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Prologue

December 1853

“We are a rather grim group today,” Oliver Leighton, the Earl of Norcroft, noted to no one in particular and gazed idly at the usual gathering of his closest friends in the lounge of their favorite club.

“What’s not to be grim about?” Nigel Cavendish, son of Viscount Cavendish, stared at the brandy in his glass. “Life is moving at a remarkably fast clip. Yet another year is drawing to an end. We are all another year older and another step closer to the inevitable doom that lies in wait for us all.”

“I hate arriving in the middle of a conversation.” Jonathon Effington, the Marquess of Helmsley and heir to the Duke of Roxborough, sank down in the lone unoccupied chair and grinned at his friends. Today, as always, Helmsley exuded jovial good spirits and an unrelentingly cheerful nature that charmed men and women alike. It could be most annoying. “Yet the expressions on all your faces are as easy to read as the Morning Times. I gatherdoom is in reference to the prospect of marriage?”

“What else would make grown men cower in such a fashion?” Gideon Pearsall, Viscount Warton, drawled in the cynical manner he had honed to a fine art.

“What else indeed,” Cavendish muttered.

Helmsley raised an amused brow.

“Certainly, we have all accepted that it is our duty to marry and provide an heir to our titles, estates, fortunes, to carry on the family name and so forth, but acceptance and eagerness are two entirely different matters. Marriage is a daunting prospect relished by no sane member of the masculine gender.”

Warton signaled to an ever-vigilant waiter for another round of refreshment. “And a prospect none of us will be able to avoid much longer.”

Warton alone among them had not avoided it entirely, but that was a subject that by unspoken agreement was not—was never—to be discussed.

“I don’t know that I still wish to avoid marriage,” Helmsley said mildly.

“Of course not.” Oliver snorted. “Precisely why we have noted you loping down the aisle at breakneck speed.”

Helmsley accepted a glass from the waiter. “I simply haven’t found the right woman yet.”

“The right woman?” Warton rolled his gaze toward the ceiling. “You mean the woman who will set your heart aflame?”

“Not to mention your loins,” Cavendish said.

“A woman who will challenge your mind,” Oliver added with an overly dramatic flourish. “As well as the rest of you.”

Helmsley’s amused gaze slid around the circle. “Have I mentioned this before, then?”

“Each and every time the topic turns to potential brides.” Warton sighed. “Let us see if we can remember all the requirements for the future Lady Helmsley. There are a fair number, if I recall.”

“As well there should be,” Helmsley said, his voice firm. “My wife shall one day be the Duchess of Roxborough. Such a position is not easy to fill.”

“Nor is the position of perfect wife,” Oliver said.

“Perfect is relative,” Warton said, “the perception of which is highly individual. I, for one, do not find his qualifications culminate in perfection at all.”

Helmsley raised his glass in a toast. “To whatever passes for perfect, then.”

“Perfect?” Oliver snorted. “Your idea of perfect is more in tune with what rational men would call difficult.”

Warton heaved a long-suffering sigh. “All that spirited-nature nonsense.”

“Sounds like a lot of trouble to me,” Cavendish said darkly.

“It does, doesn’t it?” Helmsley frowned in a good-natured manner. “Was I drinking excessively at the time?”

“Probably.” Warton shrugged. “Such discussions on the relations between men and women and what we do and do not desire generally come toward the end of a long evening of excess. Usually after we have thoroughly dissected the sorry state of contemporary politics and preceding the inevitable pondering of the true meaning of existence in the world.”

“That does seem to require excessive drinking,” Cavendish murmured.

“Although we must note, Helmsley’s requirements do not vary considerably whether he is inebriated or cold sober. There is something to be said for consistency, I suppose, or perhaps it’s simply obstinacy.”

Oliver studied his friend.

One wouldn’t note his stubborn nature simply to look at him. Jonathon Effington was an attractive sort, his good looks accentuated by his confident friendly air. Add to that his title, his prospects and his family wealth, and one could only wonder why he hadn’t yet found the bride who would perfectly fill his expectations. Certainly there was no lack of eager candidates vying for the position of the future Duchess of Roxborough. But Helmsley had long ago made it clear he did not wish for the type of submissive, well-behaved, proper bride English society was so adept at producing. He claimed such a wife would bore him to tears, and Oliver wasn’t sure he wasn’t right. Still, Cavendish was right as well: Such a wife would be a great deal of trouble.

“As foolish as it sounds to the rest of us, Helmsley has declared he does not wish for a wife who is overly docile or blindly obedient.” Oliver raised his glass to his friend. “God have mercy on him.”

“God had better,” Warton said. “A woman of that nature certainly wouldn’t.”

“I wouldn’t mind blind obedience, myself.” Cavendish paused for a moment as if debating the merits of obedience, blind or otherwise. “A woman who would do precisely as I wished, when I wished, without asking annoying questions. I should think that would be an excellent quality in a wife. Yes, I quite like that.” A frown creased his brow. “Still, I would be willing to sacrifice a certain amount of obedience for the sake of appearance. She should definitely be pretty. I would not like an ugly wife. And she should be of good family, of course, with a respectable dowry.”

“None of which is of true importance when one is deciding upon a woman to spend the rest of one’s life with,” Helmsley noted in an annoyingly lofty manner, then grinned. “Admittedly pretty and the rest of it is preferable.”

“One does have to bed her, after all.” Warton sipped his brandy in a thoughtful manner. “Although an enormous fortune would certainly make a less-than-attractive face and figure more palatable.”

Helmsley raised a brow. “I would not have thought it possible, but you are more cynical than unusual tonight.”

“ ’Tis the undue influence of the season. All this good will toward men, urchins singing in the streets, high spirits run amok.” Warton shuddered. “It quite goes against my nature.”

It was a lie and every man present, including Warton himself, knew it, but he did so love playing the role of jaded cynic. And who would tell him otherwise? It was part of an unspoken agreement among the longtime friends not to shatter anyone’s illusions about himself unless it was of the utmost necessity to do so.

To all appearances, they were an odd group to have formed such a bond. While they shared a similarity of position and age, they were as disparate as if they were from different civilizations. Warton, with his dark handsome features and brooding nature, was given to cynicism in direct contrast to Cavendish’s boyish good looks and penchant for getting into scrapes. Helmsley was the true optimist among them and liked little better than a good joke or a good wager or a good investment. As for Oliver himself, well, he wasn’t entirely sure how he described himself, save that he thought in some odd way he shared some of the characteristics of each of the others, for good and ill. The men had attended school together, but had not truly become friends until recent years when they found themselves frequenting the same clubs and same social events. Oliver’s friendship with Helmsley had begun when he had enthusiastically, and futilely, pursued the hand of Helmsley’s youngest sister. How all four of them had drifted into friendship as fast and firm as this had become was still a matter of some debate.

And there were moments when nothing but honesty between them would serve. Certainly there had been any number of occasions through the years when the group had been forced to make one of its members—usually Cavendish—face unpleasant facts about himself for his own good. Generally in situations that had involved the fairer sex, the potential for extreme embarrassment and an excess of alcohol.

Oliver wondered if, in the spirit of the season, which did seem to call for a fair amount of honesty, this wasn’t one of those moments.

“You, Jonathon Effington, Lord Helmsley, heir to the Duke of Roxborough”—Oliver aimed an accusing finger—“are a nice man.”

“Women like you,” Cavendish added.

“Yes, I know. It works out rather well, to my way of thinking.” Helmsley grinned. “What’s wrong with being nice?”

“For one thing, it makes every other man look bad in comparison. Beyond that”—Warton’s eyes narrowed—“it drives the rest of us mad.”

Helmsley laughed. “Don’t be absurd.”

Oliver leaned closer. “Do you realize when you end a liaison with a woman or a flirtation with a young lady they never seem to hate you?”

“Well, of course not. Why would…” Jonathon paused. “What exactly do you mean?”

Oliver lowered his voice in a meaningful manner. “Have you ever infuriated a woman to the point where she flung a vase at your head?”

“Or slapped you across the face?” Warton asked. “Hard?”

“Or thrown your clothes into the fire so that you were forced to make your way to your discreetly waiting carriage clad in nothing more than a flimsy woman’s dressing gown?” Cavendish said. At once all eyes and a corresponding number of raised brows turned toward him.

“Perhaps that’s only happened to me,” Cavendish said under his breath. “Nonetheless, Helmsley, you do see the point, do you not?”

“I don’t know that I do. I consider myself a gentleman,” Helmsley said staunchly. “And yes, I suppose I am nice. I see nothing wrong in that.”

“Except what one has sacrificed for nice.” Warton sipped his liquor in a sage manner.

“Sacrificed?” Helmsley’s brow furrowed in suspicion. “What have I sacrificed?”

“Passion.” Warton’s voice was smug.

Helmsley snorted. “Nonsense, I—”

“There’s never been passion in any of your relationships, old man,” Oliver said, “beyond the obvious sort of passion, that is.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Indignation rang in Helmsley’s voice. “I’ve experienced no end of passion. Why, I reek with passion. Passion practically follows me down the street. I’ve certainly never had any complaints about a lack of passion.” He threw back the rest of his drink. “Lack of passion, hah!”
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