” Marion corrected, rising to her feet and taking a step closer. “We are not due to dance until later this evening. I should not be surprised if you are overcome with your ailment until a little before or even during our dance, given what occurred the last time we attempted to dance at a ball.” Lifting one eyebrow, she held his gaze steadily. “And your dinner party is only a day or two away. We wondered if you would become ill during that also, or if it is only when the two of us are together in a closer fashion.”

      “Such as out walking,” Lady Ann interrupted, as a flash of sudden understanding brightened Lord Haddington’s face. He remembered how he had been taken ill when they had been out walking in the park, Marion considered, tilting her head just a little and watching Lord Haddington closely.

      “I—I do not know what to say,” Lord Haddington muttered, suddenly dropping onto the wooden bench behind him and putting his elbows on his knees as he looked around the garden. “I cannot… I do not want such a thing to be true.”

      Marion felt her heart swell with a surge of sympathy. Still standing, she moved across to where he sat, sitting down next to him and putting one hand on his arm. Lord Haddington turned his head slowly, as if he wanted to look into her face but did not want to feel what would come with such an action. When he finally caught her gaze, he let out a long, heavy sigh, his eyes searching her face for answers.

      “It is fearful for me also,” Marion told him solemnly. “Since I have heard what my dear friends have noticed, I have felt such an anxiety that it has plagued me almost every day.” She shook her head and closed her eyes tightly. “Because if we are to accept such a thing as a possibility, Lord Haddington, then it means that there is someone deliberately attempting to make you ill.”

      “And quite how they are doing it, we do not know,” interjected Miss Seymour. “Therein lies the difficulty.”

      Lord Haddington passed a hand over his eyes again, groaning aloud before dropping his head into his hands. Marion kept her hand on his arm, praying desperately that he would listen to them, that he would do something about what they had said and that he would not reject them outright.

      “I—I must think on this,” Lord Haddington said, his voice muffled. “I cannot simply accept it without giving it a good deal more thought.”

      “But of course, I understand,” Marion said quickly, eager not to put him under any immediate pressure. “I thank you for listening to us so well.”

      He turned his head to look at her, his expression dark. “And if I become ill this evening?”

      “Then it will be entirely expected,” Marion answered firmly. “Keep watch on those who surround you, Lord Haddington. That is all I can suggest at present.”

      

      It did not come as much of a surprise to Marion when, less than an hour later and at the precise time that her dance with Lord Haddington was due, the gentleman was nowhere to be found. Nor did it surprise her when she received a note the following morning begging for her forgiveness over his sudden absence due to the return of his illness. Nothing further was said in the note, nothing that suggested he might now believe what they had told him with absolute certainty, but Marion knew that Lord Haddington would now be thinking on everything that had been said. His dinner party was only one day away and, perhaps then, they might have another opportunity to talk.

      Things were becoming a good deal more serious now and Marion prayed that Lord Haddington could see that also. Unless, she thought to herself, her chest tightening, he decides to turn his back on you and remove you from his company altogether in the hope that this will prevent his ailment from returning. The thought sent a shock down her spine and her mind grew heavy with worry, realizing that the last thing she wanted was to be separated from Lord Haddington.

      There had been a time only a few weeks ago when she had wanted nothing more than to be free of him, wanting to make her own choice, but now that they had spent a good deal more time together, now that she found herself wanting desperately for him to speak to her openly, to allow her into his heart, Marion realized that she did not want to be separated from him at all. Marriage no longer held the same reluctance as it once had. Instead, there was nothing but hope now. Hope that they might find a way through this difficult circumstance, that they might find the answers that hid themselves so heavily in the darkness, so that they could begin to seek out a happier, contented future where affection might be permitted to grow, not held back or restrained but given full life.

      It was a hope that would not leave her now, a hope that seemed to be a part of her. And Marion had to confess, in the depths of her heart, that there was an affection for him there. Feelings that would not let her go and that were determined to hold sway. And there was nothing she could do but let them grow.
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      The dinner party was going very well, and Alexander did not want to even think about what Lady Marion had said. But, given that she and each of her friends were present this evening, it was very difficult not to do so.

      He grimaced as his stomach turned over on itself, feeling the faint rumblings of an illness he could not seem to rid himself of. It dogged him no matter where he went, although he certainly did not want to believe what Lady Marion suspected—that someone, somewhere, was deliberately doing this in order to push him from his choice of bride.

      The conversation around the dinner table grew in volume as his guests consumed yet more wine, although Alexander noticed that Lady Marion’s glass was practically untouched, as were those of the rest of the young ladies that he had invited here this evening. Lady Ann and Lady Catherine, chaperoned by their mother, had not drunk a single mouthful, whilst Miss Hawkins and Miss Seymour had only taken the very smallest of sips. Evidently, they wanted to keep their wits about them this evening.

      “You are recovered, I hope?” Lady Beatrice asked, leaning toward him just a little as her mother, Lady Dalton, looked on approvingly. “You appeared quite ill last evening.”

      Aware of just how his own mother was giving him a sharp-eyed look from across the table, Alexander nodded and gave the young lady a brief smile. “I am very well recovered,” he promised, even though he had not managed to eat a good deal. “I thank you for your concern.”

      Lady Beatrice flushed red at this, but Alexander took very little notice. Lady Beatrice and Lady Dalton had been sent an invitation at his mother’s behest and, knowing she would not let him alone until he had done so, he had given in without too much difficulty. Mayhap that had been a mistake, he considered, catching the eye of Lady Marion, who was looking at him and then at Lady Beatrice. There was no hope for Lady Beatrice, and he did not want her to believe that there was any sort of opportunity for her to step into Lady Marion’s place. He had been weak in his reluctance to argue with his mother again. There had been too much on his mind, too much for him to think over without adding in his mother’s screeching complaints that would be directed solely at him for a good length of time.

      “Ladies.” His mother rose suddenly from the table, dragging Alexander out of his thoughts. “Shall we make our way to the drawing room and leave the gentlemen to their port?”

      The ladies rose at once, whilst the gentlemen followed suit, waiting by their chairs until the ladies had quit the room. Alexander’s eyes fell on Lady Marion, seeing how she was looking fixedly at him as she drew near the head of the table, evidently preparing to follow the other ladies from the room.

      And then, she stepped close to his side. Her eyes were glittering like the sun on the sea, her delicate lips pulled into a thin line and a frown marring her brow. “You must be on your guard, Lord Haddington,” she murmured, only looking up into his face for a moment or two before turning away from him again and hurrying toward the door, leaving every gentleman present looking at him with knowing smiles on their faces.

      Alexander was glad that Lord Audley had not been able to attend this evening, for he was quite certain that something would have been said.

      “Shall we sit, gentlemen?” he asked, waving a hand at the now tidy table where the plates had been cleared and the port and clean glasses now sat in their place. His had already been filled by the waiting staff, and Alexander gestured for them to continue filling the glasses. Soon, each gentleman had a good glass of port in their hand and Alexander felt himself relax just a little. As yet, he had not become ill and he certainly did not think it would be so now, given that they were all drinking from the very same bottle of port. No, surely Lady Marion must be mistaken. There was no one who would do what she was suggesting. His illness just struck at inopportune moments and, given that he had been spending a good deal of time with Lady Marion, it just happened to be when he had been in her company.

      “When do you intend to propose, Lord Haddington?”

      Alexander jerked, dragged out of his thoughts hastily as he tried to shrug nonchalantly, but the other gentlemen only laughed.

      “You cannot mention matrimony to a gentleman who has only just begun to court,” cried one of the gentlemen. “See how he started in fear!” Laughter rippled around the room, making Alexander flush with embarrassment. “It will take some time before he has decided whether or not she is suitable.”

      “I have already decided, in fact,” Alexander declared loudly, startling the rest of the gentlemen into silence. “I think Lady Marion is quite suitable and intend to propose very soon.”

      There was silence for a moment or two, before another one of his guests, Lord Marchington, lifted his glass of port in Alexander’s direction. “But what of Lady Beatrice?” he asked with a slightly dark smile. “She is also eager for your company, is she not?”

      Alexander gritted his teeth, wondering if his mother had been saying anything to her many acquaintances and, in doing so, spreading a good many rumors. “Lady Beatrice is very charming and elegant, of course,” he said hurriedly, wanting to quash any such whispers at once, “but I have made my choice.”

      A ripple of interest ran around the table.

      “But she is the daughter of a marquess,” another gentleman protested, making Alexander feel as though he were being questioned over a matter of grave consequence. “Whilst Lady Marion is the daughter of an earl.”

      “And will marry an earl,” Alexander retorted. “I see no loss in standing for her, whereas Lady Beatrice…” He trailed off, shrugging. “Besides which, without having any intention of rudeness, I find Lady Marion’s conversation to be a good deal better than that of Lady Beatrice. She is beautiful, genteel, witty, and intelligent. I expect her to make me an excellent wife.”

      Another few murmurs were thrown out from the listening gentlemen, but none seemed too surprised by Alexander’s choice. Lady Beatrice was quiet and rather dull, which they all seemed to understand. Lady Marion was the exact opposite, even though Alexander had spent a good deal of time trying to encourage her not to be so insistent on developing a deeper acquaintance with him.

      “Then may I wish you well,” cried one gentleman, slurring his words just a little as he raised his practically empty glass of port. “To your health, Lord Haddington!”

      “To your joyous future!” exclaimed another, whilst some other gentlemen laughed aloud, although they did raise their glasses and drink in his honor.

      Alexander did so also, hoping that what he had said of both Lady Beatrice and Lady Marion would remain within these four walls. His mind turned back to Lady Marion again, recalling just how insistent she had been that he was mistaken in his desire to remain so distant from the lady he was hoping would one day be his wife. There were affections within his heart, he knew, but he had spent so long pushing them down and away from himself that it was now a constant battle. The fear of what would occur if he allowed himself to dwell on what he felt, if he allowed his blossoming affections to bloom into anything more, was not worth considering. He could not let it happen. There could be nothing significant between himself and his wife, for fear that it would crumble to dust in only a few months’ time.

      His stomach turned over again. Just the thought of Lady Marion seemed to send his heart into a thundering that could not easily be stopped. He had to put her from his heart.

      Draining the rest of his port and deciding that he would prefer to join the rest of his guests without lingering, Alexander rose from his chair and saw the other gentlemen do the same.

      “Shall we return to the ladies?” he asked, seeing the many nods of approval. His stomach grumbled in response as he made his way toward the door, making Alexander wince as a sudden, sharp pain kicked at him hard.

      No, he thought to himself, gritting his teeth as a rush of anger filled him. No, this cannot be. Forcing himself forward, he made his way into the drawing room and was greeted at once by a large number of his guests, who were clearly delighted that the gentlemen had not chosen to linger over their port.

      “Might we have a tune or two from one of you?” he asked, resisting the urge to bend double in an attempt to prevent his stomach from paining him any further. “And you are welcome to dance also, if you can find the space.”

      This was met with squeals of delight from some of the younger ladies, who immediately began to beg the help of some of the gentlemen in moving chairs and tables to the sides of the room so that there would be space for their dancing. Lady Marchington hurried to the pianoforte, her eyes fixed on her daughter, Miss Blackthorn, as she came to stand opposite her partner.

      They would not miss him now.

      A groan escaped his lips as he turned toward the door, making to slip out unseen so that he might recover himself a little within his own bedchamber—but a hand caught his arm and prevented him from doing so.

      “Lord Haddington?” Lady Marion was there, looking up into his face with evident concern and he saw her eyes round and her cheeks pale as she realized what was wrong.

      “You are ill again,” she said unequivocally. “Good gracious, Lord Haddington! And here, at your own dinner party!”

      He tried to speak, tried to find something to say in response, but all that came from his throat was a loud groan. Lady Marion’s eyes flared in shock and she grasped his arm a little tighter, pushing him out of the door and quickly following suit.

      “He is taken ill again,” he heard her say, as the voice of another young lady murmured something he could not quite make out. “What should I do?”

      Alexander forced himself to walk as quickly as he could along the hallway, resisting the urge to cast up his accounts and feeling a little relieved that he had not eaten a good deal at dinner. Sweat formed on his brow and he felt it trickling down his back also. He was truly unwell.

      “To the study,” he groaned, one hand pressed against his stomach as Lady Marion held him up on the other side, with Lady Catherine beside her. “I should have a concoction there that seems to ease it somewhat.”

      Lady Marion said nothing but held onto him grimly, her hands tight around his upper arm as he staggered along. Footmen appeared as if out of the shadows, silently opening the study door for them and looking at each other with concern. The butler hurried in after them, hurrying around to Alexander’s study desk drawer and pulling out a small bottle.

      “Here, sit down, Lord Haddington,” Lady Marion said, her voice steady but her expression one of grave concern. “And this bottle is…?” She took it from the butler, who was holding it out to Alexander.

      “Naught but ginger and lemon,” Alexander muttered, leaning his head back against the chair and closing his eyes. “It is something that my mother suggested for aiding me in my sufferings. It does help upon occasion, but not if the illness is too great or if I do not take it just as soon as I feel unwell.” He took the bottle from Lady Marion, opening the lid and throwing it back. The taste made him choke, such was the intensity of the ginger, but he forced himself to swallow it anyway. “Let us hope that I am not too late.”

      Lady Marion was still watching him closely, her hands clasped together in front of her mouth, her eyes fixed solely on his face. Alexander wanted to reassure her and tell her that he would be quite well, but there was more to it than a mere concern for his health. Everything they had discussed, everything the ladies had suggested, now seemed to be a good deal more likely.

      “I do not understand it,” he groaned, pushing himself up in his chair and handing the bottle back to his butler. “I barely ate a thing. I do not understand how someone could make me so unwell without my being aware of it.” The tightness in his stomach began to loosen, the nausea losing some of its intensity. “And for what purpose would someone do such a thing?”

      Lady Marion sank down onto a small stool beside him, one hand finding his and holding it tightly, whilst her other hand settled down on top of their joined ones. Heat began to spread up his arm, his breath quickening just a touch and he was powerless to stop it.

      “Someone mayhap does not wish you to marry me,” she said softly, clearly troubled. “There is obviously a desire that our courtship is brought to an end, do you not think?”

      Alexander swallowed hard and glanced at her, before closing his eyes again. It was easier to think when he was not looking directly into her beautiful face.

      “That is a strange way to go about it,” he muttered, although the reason for someone doing such a thing was beginning to become clear.

      “They are making you ill whenever you are with Lady Marion, in the hope that you will decide to stay away from her so that your health remains intact,” Lady Catherine interjected, as the butler scurried from the room to seek out what Alexander would require next—a cool compress and a glass of very cold water. “They clearly have their own reasons for doing such a thing, although I could not say as to their motivation.”

      This was a very difficult situation indeed, Alexander mused, shaking his head and then immediately regretting doing so as his head began to ache. Keeping his eyes closed tight, he started in surprise as a gentle hand swept his hair from his forehead, pressing down lightly for a moment, perhaps to check for a fever.

      “You are not burning up, at least,” Lady Marion commented, her voice seeming to swirl about him and wrap around him like a warm blanket. “I am grateful for that.”

      “As am I,” he muttered, not allowing a single trace of what he felt inwardly to escape into his voice. “You need not remain, Lady Marion. I shall do my best to return to my guests very soon.”

      The hand lifted from his head at once, leaving him with a sense of sudden longing that did not fade. Opening his eyes, he saw her frown, her eyes appearing glassy.

      “That is,” he said hastily, not wanting her to feel anything other than his gratitude, “I do not want to keep you from the rest of the evening, Lady Marion—nor you, Lady Catherine.” He glanced at Lady Catherine, only to see how her arms were folded across her chest as a steely look appeared in her eyes. “I am very grateful to you both, but I would not keep you.”

      “This is where I want to be, Lord Haddington,” Lady Marion said tightly, the concern now fading from her expression only to be replaced with a sense of sadness that he did not want her to remain. “Do you not wish me to stay here with you whilst you recover?” She looked away, her hands now fiddling with the folds on her dress. “Or is it that you blame me for your illness?”

      “No, no, indeed not!” he exclaimed, sitting up abruptly and feeling his stomach swirl all the more, but he did not give in to the urge to sit back in exhaustion. “I do not hold even a thought of blaming you for this ailment. Truly, I do not.”

      She swallowed hard, then looked away from him. “I see.”

      “I swear it to you,” he said earnestly. “My thought here is only for you and your enjoyment of the evening. I do not want to burden you.”

      For whatever reason, this explanation did not allow Lady Marion any sort of calmness. Instead, she seemed to swell, rising from her chair as her face flushed bright red, her hands spreading wide. Alexander tensed, suddenly expecting her to explode at him and not quite certain as to why she might do so.

      “Do you not understand yet, Lord Haddington?” Lady Marion asked, as Lady Catherine took a quick step backwards. “Do you still struggle to realize that I do not wish to be anywhere other than in your company? That, as my potential husband, I am doing the right thing in remaining here by your side instead of returning to what might be a much more enjoyable evening?” To his horror, tears began to splash down onto her cheeks, her words tumbling over each other. “We are courting with the intention of becoming engaged and, thereafter, to wed,” she continued, not hesitating even for a moment despite her tears. “And yet you still expect me to remain distant, to stay away from you and to look after my own desires instead of caring for you as I ought.” One hand raised toward him, her finger out. “You may believe you want this distance, this lack of closeness between us, but I do not. You may fear affection, but I do not. I welcome it. I long for it. I want to see it grow all the more and spread to both our hearts, for I have no belief that it will crumble and fade to nothing.” She dashed another tear from her eye, her cheeks pink and her lips trembling. “I believe quite the opposite. I believe that affection is something so precious that it must be cared for, nourished, and enjoyed. It is so rare that when one has such a gift as that, it must be held close and securely protected. And yet you remain unwilling even to acknowledge its presence.” Turning her head, she looked at Lady Catherine, who had a soft, understanding smile on her face and eyes that seemed to glow with compassion. Alexander felt himself rebuked, but yet he still could not rid himself of the memory of his mother caring very little for the loss of her husband.

      “I—I am too afraid to consider it,” he told Lady Marion, wishing he did not have to speak so openly in front of Lady Catherine. “It will bring nothing but pain, I am sure of it. My mother cared nothing for my father when he passed away. Affection dies. Colors fade.” He pushed himself up slowly, feeling a little better, and tried to get to his feet. His stomach was still churning but it was more manageable now, easier to contain, and he did not feel as though he might cast up his accounts. “I am sorry, Lady Marion, if what I said distressed or upset you, for it was unintentional.”

      Lady Marion shook her head sorrowfully, looking up at him with tear stains still lingering on her cheeks. “I remain here because I wish to, Lord Haddington,” she told him, her eyes clearing. “I will never give up seeking to draw close to you. My heart wishes it, despite what my first impressions of you have been.” She pressed one hand to her heart and a shudder ran through Alexander as he realized the truth of what she was saying. “Lady Catherine and I will return now. I hope you are able to join us soon.”

      Without another word, she turned and quit the room, leaving Lady Catherine to trail in her wake. The lady shot Alexander a reproachful look as she left, leaving Alexander fearing that he had, somehow, managed to make a truly dreadful mistake.

      

      “Alexander?”

      Alexander tried to smile at his mother as he re-entered the drawing room, praying that his guests would not have noted his absence.

      “Mama,” he said, keeping his voice low and glad that the music on the pianoforte was starting up again. “I do apologize.”

      She looked more than a little displeased. “You were absent.”

      “I was unwell,” he told her, wishing that she would show him even a little more sympathy instead of being upset that he had left his guests for a time.

      “Lady Marion was also gone for a time,” his mother remarked, her eyes flashing. “You ought not to encourage such things. I—”

      Alexander held up one hand, stemming the hasty flow of words. “Mama, Lady Catherine was present also. There was nothing improper. They both sought to help me when I barely had the strength to walk to my study.”

      His mother’s expression did not change. “Do not think that you can have the attentions of Lady Catherine also,” she said furiously, her eyes darkening all the more. “You are to marry this Lady Marion, despite my advice. I will not have you chasing another lady’s affections when you are soon to be betrothed.”

      Alexander frowned heavily, confused by what she was saying. Grasping her hand, he took her to a quieter corner, looking down into her face and trying to understand her anger. “There is no such desire within me, Mama,” he said gently, whilst the laughter, dancing, and music spun all around them. “What would make you suggest such a thing?”

      For a long moment, Lady Haddington said nothing. Her eyes looked up into his face, as though she wanted to see an understanding there already, an understanding that he did not have.

      “Mama,” he said again, pressing her. “Why should you ask such a thing as this?”

      “Because,” Lady Haddington said tightly, her eyes darting away. “I do not want you to behave as your father did.”

      Alexander stared at her, shock running straight through him.

      “I cared for him and he dashed such feelings away,” Lady Haddington continued, her voice hard but her eyes filled with a grief that Alexander had never seen before. “He was a gentleman who pretended affection, but willingly gave his attentions to others. I do not want you to behave as he did.”

      Feeling as though the walls were closing in on him and that the air was being sucked from the room, Alexander tried to take in a breath but found that he could not. It was as though his whole body had frozen in place, as though the shock had been so great that he was now nailed to the floor. He had always thought that the reason for his parents being so far from each other was that their affections had withered away. Now, he was discovering that his dear father was not the man he had thought him to be. Little wonder that his mother had not grieved for the man she called husband.

      “I am glad you are a little better,” Lady Haddington said, looking away from him, her face a little red and a tension about her. “You should see to your guests now.”

      Alexander could not even bring himself to nod, watching his mother leave and feeling his heart sinking into his boots. How much he had misjudged her. How much he had mistaken—and how foolish he had been, in so many ways.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have a visitor, Lady Marion.”

      Marion froze, her teacup halfway to her mouth as she looked at the maid that had come into the room. She was currently speaking to Lady Catherine, Lady Ann, and her two other friends, Miss Hawkins and Miss Seymour, who had all come together so that they might be made aware of the issues that had arisen at the dinner party last evening.

      “Who has come to call?” she asked, a knot beginning to form in her stomach as she saw the maid hold out a card. “And is it of any particular urgency?”

      The maid inclined her head. “I did say that you were currently engaged, Lady Marion, but he was quite insistent.”

      “I see.” Marion took the card and looked at it, already knowing whose name would be written there. “It seems that Lord Haddington has decided to call.” She glanced at her friends, seeing the looks of surprise and then of interest. “Show him in at once, please.”

      Lady Ann leaned forward in her chair. “He is come to call on you without so much as writing a note?” she said as the maid scurried from the room. “Mayhap your words made more of an impression on him than you first thought.”

      “I spoke quite bluntly,” Marion confessed, a little embarrassed. “I spoke more to him of my heart than I intended, especially given that I am not at all certain about how I feel as regards Lord Haddington.”

      Miss Seymour laughed softly. “I believe you do know precisely how you feel,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “You have gone from thinking him arrogant and somewhat rude to now being quite unable to spend even an hour without mentioning him.”

      “And I know there is a good deal of intrigue as regards his current situation,” Miss Hawkins added, sharing a knowing smile with Miss Seymour, “but it is quite clear that you care for the gentleman, Lady Marion. Your concern speaks of it, as does your desire to grow closer to him despite his reluctance.”

      Marion wanted to protest that she only wished for such a thing out of fear that she would end up in a cold, friendless marriage, but knew that to do so would be to speak untruths. She had discovered herself quite caught up with Lord Haddington, even with all of the questions she had over his state of ill health. He was handsome, yes, but she found herself so affected by his nearness that there were times she struggled even to keep her thoughts in order. It was also perhaps why she found herself so upset with his attempts to keep her at bay. The desire to be near to him, to share an intimacy with him more profound than even his closest acquaintance, was now deep within her and she could not simply ignore it. And part of her believed that he, too, felt something akin to fondness for her, even if he was determined to push it to one side, to ignore it completely. There had been moments when she had caught him watching her with a look in his eyes that had sent heat rushing through her. Times when she had seen him frown, as though fighting with his own inner self in much the same way that she herself was doing.

      Again, the door opened and the five ladies rose to their feet. Lord Haddington entered without hesitation, his eyes searching the faces until he found Marion. Bowing toward her, he waited until she had risen from her curtsy before he began to speak.

      “My dear Lady Marion,” he said, sounding more than a little urgent. “I am truly sorry for what occurred last evening. The way I spoke to you and the suggestions I presented were quite wrong. I can see that I have been foolish. Terribly foolish indeed.” He shook his head and ran one hand over his eyes, seemingly quite agitated. “The things I have told you about my late father and my own dear mother have, it seems, been quite wrong.”

      Astonished at the fervency of his explanations, Marion tried to take in what he was saying without reacting too greatly. “I see,” she said with as much gentleness as she could. “Please, you need not explain.”

      “I have been so very foolish,” Lord Haddington said again, coming into the room a little more and standing in front of her, as though she were a queen and he begging for her favor and pardon. “My father feigned his affection for my mother, it seems, and thereafter did not behave as a husband or gentleman ought. I know there are many who do as they please once they are wed, those who continue to behave as though they are as they had once been, but I swear to you, Lady Marion, I shall never behave in such a way. I have no intention of seeking out another in the place of you.”

      Marion was so taken aback by this poetic speech, by this sudden outburst of expression, that she could not form a response. She took in everything about him, from the wildness of his hair, to the dark shadows under his eyes. This was a man tormented, a man who had spent almost every hour of the night awake, struggling with what he had discovered. This was a gentleman from whom she could not turn away, clinging to her pain and her upset. He needed her understanding and her compassion and Marion felt her heart only too willing to give it. Her own soul began to flood with a sense of overwhelming joy, as if she were beginning to discover the truth about how Lord Haddington felt for her, seeing the edge of what might be a wonderful happiness.

      “I understand and appreciate what you have expressed, Lord Haddington,” she said, as gently as she could. “Please, sit down and join us. We have some things to discuss now, I believe, although mayhap you and I might speak privately a little later.” She saw the hope flare in his eyes, and she smiled at him, feeling a warmth beginning to flood her otherwise pained heart.

      “I would very much like that,” Lord Haddington admitted, sinking down into a seat as though it would give him the relief he so desperately sought. “I have been greatly tormented in my thoughts, Lady Marion, and to know that you are now so willing to listen and understand brings me such a relief that I do not think I can express it to you.”

      Reaching across, she pressed his hand with her own for a moment, sensations flooding her as she did so. “I am truly glad,” she said honestly. “And now if we can only understand what is occurring with these other circumstances, we might be able to set everything to rights.” Hearing Miss Seymour chuckle, Marion turned to her friends and grinned, leaning back from Lord Haddington and allowing herself a long breath of contentment. It felt as though the struggle against Lord Haddington’s insistent ways was gone from her now, that there was no need to linger in the battle against his will. Something had changed. Something significant had altered, and Marion was all the more glad for it.

      “I was sorry to hear you were taken ill last evening, Lord Haddington,” Miss Hawkins began as Marion got up to ring the bell for another tea tray so that they might all partake of some refreshment. “It was unexpected?”

      Lord Haddington winced. “I was not expecting it, Miss Hawkins,” he answered truthfully, as Marion caught a wry glance passing between Lady Catherine and Lady Ann. “I could not quite believe what was being suggested, and so I determined that there must be another explanation for what was occurring.”

      “And now?” Marion asked, seating herself again. “Your opinion has changed?”

      Lord Haddington let out a long breath but shrugged. “I do not wish to believe it, but I fear there is no choice,” he said, sounding rather disappointed. “I cannot understand why someone would wish to keep me from you, Lady Marion, but clearly they have reasons of their own for such a thing.”

      “Is it not obvious?” Lady Catherine interjected, watching Lord Haddington with interest. “The person behind your illness is seeking either to wed you themselves or to push you in the direction of some other young lady whom they believe to be much more suitable.”

      A sudden chill ran down Marion’s spine, her skin turning to gooseflesh as she saw Lord Haddington frown suddenly, his expression now dark and shadowed. Had he not said as much to her himself at one time? Something about his mother pushing him to consider another young lady in her place?

      Evidently, Lord Haddington had thought the very same thing, given his expression. She began to shake her head mutely, trying to tell herself that such a thing could not be the case. A mother would not do that to her own flesh and blood, no matter how much she disapproved of the decisions made.

      “There has been… a suggestion that I might think of a marquess’ daughter in place of Lady Marion,” Lord Haddington said slowly, eliciting a small gasp from Miss Seymour. “But it has come from my mother.”

      Silence crept over the room as each young lady took in the meaning of such a statement. It would not do to accuse a countess of such a deliberate act, and yet the possibility was certainly there.

      “Might I ask,” Lady Catherine began, a little tentatively, “what is it about Lady Marion that she finds so disagreeable?”

      Lord Haddington let out a dark laugh, glancing up at Marion before dropping his head into his hands. “It is only that Lady Marion is not the daughter of a marquess, I believe,” he said, running his hands through his hair before sitting up again, his dark mane even more askew than before. “And Lady Dalton is a very dear friend of my mother. I believe they both wish for the match simply so that they might cement their friendship all the more.”

      “Something that is easily understood, of course,” Marion interjected quickly, not wanting anyone to accuse Lady Haddington of doing this to her son. “But hardly enough to force such a dark consequence upon someone.”

      Lord Haddington let out another heavy sigh, as though the very depths of his soul were being searched. “And yet it is a possibility I must face,” he stated, looking at her with a sorrow in his eyes that she wanted so desperately to heal. “My mother has been constantly pushing another toward me in the hope that I might change my mind, and she is not a lady used to being denied what she most eagerly wants.”

      Marion wanted to protest, wanted to say that it could not be so, but found that she could say nothing, not when he was looking at her with such an intensity. Her mouth went dry and she could not look away, lost in the swirling shades in his eyes.

      “And there is also the question of how it is being done,” Miss Hawkins added as Lord Haddington turned his face toward her and away from Marion, freeing her from his captive hold. “What is being done to you to bring about this illness?”

      Lord Haddington shook his head. “My mother—” He stopped dead, staring at the wall on the opposite side of the room, his fingers clutching the arm of the chair tight. From where she sat, Marion could hear his ragged breathing, could practically see his tension.

      “What is it, Lord Haddington?” she asked, feeling as though she were breaking into a private moment. “Is something the matter?”

      Lord Haddington nodded, swallowing hard as he turned to look at her. His face had paled, his eyes losing some of their sheen as his jaw worked hard. He said nothing for some moments, making Marion all the more anxious.

      “I was to say,” Lord Haddington whispered, his voice a little hoarse, “that I am sure there are many tonics and the like that could bring about such a sensation.”

      “Yes,” Lady Ann murmured, clearly as desperate to hear what it was that had struck him so forcefully. “I am sure the doctors will have a remedy for purging oneself, which is often used at times of fever. Perhaps only a few drops were put into something you ate or drank in order to—”

      “My mother brought me a tincture to ease my suffering,” Lord Haddington continued, as though he had not heard Lady Ann. “She has some knowledge of these things, it seems.” His expression was wretched as he held Marion’s gaze, making her heart thump furiously as she realized what he meant.

      “You must not begin to find answers where there are not any as yet,” she told him, as firmly as she could. “There are many ladies who have knowledge of such things without having any desire to do anyone ill. For example, I myself know that some honey in hot water will soothe any sort of cough.” It was a poor example, however, given that a cough did not at all relate to all that Lord Haddington had suffered, leaving Marion feeling a little unsure of what to say next.

      “I think you must not immediately believe that it is Lady Haddington,” said Lady Catherine, practically. “Lord Haddington, you must take a hold of your senses and think clearly. Just who has been near to you during the last few weeks? Who might wish you to remain unwed?”

      “I do not know, I tell you!” Lord Haddington practically threw himself from the chair, his hand swiping the air as redness hit his cheeks. “I can think of no one besides my mother who might do such a thing.”

      His words seemed to bounce around the room, losing some of their impact with each and very bounce. Lord Haddington stood quietly now, his head bowed, his jaw set, and his eyes closed tight. The other young ladies looked at him steadily, no surprise in their expressions but a sense of compassion and understanding that Marion prayed Lord Haddington would be grateful for.

      “I think it is best if we take our leave,” Lady Catherine said, getting to her feet as her sister did the same. “No, Lord Haddington, you are not to apologize.” She gave him a warm smile, putting one hand on his arm as he attempted to speak. “You are overwhelmed, and I can quite understand the sensation. I cannot imagine what you must be thinking and feeling at this moment.” Her eyes darted toward Marion, who also rose, just as the maid came in with the tea tray. “How glad I am that you have someone as companionable and as devoted to you as Lady Marion.”

      Marion wanted to glare at her friend, to shush her and to state that she ought not to say such ridiculous things, only for Lord Haddington to sigh, nod, and murmur a word of thanks to Lady Catherine, who then smiled brightly in Marion’s direction. Gesturing for the maid to put down the tea tray for both herself and Lord Haddington, Marion said farewell to her friends and then requested the maid to stay within the room, knowing that her mother was gone from the house and therefore would not be able to chaperone.

      “I will not stay for long,” Lord Haddington muttered, pushing one hand through his hair again as he looked at her, his face back to the pale sheen that had been there before. “I have said and done enough already; I am quite sure.”

      Marion’s heart swelled with compassion and she stepped forward, putting one hand out to his and waiting for him expectantly. Her heart rose with delight as he took her hand in his, with only a momentary hesitation. “Despite the struggles of the present moment, I am sure we will find a way through to what will be a much happier ending,” she told him, allowing her heart to express itself just a little. “I do not want to believe that your mother could do such a thing, Lord Haddington, and I think that you do not believe it to be her either.”

      “There is no other explanation that I can cling to as yet,” Lord Haddington answered, shaking his head dully. “I must speak to her.”

      Marion paused for a moment, considering. “Should you like me to be there with you?” she asked, praying desperately that he would consent, that he would agree to her attending with him so that they might stand together, as they would one day stand as husband and wife. They were not even officially betrothed as yet, but Marion knew in her heart that they were tied to one another already.

      “I am unused to having someone alongside me,” Lord Haddington answered, turning to face her a little more and lowering his head just a fraction so he could look into her eyes. “I am not as you might wish me, Lady Marion.”

      Her eyes lifted to his. He was so very handsome, even when his face was sorrowful. “You are not what I wish you to be,” she agreed, seeing the flash of surprise cross his face. “You push me away when I want you to draw me in. You can be arrogant and stubborn instead of considered. You are sometimes brash instead of measured.” Her heart began to quicken as she put one hand flat on his chest, tipping her head back to look up into his eyes. “You push your feelings away when you ought to embrace them and hold them close,” she continued, praying that she had not been mistaken in thinking that Lord Haddington felt something for her. “You have been singularly determined not to allow any sort of affection between us and yet I have found myself beginning to consider you in such a way that I fear you shall not have what you so desire.”

      She could feel the steady beat of Lord Haddington’s heart under her fingers, saw the spark in his eyes and felt her own breath hitch. His eyes lingered on hers but was accompanied with a small frown, his lips twisting as though he was not certain how best to proceed. Discouraged, Marion dropped her hand and made to step back, only for Lord Haddington to catch her fingers in his, holding them tightly.

      “Lady Marion,” Lord Haddington said, a little hoarsely. “You are right to say all those of me. That is entirely correct. But,” he continued, coming a little closer to her as a flurry of awareness rushed over her, sending curious excitement curling in her stomach, “I do not think that I wish to be as I am at present,” he finished, sounding a little doubtful. “Everything that I wanted for my own marriage came from a place of misunderstanding. Thinking that my own parents were an example of what could go wrong when one finds an affection in their heart for their spouse, I grew afraid that I would end up with a coldness within my own house. You do not know how much I have struggled with the knowledge that my mother cared very little for my father’s death.” He looked away, his throat working for a moment. “But now that I know the truth, I can well understand it.”

      “I am sorry you have such a burden on your shoulders now,” Marion murmured, looking up at him and waiting until his eyes found hers again. “But you need not feel any guilt, particularly not on my account or for my sake.”

      He shook his head wordlessly for a moment, then lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed his lips to her fingers. Sparks shot all down Marion’s arm, the other hand pressed tightly to her stomach as she watched him, practically hearing the crash of stone upon stone as the wall between herself and Lord Haddington began to crumble to the ground.

      “I promise you now, Lady Marion, that everything I have thought and felt will change,” he stated, lowering her hand but still keeping a tight hold of it. “I will no longer be bound by my fears, will no longer be kept back by the worries that strike at my heart. Now that I know they have no basis, I am freed from them. Their chains have dropped from me and I can see things just as they are.” He inclined his head toward her, finally letting her hand go. “And I am determined to permit my heart to feel all that it might wish,” he finished, a fierceness settling into his voice. “And I will never permit myself to become so restrained again.”
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      “Mama?”

      A slight shiver ran through Alexander’s frame as he waited for his mother to join him in the drawing room. Lady Marion would arrive very soon, and he wanted to ensure that his mother was already present when the time came.

      “Yes, Alexander?” Lady Haddington asked, looking a trifle irritated as she hurried into the drawing room. “Is something wrong?”

      He gestured to a chair. “Sit down, Mama. Please.”

      Lady Haddington’s eyes flared and her lips twisted for a moment, as though battling between what she had been asked to do and what she wanted. “I do have plans of my own for this afternoon,” she said, a little stiffly, folding herself into a chair. “I hope you will not keep me long.” One eyebrow lifted as she leveled a sharp gaze at him, but Alexander did not allow such a look to affect him in any way. A deep worry began to bite at his soul as he watched his mother, suddenly afraid that she was the one who had been, in effect, poisoning him.

      “There is something of importance I must ask you,” he began, trying not to twist his fingers together in agitation as he held his hands tightly in his lap. “Something of very great importance and I should like an honest answer from you.”

      Lady Haddington frowned, her eyes darting to one corner of the room and then back to his face. “I see,” she said slowly, appearing to be a little nervous. “I shall do my level best.” Her expression grew cool and she lifted her chin, looking at him with an almost supercilious smile beginning to spread across her face. “Although I confess that I believe I know what the question is to be.”

      A cold hand gripped Alexander’s heart. “You do?”

      “I do,” Lady Haddington confirmed, shrugging delicately. “And yes, I believe you are correct in your estimation. I have been pushing another toward you because I believe she is better suited in terms of her title, her family, and her respectability.” She shrugged, her smile still fixed. “The daughter of a marquess should not be so easily passed over.”

      Alexander frowned, blinking hard for a moment or two as he let out a long, slow breath. This was not a confession, it seemed, but rather the acknowledgment that she had been encouraging Lady Beatrice toward him instead of merely accepting that he had made his choice in Lady Marion.

      “Mama,” he said, trying to find the right words. “What I mean to say is—”

      A scratch at the door prevented him from saying any more. His heart quickened with expectation as the butler announced Lady Marion. Getting to his feet, he smiled broadly at her as she entered the room, thinking to himself that she appeared all the more beautiful with every day that passed.

      “Lady Marion,” he said, taking her hand and pressing it to his lips, catching the slight blush to her cheeks and the delicate smile that caught the corners of her mouth. “I am so glad you were able to attend.”

      Lady Haddington shot Alexander a confused look before welcoming Lady Marion, clearly puzzled as to why he had invited Lady Marion here if he had decided against her.

      “I am very happy to be present,” Lady Marion answered with a knowing smile of her own. “I thank you, Lord Haddington.” She sat down carefully, but instead of looking toward him, turned her gaze to Lady Haddington. Alexander took in a few deep breaths, feeling his thoughts turn toward anxiousness again, pressing his lips together hard as he prepared to ask his mother for the truth.

      “It is not as I thought,” Lady Haddington said softly as she looked directly at Alexander. “You are not bringing this acquaintance to an end?”

      A startled look was flung in Alexander’s direction, but he smiled warmly in return, seeing the shock fading from Lady Marion’s eyes.

      “No, I am not,” he said, holding on tightly to Lady Marion’s gaze. “I have no intention of doing anything other than what I have always intended when it comes to Lady Marion.” He tore his eyes away from her and returned them to his mother, whose face had gone a delicate shade of pink. “I know you are most eager that I consider Lady Beatrice, but I must inform you now that such a thing will not happen. It will never happen. Lady Beatrice must find another.” His voice grew a little hard and he almost felt the support of Lady Marion begin to bolster his courage, glancing at her to see her smile warmly at him, although there was a hint of steel in her eyes.

      “I understand,” Lady Haddington said faintly, glancing between him and Lady Marion. “I have not been encouraging this match, I know, for I simply cannot understand why you would not consider a higher title, but—”

      “Lady Beatrice does not intrigue me,” Alexander interrupted firmly. “She holds no beauty that captures my heart. There is no courage, no determination, no eagerness to do as she thinks is right, for the good of us both.” He looked not at his mother but at Lady Marion as he spoke, seeing how she began to blush but that she did not drop her eyes from his. “I have found so much in Lady Marion that I cannot even have a single thought about another,” he finished as Lady Marion glanced toward Lady Haddington, who wore an inscrutable expression. “Therefore, Mama, I will never turn toward Lady Beatrice or to any other young lady you decide might be best for me. Titles mean nothing. Dowries have no significance. It is the heart of the lady that is the most precious and I have found in Lady Marion a heart that is tender, kind, fierce, and resolute. And I do not intend to give that up in place of something lesser.”

      Lady Marion looked down at her hands for a moment, although he could see the curling smile on her lips. Looking up at him slowly, her eyes holding more emotion than ever before, Alexander felt his heart stop dead in his chest as their eyes locked. Now that he allowed himself to feel all that was within his heart for Lady Marion, the emotions that surged through him were like a wildfire, spreading into every part of his being and burning through him. He welcomed it, not turning away from it or attempting to extinguish the flames. There was such a loveliness about her that he never wanted to be parted from her, never wanted to be set asunder from her. He would spend the rest of his days making such a thing clear to her, if she would allow him to do so.

      “Then I think I understand fully,” Lady Haddington said, breaking the sudden silence that had grown between Alexander and Lady Marion. “There is no need for me to remain.” She made to get up out of her chair, only for Alexander to hold up one hand.

      “Stay,” he told her, his voice filled with such an authority that he saw her shrink back into her chair, her eyes wide with evident surprise. “There is more to ask.”

      Lady Haddington looked toward him and then to Lady Marion. “What is it that you wish to ask me?” she said, although there was a small tremor to her voice. “Is it something significant?”

      “Lord Haddington wishes to ask you whether or not you have been making any other attempts to remove him from my company,” Lady Marion said, before Alexander could speak. “Aside from bringing Lady Beatrice near, aside from inviting her to dinners and the like, have you done anything more to force him away from me?”

      Alexander leaned forward in his chair, watching the color drain from his mother’s face. “Mama, you must be honest with me. I must know if it is you who has been making me so unwell.”

      The air seemed to crackle with sparks of tension as he held his breath, seeing how Lady Haddington turned milk-white. Her eyes were wide, fixed on his face as though she were seeing him for the first time.

      “I have never once attempted to do anything but help you,” she whispered, clearly unable to find the strength in her shock to speak loudly. “Surely, you must know that.”

      Alexander paused, glancing at Lady Marion and seeing her watching Lady Haddington carefully.

      “You may believe that you have been helping me by attempting to push me away from Lady Marion,” he said softly as his mother pressed one hand to her mouth, her eyes swimming with sudden tears. “Have you been making me ill, so that I might stay away from Lady Marion?”

      Again, there came a silence that seemed to wrap itself around Alexander, stifling him. His hands tightened together, his words going around and around his head as he watched his mother, not knowing what she would say or what she would admit to.

      Eventually, Lady Haddington dropped her hand.

      “I have never once thought to make you ill,” she stated, her voice shaking and breathless. “I have never tried to separate you from Lady Marion in the way you are suggesting.” Her chin lifted just a little as a single tear splashed onto her cheek. “I have been foolish in pushing Lady Beatrice toward you, mayhap, but it has only been because of her title and because her mother and I are very dear friends.” She swallowed hard again, turning her eyes to Lady Marion. “Lady Marion, I have not behaved appropriately at times, mayhap, but I have done nothing to make my son ill. The very thought…” She trailed off, pulling out a handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbing at her eyes.

      Alexander let out his breath in a rush. “You are not making me ill, Mama,” he said firmly, seeing Lady Marion nod and knowing that she felt the same. “I am sorry to have had to ask you, but someone has been doing this and I have to discover who it might be.” He gave his mother a small smile, but she did not smile back at him, watching him with worried eyes. “Lady Marion and her friends have realized that I only become ill when I am in her company.”

      “I am sorry to have distressed you,” Lady Marion added, spreading her hands. “But we have come to the conclusion that someone is deliberately making Lord Haddington unwell when he and I are in company together, but only if the meeting is planned or arranged in advance.” She shook her head, sighing heavily. “If we meet unexpectedly, then your son remains quite well.”

      Lady Haddington sniffed delicately, then replaced her handkerchief. “And you both thought that I was the one to do something so terrible,” she stated, without looking at them both, turning her head to one side.

      “We had suspicions; that is all,” Alexander said truthfully. “Given that I became unwell within my own house, then it is perfectly clear that I ought to ask you if you have had any involvement.”

      A sudden gasp ripped from Lady Haddington’s lips as she swung her head back toward both Alexander and Lady Marion, her eyes wide and her pallor now a little grey.

      “Mama?” Alexander asked as Lady Marion threw him a concerned look. “Is there something wrong?”

      Lady Haddington stared at him for a long moment, her lips working but no sound coming out. She shook her head, as though she could not quite believe something, then closed her eyes tightly.

      “One of our footmen is from Lady Dalton’s household,” she said suddenly, sending a sudden chill running through Alexander. “Do you not recall? It was at the very start of the Season.”

      A slow understanding began to come over Alexander and he threw himself to his feet, a sense of agitation now filling him. “I do recall,” he answered abruptly, remembering how he had given the matter very little thought, thinking that his mother would take care of the situation and, given how particular she was over such matters, it was best for him to leave it alone. “We had to send one footman from the house because he was caught stealing.”

      “And you replaced the servant with one from Lady Dalton’s household?” Lady Marion asked, her eyes wide and her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

      “I did,” Lady Haddington replied throatily. “Lady Dalton had one too many, she said, and so would be glad to send him to our house instead.” She shrugged one shoulder, although her eyes were still wide. “I thought nothing of it, and so I agreed.”

      Alexander closed his eyes tightly, feeling as though they were discussing something significant but not fully understanding what the significance of such a thing was. “So, a footman from Lady Dalton’s household is now employed here,” he stated, trying to work through everything clearly. “That does not explain—”

      “I think I understand,” Lady Marion interrupted, slowly getting to her feet and turning to face him. “Your mother is suggesting, Lord Haddington, that the reason you are becoming ill even within your own home, is that one of the staff here is doing the bidding of their mistress.” Her lips flattened. “The footman is still loyal to Lady Dalton.”

      Alexander swallowed hard, closed his eyes tightly, and tried to think clearly. “Lady Dalton is ensuring that I become ill whenever I am with Lady Marion,” he said slowly. “So that I will favor her daughter instead.”

      Silence filled the room. Opening his eyes, he saw that Lady Marion had come to sit by Lady Haddington and was now patting her hand in an evident attempt to comfort her. His mother looked quite broken, her face downcast and her eyes filled with sorrow.

      “There is more,” Lady Haddington said, her voice cracking. “You are aware that Lady Dalton is eager for her daughter to marry well, I am sure. What you may not be aware of is that Lord Dalton is rather unfortunate with his money situation at the present moment.”

      Alexander frowned. “You speak of his fortune?” he asked slowly, seeing the same concern on Lady Marion’s face as he himself felt. “Is that what you mean?”

      Lady Haddington sighed heavily. “He is something of a gambler,” she admitted. “A terrible one, in fact. He has very little success and is now in a great deal of debt. He is hopeful that his daughter will marry well, that she will make a good match and that, in turn, his fortunes might take a turn for the better.”

      “You mean, he hopes that her future husband will be willing to aid him financially,” Lady Marion stated and Lady Haddington nodded, tears in her eyes.

      “I have said nothing,” Lady Haddington whispered, dampness on her cheeks now. “Lady Dalton has confided in me and I have promised to do what I can to help her. But I did not think that she would ever stoop to doing something so desperate. I did not ever think that she would attempt to poison you, Alexander.”

      “Mama,” Alexander continued, although a good deal more quietly now. “You know of such things. Is there something that someone might be able to put in my food or in my drink that would bring on such an affliction?” He bent down in front of his mother, his hand on top of her free one. “And is such a thing easy to find?”

      After a moment or two, Lady Haddington nodded, her face troubled. “Yes, there are such things,” she confirmed. “One can receive it from one’s doctor, if there is purging required. Else, there will be those on the London streets who can procure it for those who require it.”

      “Then we must speak to Lady Dalton,” Lady Marion said, looking back at him and holding his gaze for a moment before turning back to Lady Haddington. “Or we could confront the footman?”

      Much to Alexander’s surprise, his mother shook her head firmly, a sharpness returning to her eyes as she looked back at Lady Marion. “No, Lady Marion, I think that should we try to do so, the footman would rather be thrown from his position than give up what he knows,” she declared, clearly still thinking things through. “Speaking to Lady Dalton—confronting her, if required, is what is best.”

      “Unless,” Alexander murmured, “we attempt to discover her doing what we believe her to be guilty of.” He let his gaze settle on his mother, seeing Lady Marion nod at once. “You know Lady Dalton well, Mama. Surely you must be aware that a lady such as herself will have all manner of excuses and may very well refuse to tell you the truth.” Seeing his mother wince, he tried to smile at her. “I know it is difficult indeed to imagine your friend so involved, but we must be wise in what we do next.”

      “If we see her doing what we suspect, then she will have no recourse but to tell the truth,” Lady Marion said quietly. “That is what Lord Haddington is suggesting—although quite how we go about it, I do not know.” She looked at him curiously, a freshness in her expression that brought both a joy and a relief to his heart. They were together now, standing firmly as one, and nothing would separate them again. He had been foolish to push her away for so long, foolish to keep his thoughts and feelings at bay. There was nothing but happiness waiting for him should he allow his emotions to take hold.

      “I shall come up with something,” he promised, pressing his mother’s hand gently and then getting to his feet. “And very soon, for I do not want to become ill again.”

      His mother winced, then smiled, albeit a rather watery one. “I have not liked seeing you so distressed,” she told him, a little shakily. “If Lady Dalton has been making you unwell so that you will consider her daughter, then I will think of our friendship as nothing more than something that was once and shall not be so again.” Her voice shook but she remained determined. “I will not have you so afflicted, Alexander.”

      Lady Marion patted Lady Haddington’s hand again, then rose and rang the bell for tea, giving Alexander a brief smile. “Let us all take some sort of refreshment,” she said practically. “Then I am sure you will feel much better, Lady Haddington. I know that this has come as a shock to you and I can only thank you for your insight.”

      “And your willingness to come alongside and aid us in this,” Alexander added, and his mother nodded, her eyes still filled with worry. “We will find our answers soon enough, Mama, I assure you.”

      “So that we might begin to consider our future without any sort of hindrance,” Lady Marion said softly, coming to stand beside him, one hand curling under his arm. “Without fear and without worry.”

      He smiled at her, his heart freer than ever before. “It is almost all that I think of,” he answered, seeing how she blushed just a little. “Once this is at an end, Lady Marion, I have every intention of moving things forward so that our happiness can become complete.” His stomach suddenly fluttered with a flurry of nerves, wondering if she was as prepared as he for an engagement—but they flew from him in a moment as Lady Marion laughed softly, then pressed his arm a little tighter.

      “As do I,” she murmured, just as there came a scratch at the door to indicate the arrival of the maid. “More than ever before.”
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      “I declare, I believe you are enjoying this, Marion!”

      Marion flushed red but did not refute what her friend had suggested. “There is something of an excitement in bringing this matter to a firm conclusion, yes,” she admitted as the remainder of the guests began to arrive at Lord Haddington’s townhouse. “Do you not think so?”

      Miss Hawkins considered this for a moment, then laughed a little self-consciously. “I fear that we are all a little too engaged in this matter,” she admitted, referring to the other young ladies who were all present and ready to do what they had been instructed. “We have done nothing other than discuss this matter, wondering about who might be doing such a thing, talking about their motivations and the like.” She sighed a little sadly. “I shall almost be sorry for it to come to an end, even though I am fully aware of just how foolish such a thing sounds.”

      Marion chuckled, despite the warring tension that was churning her stomach. “I am in agreement with you there, Miss Hawkins,” she confessed as Miss Hawkins grinned. “There has been a good deal of difficulty and I will admit that I have struggled greatly with what has occurred and, in particular, what Lord Haddington has both said and done—and whilst I am relieved that we shall soon discover the culprit and ensure that Lord Haddington does not become ill again, I do begin to wonder what I shall do to occupy my time.” She laughed again but Miss Hawkins’ expression turned thoughtful.

      “You shall have a wedding to plan, of course,” Miss Hawkins said slowly, her eyes beginning to brighten. “But you might also consider if there is any possibility of continuing our efforts.”

      Marion blinked. “Continuing our efforts?” she repeated, a little confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Only that we might be able to assist others who have something of a puzzle on their hands,” Miss Hawkins suggested as a burst of laughter came from a group of gentlemen standing in the corner of the room. “I know it is a little ridiculous to think of, but we have done very well with this situation, have we not? And if we are eager to do more, then what is to prevent us from seeking such a thing out?”

      Marion considered this for a moment or two, looking at Miss Hawkins and feeling the same eagerness within her own heart that was displayed on her friend’s face.

      “I shall have to think on it a little more,” she said eventually, a small smile beginning to touch the corners of her lips. “And Lord Haddington shall have to be informed also, of course, but I can see the merit in what you are suggesting.”

      Miss Hawkins looked thoroughly delighted. “And I shall speak to the others, of course!” she exclaimed, her hands tight together. “That brings me a good deal of hope, I confess.”

      “Although it may come to nothing still,” Marion warned, turning her head toward the rest of the guests so that she might see where everyone stood. “But come, let us fix our minds on what is next at hand. Look, there is Lady Dalton and her daughter, only just arrived.” She watched them closely as they walked into the room, seeing the bright smiles on each face and noticing the wariness that immediately filled her. Her brow furrowed as she saw Lady Dalton instantly seek out Lady Haddington, leaving Lady Beatrice to trail behind her. Lady Beatrice was rather nondescript, for she always seemed to trail in her mother’s shadow and did not even speak unless her mother answered first. A small sense of sympathy began to fill Marion as she idly watched Lady Beatrice, wondering just how the young lady fared and whether or not she would have any sort of happiness of her own in the days to come.

      “There is Lord Haddington,” Miss Hawkins murmured. “Are you to go to his side?”

      “Not as yet,” Marion replied, still keeping to the shadows and out of sight of the rest of the guests. “Once everyone has arrived, the footmen shall begin to refill their trays with drinks and shall make their way around the room. It is then that we must keep careful watch on Lady Dalton, although I will be required to go to stand by Lord Haddington.” She threw a quick glance toward Miss Hawkins, whose brow was now furrowed with concentration. “I will allow myself to be distracted, of course, so that Lady Dalton will have the chance to do what she intends.” There was very little doubt in Marion’s mind that Lady Dalton was the one behind Lord Haddington’s suffering, for given what Lady Haddington had told them, it seemed that Lady Dalton would do anything in order to have her daughter marry well. There was little chance of anyone taking on Lady Beatrice when they discovered that her father was practically insolvent. Lady Haddington had only thought to encourage the match between Lord Haddington and Lady Beatrice in order to help her friend, which was admirable in some ways, Marion considered.

      “It is all rather exciting,” Miss Hawkins whispered, making Marion shiver with a sudden anticipation. “I do wonder how Lady Dalton has managed to do such a thing, I confess. Does she carry a vial with her? Does she ensure that the footmen bring Lord Haddington a drink which she has already placed the concoction into?”

      Marion caught her breath, suddenly astonished. “I recall that very thing!” she exclaimed, turning to Miss Hawkins. “When we were at some gathering or other, a footman brought a glass of brandy or whisky to Lord Haddington. It was offered to me first, of course, but I would not take it.”

      Miss Hawkins smiled wryly. “Of course you would not.”

      “So, Lord Haddington took it and then asked the footman to return with something for me,” Marion continued quickly. “Soon afterwards, he took ill.”

      “Then it must be in a vial of some sort,” Miss Hawkins said hastily, “so that Lady Dalton can put a few drops into the glass without being noticed.”

      “Indeed,” Marion said, turning back so that she might see Lord Haddington again. “And I would surmise that she will have a few footmen more than willing to do as she asks, no matter where she finds herself.” A grim smile tugged at her lips. “A lady of such a high title as Lady Dalton can do almost whatever she wishes.”

      Miss Hawkins shook her head. “But not for much longer,” she said softly as Lord Haddington threw a glance toward Marion. “It will all be at an end very soon indeed.”

      

      “Ah, Lady Marion.”

      Marion smiled up at Lord Haddington, despite the butterflies that were slamming their wings hard against her stomach. “Lord Haddington,” she said with a quick curtsy. “This evening has been quite wonderful thus far. I congratulate you on such a lovely gathering.”

      He smiled at her, his eyes lighting with an inner fire. “It is all the more wonderful because you are present,” he said, making Lady Catherine and Lady Ann exchange glances. Turning to them, he cleared his throat gently before signaling to the footmen, who immediately turned to fetch trays of champagne, brandy, and the like.

      “And ensure it is the very best brandy,” he called as one of the footmen glanced behind him. “And I shall have the very first glass…” He trailed off, grinning at some of the other guests. “Simply to ensure that it is as I have asked, of course.”

      This brought a good deal of laughter from Lord Haddington’s guests and he took the opportunity to take Marion’s arm and, excusing himself from Lady Catherine and Lady Ann, began to walk through his guests toward his mother, who was standing conversing with a lady Marion did not know.

      Her stomach tightened. The other ladies were watching Lady Dalton very carefully, she was sure, and as much as she wished to turn around and watch the lady also, she forced herself to remain looking forward.

      “Ah, Mama,” Lord Haddington said with a quick smile in the lady’s direction. “And Lady Cunningham. How good to see you this evening. Might I introduce you to Lady Marion?”

      Marion murmured a greeting, curtsied, and then immediately entered into conversation with Lady Cunningham, whilst Lady Haddington added in the occasional comment. Lord Haddington was left standing quietly to one side, watching them with interest but having very little to say as regarded the latest fashions, which was the topic of their discussions.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Marion saw Lady Dalton walk swiftly across the room, behind her and Lord Haddington. Marion forced herself to remain as fully engaged in the conversation as before so that Lady Dalton would not have any sort of suspicion that she was being watched and so that she might be able to do as she had planned.

      “Ah, my brandy,” Lord Haddington chuckled, taking the glass from the tray that the footman had only just brought to him. “I thank you.” He took a small sip—although Marion knew he would not take any more, smacking his lips and nodding fervently. “It is very fine indeed,” he declared, turning toward his guests. “I hope you will all enjoy it.”

      Some of his guests smiled and nodded, whilst others looked expectantly around the room for the footmen. Marion, eager to finish her conversation with Lady Cunningham so that she might find Lady Ann or Miss Seymour, tried her best to remain smiling and contented, even though her mind was filled with unanswered questions.

      “I must be very rude indeed,” Lord Haddington interrupted, saving Marion from yet further discussion on what colors would suit Lady Cunningham best. “I must steal Lady Marion away, for I know that she has been eagerly longing to greet her friend, Miss Seymour, who has only just finished speaking to Miss Hawkins.” He smiled warmly at Lady Cunningham, who seemed to be more than understanding. “Do excuse me.”

      Curtsying quickly and thanking Lady Cunningham for an excellent conversation, Marion moved away quickly, her hand on Lord Haddington’s arm and her fingers tight.

      “You were eager to remove yourself from there, I think,” Lord Haddington said with a hint of mischief in his tone. “Do you think that anyone saw her?”

      “We must hope so,” Marion murmured as they made their way directly toward Miss Seymour, who was standing at the back of the room. “I saw Lady Dalton walk behind us but nothing more.” She glanced up at Lord Haddington with concern. “You do not feel unwell?”

      He shook his head. “Not as yet,” he admitted, “but I only took the smallest of sips. I shall not take any more, of course, but I am quite sure that, were I to do so, I would soon need to remove myself from my guests.” Grimacing, he patted her hand. “Have no fear, Lady Marion. We shall discover the truth.”

      Trying to reassure herself that what Lord Haddington said was just what would happen, Marion pasted a small smile on her face as they drew near to Miss Seymour. Unfortunately, the expression of frustration and confusion that lingered in Miss Seymour’s expression was something of a disappointment, lowering Marion’s hopes almost immediately.

      “I watched Lady Dalton closely,” Miss Seymour said hurriedly, speaking in low tones, “but she only moved about the room and did not once go near a footman.”

      Marion frowned, her heart beginning to quicken with confusion. “Then mayhap she ensured a footman already had what was required?” she said, looking up at Lord Haddington, whose face was expressionless, although his color was a little low. “She would make certain that he knew what was expected of him?”

      “Unless,” Lord Haddington said softly, his eyes narrowing slightly, “it was not her doing.”

      Marion stared at him, only to be interrupted by Lady Catherine and Lady Ann, who both expressed the very same as Miss Seymour.

      “She did nothing,” Lady Ann said, “other than to speak to one of her acquaintances, before making her way across the room to speak to another.”

      Rubbing her forehead with the heel of her hand, Marion resisted the urge to let out a long, frustrated breath. “I do not understand,” she said heavily. “Mayhap your brandy is not as we thought it might be.”

      Lord Haddington’s lips twisted and he looked down at his brandy glass, swirling the liquid around for a moment. “There is one way I might find out the truth,” he said, looking at Marion, his eyes stormy. “I will not allow this opportunity to pass us.”

      Marion grasped his arm, recalling just how ill he had been before. “You cannot!” she exclaimed, suddenly anxious. “You cannot make yourself unwell just to prove that your brandy is as you think.”

      “I must,” Lord Haddington answered gently, although his pallor was now a little grey. “How else are we to know the truth?”

      Shaking her head, Marion looked at the glass in Lord Haddington’s hand, seeing how he was steeling himself. She could not let him do this to himself again, not when he knew that there was something wrong. To become so ill, after having endured it on multiple occasions previously and knowing that he was entirely disinclined toward it, made her want to stop him from doing so again, wanted to protect him from himself.

      In one swift motion, Marion reached out for the brandy glass, practically snatching it from Lord Haddington’s hand. It slopped over the side of the glass, spilling over her hand. Staggering back just a little, Marion made to drink the rest of the brandy, only for Miss Hawkins to suddenly reappear and pull the glass from Marion’s hand.

      It fell to the floor, shattering everywhere. A loud exclamation came from Marion’s lips, her eyes on the brandy now soaking into the carpet.

      “Oh, goodness, I am so very clumsy!” Miss Hawkins cried, loud enough for the rest of the room to hear. “I am truly sorry, Lord Haddington.”

      Lord Haddington, Marion saw, was doing his level best not to laugh, his eyes twinkling as he practically beamed at Miss Hawkins. “You have nothing to apologize for, Miss Hawkins,” he declared as Marion closed her eyes in frustration. “I was in your way. Please, let us move out of the way and allow the staff to tidy up.”

      Marion was forced to allow Lord Haddington to lead her away from where the shattered glass now lay in pieces on the carpet, her frustration making way for annoyance. Why had Miss Hawkins done such a thing?

      “I had to come and find you just as soon as I could,” Miss Hawkins whispered. “Your mother wishes to speak to you, Lord Haddington. She has taken Lady Dalton into the library, just as we intended.”

      Marion shook her head. “But none of us saw Lady Dalton go near to the footman and Lord Haddington’s brandy,” she said dully. “We have nothing to say to the lady.” Their intention had been that they would all go and, in short, accuse Lady Dalton of deliberately bringing injury to Lord Haddington, but since none of them had been able to see anything of note, there seemed to be no reason for such an action now.

      “We should go and speak to her regardless,” Lord Haddington said softly. “We might be able to discover the truth from her simply by stating what we know. Whether or not she added anything to the brandy, we will still be able to discover the truth. I am sure of it.”

      Marion gritted her teeth, still angry with both Miss Hawkins and Lord Haddington. “You should have permitted me to drink the brandy,” she said, throwing a sharp glance toward Miss Hawkins. “There was no need to prevent me from doing so.”

      “There was every reason,” Miss Hawkins insisted as Lord Haddington nodded fervently. “You have very little idea of what the concoction might have done to you, Lady Marion. Besides which,” she finished, throwing a quick smile up to Lord Haddington, “I saw the look of horror on Lord Haddington’s face and knew I had to act.”

      Lord Haddington smiled at Miss Hawkins, whilst Marion felt something shift within her, taking away some of her frustration.

      “I am very glad you did, Miss Hawkins,” she heard Lord Haddington say as they quit the room through a small door on the opposite side of the room from the main thoroughfare. “And my dear Lady Marion, that was one of the loveliest things anyone has sought to do for me… even if you were prevented from doing as you intended.”

      They began to slow their steps as the other ladies moved forward, with Lady Catherine reaching the door to the library. Marion found herself deliberately falling behind whilst Miss Hawkins hurried ahead, leaving her to stand beside Lord Haddington, who also was in no hurry to reach the library.

      “You were very courageous, Lady Marion,” Lord Haddington said, suddenly reaching out to run both hands down her arms, until his hands found her own. “I—I do not know what to say to you other than to thank you for what you tried to do.”

      Marion’s throat tightened but she did not look away. The flickering candlelight in the passageway seemed to make this moment all the more intimate and even the knowledge that the other ladies would be waiting for them did not urge her to hurry this moment forward.

      “You said to me, Lady Marion, that I am a gentleman who hides his true emotions, who pushes away what he feels and who does not even want to acknowledge any sort of fondness or affection for another for fear of what it would do to his heart.” His smile was a little strained, his eyes holding a sense of regret. “You were quite right to state such a thing.”

      “I did not want you to force yourself to become ill again, not after you have already endured so much,” Marion answered, her whole being seeming to move toward him, her heart quickening as he lowered his head just a fraction. “I would have drunk it in your place, because… because…” Those words seemed to stick to her throat, her lips struggling to form what she wanted to say. They were so significant and held so much within them that it was as if she were too afraid to admit to it. Her head lowered as she fought to find the courage she required.

      “Because you care for me, Lady Marion?” Lord Haddington asked, his voice low and tender. “Is that what you wish to say to me? I can only pray that it is so.”

      Her heart burst into a furious happiness as she lifted her head sharply, seeing the hope buried in the depths of his eyes. He was so very different now, speaking to her with a fresh willingness, a clear desire to change from the reserved gentleman he had once been.

      “Yes, Lord Haddington,” she admitted, aware of how she trembled. “That is precisely what I wish to say. I care for you. I have found my heart growing in fondness and regard for you, despite what I told myself.” A small smile tugged at her lips. “I was most displeased when my father told me that he thought you might make me an excellent match, and quite devastated when I was told you had asked to court me.” Her smile became tender. “But now, I find you so very agreeable. So much so that my heart will soon have no other desire but to be by your side.”

      Lord Haddington dropped her hand, then reached up to brush his fingers down her cheek, making her tremble all the more. The look in his eyes sent heat rushing through her as the strange urge to step closer, to reach up for him, began to fill her.

      “I would not have been a happy or contented gentleman if you had not been so determined to change me,” Lord Haddington said softly, his words spoken with the greatest of care. “I was deeply afraid of holding an affection for you, Lady Marion, for fear of what would become of it.” He shook his head, blowing out his breath in frustration. “How wrong I have been. And how blessed I am now to have such a wonderful lady in my arms.” He stepped closer, his arms now at her waist, pulling her near to him. “Even if I had become weak with illness, I could not have removed myself from you. You have intrigued me from the very first, my dear, and since that moment, I have found myself longing for you.”

      Marion closed her eyes, feeling herself stand on tiptoe with such a desperate urge to feel his lips upon her own that she was almost breathless with anticipation. Lord Haddington’s chest rumbled as she pressed her hands to it, as though he had been eager for her to do so, his breath rippling across her cheek as he continued to lower his head.

      “Mother?

      Lord Haddington stepped back at once, the moment shattering in an instant. Marion blinked rapidly, her face burning with heat as she turned away from Lord Haddington and directly into the path of Lady Beatrice.

      “Have you seen my mother?” Lady Beatrice asked, either ignoring what she had seen or being so intent on discovering the whereabouts of Lady Dalton that she did not care. “I must find her at once.” She spoke with more fervency than Marion had ever heard from her, her countenance one of anger. Marion gestured toward the library door, hardly daring to glance at Lord Haddington.

      “She is in the library, I believe. We were, at this moment, just about to make our way there.”

      Lady Beatrice sniffed. “Then I shall attend with you,” she answered, not even throwing a look toward Lord Haddington but stalking toward the door, leaving Marion and Lord Haddington to trail behind.

      “We must finish our conversation later,” Lord Haddington murmured, sending lightning straight up Marion’s spine as she looked up into his face and saw his knowing smile. “I will not permit you to depart my house until we do so.”

      “I look forward to it,” she answered, wishing more than anything that Lady Beatrice had not come looking for her mother. The anticipation, the promise of what was to come, sent spirals of excitement through her and it was with some difficulty that she rearranged her expression into one of quiet calmness, before following Lady Beatrice through the door.
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      Had it been any other time, Alexander would have simply grasped Lady Marion by the hand and begged her to become his wife. As it stood, he could do nothing other than follow her into the library where, somehow, he had to fix his mind upon Lady Dalton and all that she entailed. His desire for Lady Marion was growing steadily, his heart so filled with joy at what had been spoken by her that he wanted to shout aloud, such was his happiness. There was such a freedom in allowing his affections to grow that Alexander regretted having forced himself to restrain them for so long.

      “Ah, Alexander,” his mother said, a meaningful look shared between them. “You have come. I thank you.”

      “As have five other young ladies,” Lady Dalton said, looking very confused indeed. “And Beatrice, why did you come in search of me?”

      Alexander watched as Lady Beatrice shrugged one shoulder. “I did not understand where you had gone or why you had left the room,” she answered, perhaps betraying a dependence upon her mother. “I had to come in search of you, of course.”

      “But your father is present this evening, is he not?” Lady Dalton protested, a little awkwardly. “There was no need to come in search of me.”

      There were a few moments of silence then, allowing Alexander the time to consider what he was to say and how precisely to say it. Nervousness was beginning to take a hold of him, and he felt as though he were standing on the edge of a precipice with no way down other than to jump.

      “Lady Dalton,” he said, moving to stand in front of the fireplace so that he might look at her more directly. “I have something I must ask. Something of grave importance and, regardless of the consequences, I would have an honest answer.”

      Lady Dalton looked startled, turning to glance at Lady Haddington, who merely gave a small nod.

      “You may wonder at the presence of some of the other ladies here,” Alexander continued, gesturing to Lady Ann, Lady Catherine, Miss Hawkins, and Miss Seymour, “but both Mama and I have requested their presence here for, without them, I might not have become aware of what was occurring.”

      “Occurring?” Lady Dalton repeated, still looking quite confused. “As regards…?” She trailed off, spreading her hands.

      “As regards the illness that struck Lord Haddington every time he was within my company,” Lady Marion said, her voice carrying firmly across the room. “We are now all aware that such a thing only occurred when there was some prearranged meeting between myself and Lord Haddington.”

      “Which,” Lady Haddington interjected, “I always informed you of, Lady Dalton.” A small look of remorse crossed her face. “I believe I complained a good deal to you about Lady Marion—something I now deeply regret.”

      Lady Dalton did not appear to be any more aware of what they were speaking of, for her expression was quite blank, her eyes roving across each and every face.

      “My mother also informed me that one of our footmen is, in fact, from your household,” he finished, holding Lady Dalton’s gaze firmly. “And may well be doing your bidding still.”

      There came a tense silence as Lady Dalton stared back at him, her mouth a little ajar and her eyes wide. Alexander remained as he was, saying nothing further and questioning whether or not Lady Dalton would admit to what she had done.

      “Are you accusing me of something, Lord Haddington?” Lady Dalton asked after a good few moments of silence had passed. “Are you accusing me of making you ill?”

      Alexander did not hesitate. “I am,” he said honestly. “I am aware of the situation with your husband. I am also aware that my mother has been eager to help, and so has encouraged the match between myself and your daughter. I cannot imagine how disappointed you must have been to know that I was instead choosing to court—and propose to—Lady Marion.”

      Lady Dalton opened her mouth to reply, only for a ragged sob to escape from Lady Beatrice, who then flung her hand across her mouth, her eyes huge as she looked at Alexander.

      Lady Dalton half rose from her chair, only for Lady Beatrice to take a step back.

      “You—you have proposed?” Lady Beatrice whispered, her hand slipping from her mouth to rest against her heart as if his words had already stabbed at her. “To Lady Marion?”

      “I have not as yet, no,” Alexander answered truthfully. “But I have every intention of doing so, Lady Beatrice. Surely you cannot have expected—”

      “It was you!”

      Alexander swung around to see Lady Marion rising from her chair, one hand now pointed toward Lady Beatrice.

      “You did this to Lord Haddington!” Lady Marion exclaimed as a ripple of shock ran about the room. “It was not your mother, as we believed. It was by your hand, was it not?”

      Catching his breath and feeling as though he had been knocked hard in the stomach, Alexander stepped back in surprise, bending forward just a little so as to force air into his lungs. Lady Beatrice had not yet denied it, nor had she acknowledged it. In fact, she had said nothing but was only staring at him, tears now beginning to pour from her eyes.

      “Beatrice?” Lady Dalton said, her voice tremulous. “I do not understand. What is it they are accusing you of?”

      “Oh, my dear,” Lady Haddington murmured, a sudden expression of sympathy on her face. “My dear Beatrice, was it you?”

      Every eye was on the young lady, whose face had gone crimson, her eyes streaming with tears and sobs racking her frame. Her hands were now clasped at her heart and her shoulders shook, her head bent forward as she wept.

      “Beatrice!” Lady Dalton exclaimed, rising from her chair and taking a few steps toward her daughter. “Will you please have the decency to explain to me what is being spoken of?”

      Alexander moved slowly toward Lady Marion, seeing how she still stood by her chair, every single part of her focused on Lady Beatrice. Quietly, he took her hand and saw her eyes dart toward his, her expression one of horror.

      None of them had thought of Lady Beatrice. She had been much too quiet, much too unassuming. They had never thought her capable of such a thing.

      “I put the medicine from the doctor into Lord Haddington’s glass,” Lady Beatrice whispered, looking at her mother with glassy eyes. “The one that father takes when he is… a little too overcome with liquor and is required to purge himself of what is within.”

      Lady Dalton staggered back in shock, just as Lady Haddington came to stand by her friend.

      “I thought to push him from Lady Marion,” Lady Beatrice continued hopelessly. “I knew of each meeting, since both you and Lady Haddington spoke of them, and the footman at the house, he…” She closed her eyes, trailing off as though her shame was too great to bear. “He was willing to do as I asked, in exchange for some coin.” Her eyes opened and she looked back helplessly at her mother. “I used my pin money. It was all I had, but I knew that I simply had to remove Lord Haddington from Lady Marion’s presence.” One shoulder lifted in a small shrug. “I had no other choice. I know the depths of my father’s gambling. I know that the estate is struggling, and I am also aware that I have very little hope of a decent match now.” Her eyes turned back toward Alexander. “You were my only choice, my only hope, Lord Haddington.”

      Alexander shook his head, holding onto Lady Marion’s hand tightly. “But it is still my choice to make, Lady Beatrice,” he answered quietly, seeing the despair in her expression and feeling more sympathy for her than he had expected. “Whilst I am sorry for your situation and for the struggle that now faces you, I must tell you that my heart belongs to Lady Marion.” He lifted one shoulder in a small shrug. “I believe I am desperately in love with her, Lady Beatrice—mayhap I have been since the very moment I laid eyes on her—which is why there can be no one for me but her.”

      Lady Beatrice broke into fresh sobs, her shoulders shaking and her hands covering her eyes. Much to Alexander’s surprise, Lady Marion let go of his hand and hurried toward the young lady, evidently feeling much of the same compassion as he. In fact, not only she but the other ladies in the room, save for Lady Dalton and Lady Haddington, all went to Lady Beatrice. They talked in low tones with her whilst he himself approached Lady Dalton.

      “I do not want you to think I bear your daughter any ill will,” he said quietly, as Lady Dalton, white-faced, looked up into his eyes. She appeared to be in a state of shock with his own mother holding onto her arm. “I am sorry for the difficulties you find yourself in.”

      “Your sympathy does you great merit, Lord Haddington,” Lady Dalton whispered, reaching out to touch his hand with her trembling one. “I cannot imagine what you must think of my daughter now.” Closing her eyes, she dragged in a shaky breath. “We shall have to return to the estate at once.”

      “Now, there is no need for that,” Alexander answered, finding that there was not even a hint of anger in his heart but rather a deep sorrow that both wife and daughter should be dealt the consequences of Lord Dalton’s foolishness. “Remain in London. I know my mother will continue to aid you where she can. You have my promise that not a single word of this will pass my lips. There will be no rumor, no whispers. Nothing that will bring any sort of shame to your family’s name.” He smiled as warmly as he could at Lady Dalton, who only grasped his hand tightly, her chin wobbling as she fought to keep her composure in front of him.

      “Come with me,” Lady Haddington murmured, throwing a grateful look toward Alexander. “We will sit in the parlor with Lady Beatrice for a short time until you are both recovered.”

      Alexander nodded and stepped back, watching how first Lady Dalton and his mother walked to the door, followed swiftly by Lady Beatrice, with Lady Catherine linking arms with her as they walked. Everyone save for Lady Marion left the library and, as she turned to face him, Alexander saw the deep sadness in her eyes and found himself rushing toward her.

      She went into his arms at once, her head resting on his shoulder as a long breath of relief escaped from her. He could not help but bury his head into her hair, closing his eyes tightly as he felt all of their difficulties finally begin to fade away.

      “That poor lady,” Lady Marion murmured, her arms about his neck. “Once Lady Beatrice explained all, my heart tore for her.” Loosening her grip just a little, she looked up into his eyes, seemingly a little anxious. “You do not think ill of me for going to her, do you?” She pressed her lips together, clearly worried. “I told her that she was not to become lost in regret and sorrow, nor to give in to despair. My friends and I would do what we could to help her, to encourage her further into society and to help her make a decent match if we could.” Another short pause. “I hope you are not displeased with me.”

      Alexander’s heart was so full of her that he could not help himself. Swooping down, he pressed his lips to hers, catching her about the waist and pulling her tightly against him. Lady Marion jumped in surprise, before softening completely into his embrace, her kiss tentative yet willing.

      “I could never think ill of you,” he whispered against her mouth, aware of how she caught her breath. “You are compassion itself, Marion. It is my honor to be able to call you my own.” A small smile caught his lips. “That is, if you will agree to remain so and marry me.”

      Lady Marion sighed contentedly and pushed herself up on tiptoe, finding his mouth with her own. Her answer was clear in her kisses, her happiness practically flowing from her as she wrapped her arms about his neck, her fingers toying with his hair. Alexander kissed her a little harder, his joy bursting through every part of him without even a single flicker of fear in his heart.

      “I do love you, Marion,” he murmured as she looked up into his face, her eyes bright with happiness. “I am not afraid to say so, not afraid to allow myself to feel everything that is within my heart.”

      “I am glad,” she answered, her hands now pressed against his heart as her lips curved into a knowing smile. “For I love you also, Lord Haddington, and I am quite sure that such a fierce love will never crumble into dust. Instead, it shall only grow stronger, tying us together and binding our hearts as one.” She reached up and brushed her fingers through his hair, sending a shiver of delight down his spine. “And I look forward with ever increasing joy to becoming your wife, Lord Haddington,” she murmured, her beauty capturing his heart all over again. “And to the love that will carry us through the rest of our lives together.”
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        Brides of London: Regency Romance Collection

        Four Regency romances filled with mystery, suspense, and surprising twists. 

      

      

      
        
        Weddings and Scandals: Regency Romance Collection

        Four Regency romances filled with mystery, suspense, and surprising twists. 

      

        

      
        Seasons of Brides: Regency Romance Collection

        Would you give up everything for the one you love?

      

        

      
        Hearts and Ever Afters: Regency Romance Collection

        Heartwarming Regency romances filled with mystery, intrigue, surprising twists, and of course, love! 

      

        

      
        Secrets of London: Regency Romance Collection

        Secrets. Love. Mystery. Romance. Join the lords and ladies of Regency England in this heartwarming romance collection.

      

        

      
        Gentlemen and Brides: Regency Romance Collection

        Fall in love with the lords and ladies of Regency England in this inspirational romance collection.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You!
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