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    THEY SOUGHT LOVE


    Before she could reply he tightened his arms, so that she was pulled against him in a crushing embrace. His mouth was hard on hers, kissing her fiercely, ruthlessly.


    She knew all about his reputation that he was an expert lover, skilled at bringing women under his spell.


    Now she found that it was true.


    There was devilment in his lips. They knew how to move over a woman’s mouth, coaxing a response from her, inciting fires of pleasure that threatened to overwhelm her.


    She could feel herself melting, wanting only him, ready to set the world at nothing if only she could be held in his arms. The warmth was spreading through her body, terrifying her with its power to undermine her will.


    She would not give in, she would not –
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    Barbara Cartland was the most prolific bestselling author in the history of the world. She was frequently in the Guinness Book of Records for writing more books in a year than any other living author. In fact her most amazing literary feat was when her publishers asked for more Barbara Cartland romances, she doubled her output from 10 books a year to over 20 books a year, when she was 77.


    She went on writing continuously at this rate for 20 years and wrote her last book at the age of 97, thus completing 400 books between the ages of 77 and 97.


    Her publishers finally could not keep up with this phenomenal output, so at her death she left 160 unpublished manuscripts, something again that no other author has ever achieved.


    Now the exciting news is that these 160 original unpublished Barbara Cartland books are ready for publication and they will be published by Barbaracartland.com exclusively on the internet, as the web is the best possible way to reach so many Barbara Cartland readers around the world.
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  THE LATE DAME BARBARA CARTLAND


  Barbara Cartland, who sadly died in May 2000 at the grand age of ninety eight, remains one of the world�s most famous romantic novelists. With worldwide sales of over one billion, her outstanding 723 books have been translated into thirty six different languages, to be enjoyed by readers of romance globally.


  Writing her first book �Jigsaw� at the age of 21, Barbara became an immediate bestseller. Building upon this initial success, she wrote continuously throughout her life, producing bestsellers for an astonishing 76 years. In addition to Barbara Cartland�s legion of fans in the UK and across Europe, her books have always been immensely popular in the USA. In 1976 she achieved the unprecedented feat of having books at numbers 1 & 2 in the prestigious B. Dalton Bookseller bestsellers list.


  Although she is often referred to as the �Queen of Romance�, Barbara Cartland also wrote several historical biographies, six autobiographies and numerous theatrical plays as well as books on life, love, health and cookery. Becoming one of Britain's most popular media personalities and dressed in her trademark pink, Barbara spoke on radio and television about social and political issues, as well as making many public appearances.


  In 1991 she became a Dame of the Order of the British Empire for her contribution to literature and her work for humanitarian and charitable causes.


  Known for her glamour, style, and vitality Barbara Cartland became a legend in her own lifetime. Best remembered for her wonderful romantic novels and loved by millions of readers worldwide, her books remain treasured for their heroic heroes, plucky heroines and traditional values. But above all, it was Barbara Cartland�s overriding belief in the positive power of love to help, heal and improve the quality of life for everyone that made her truly unique.


  


  “Those who sincerely seek true love will always be rewarded.”



  Barbara Cartland


  PROLOGUE

  - PARIS 1865


  There was a buzz in the court as the handsome Earl of Torrington entered the witness box. Here, in Paris, he was well known for his free-spending ways and his love of beautiful women.


  The more the merrier, as a look at the body of the court would confirm.


  There they all sat, his current mistress, his past mistress and two hopeful women who were probably earmarked for the future.


  They were splendid, buxom and magnificently dressed. Two of them were married to government ministers.


  The accused was a huge, powerful man, sullen looking, in his thirties, with a slack mouth and a bitter look in his eyes. His name was Pierre Vallon.


  He had stolen jewels from his mistress. Unfortunately for him the jewels had been given to her by Lord Torrington, another of her admirers.


  When the jewels had been offered to his Lordship by a dealer, he recognised them and laid a trap for the thief.


  Without betraying his inner rage, he had shown interest and said that he would also like to purchase any other jewels that the man could bring him.


  Then he had lain in wait. The police were present as well, but it was Lord Torrington who had tackled the thief personally. Vallon had responded by drawing a knife and for a while the two men had fought.


  In the end Lord Torrington had prevailed. Although not as large as his opponent, he was fitter after spending many mornings in the gymnasium, practising martial arts.


  It was also whispered that the exercise he received in a multitude of different beds had left his body fine-tuned and powerful.


  The newspapers made a huge fuss, praising Lord Torrington for his courage and his devotion to justice.


  But the real reason, as everyone knew, was his jealous rage over the man who had dared to sleep with a woman the Earl regarded as his private property.


  A hum of approval went round the court as the onlookers considered the Earl’s appearance.


  Thirty, tall, broad shouldered, handsome, with dark looks and brooding eyes, he was a sight to draw any woman’s admiration.


  At last the verdict of guilty was pronounced and Vallon was sentenced to ten years in prison. He had stood impassive until then, but now he turned his venom on the man he blamed for his imprisonment.


  “Curse you!” he screamed. “Curse you!”


  The next moment he had leapt out of the dock and hurled himself at the Earl, his hands outstretched to his throat.


  It took three men to pull him off and even when they succeeded Vallon did not give up. He was still howling curses as they hauled him away.


  “I will come back,” he shrieked. “You haven’t heard the last of me. I’ll be a step behind you every moment, and one day I’ll make you regret what you’ve done. I’ll get my revenge and it will break your heart.”


  “Nonsense!” came a female voice. “He has no heart. Everyone knows that.”


  There was laughter as Vallon was dragged from the court. Lord Torrington felt his throat and gave a conspiratorial grin at the lady who had spoken.


  “How well you know me, my dear,” he called.


  “But of course! If you had a heart you would not be Lord Torrington and how disappointing that would be.”


  More laughter and the merry party left the court. Nobody gave another thought to Pierre Vallon.


  CHAPTER ONE

  - ENGLAND 1867


  “I think you are the most beautiful woman in the world, the most enchanting, the most bewitching – ”


  “Please!” Celina Storton tried to silence her admirer, although she found it hard not to laugh.


  The Marquis of Delaine was a well meaning young man, and there was no doubting his sincerity, but nature had created him the wrong shape for passionate declarations.


  He was large, wide and heavy. The most expensive clothes would never make him elegant, any more than the best tutors could made him clever.


  “Don’t say any more,” Celina begged. “We should return to the ballroom, lest people notice our absence and talk.”


  “But I haven’t finished,” he said determinedly. “And I want them to talk, let them all speak of our engagement.”


  “There is no engagement – ”


  “But there will be if you will allow me say what I am trying to say.”


  “Very well,” Celina agreed, resigned but also sorry for him. Of all her suitors he was the richest and the most highborn. It was such a pity that she could not fall in love with him.


  Taking a deep breath, the Marquis sank down on one knee. He was evidently determined to make his proposal properly, and even cast a surreptitious look at a scrap of paper hastily pulled from his pocket.


  “My dear Miss Storton, I offer you my hand and my heart. Only be mine and you will be the Mistress of Delaine Castle – ”


  Behind him the door of the little anteroom opened and Lady Keller, hostess of the ball they were attending, looked in. But as soon as she saw what was happening she retreated hastily.


  Celina sighed and braced herself to hear out the rest of the saga. Finally the Marquis took out a diamond ring with a huge stone and tried to put it on her finger, but she hastily clenched her hand.


  “Forgive me, my Lord, but I am unable to accept your flattering offer.”


  “You cannot mean that.”


  “But I do. I am not sufficiently highly born to be the wife of a Marquis. My father was merely the younger son of a baronet –


  “A fig for these quibbles!” he cried dramatically. “True love conquers all, and my Mama is quite reconciled – er, that is, she is overjoyed at my choice of bride.”


  Celina, who had met the Marquis’s redoubtable mother, choked back her laughter and replied in a quivering voice, “I am honoured by her Ladyship’s approval, sir, but it cannot change my decision.”


  “There is another man!” he screamed at once. “But he does not love you as I do.”


  “There is no other man,” she said firmly. “But I am unable to return your feelings. And now, sir, I insist on returning to the ballroom, as I do not wish to be the object of gossip.”


  But that was a faint hope she realised as she escaped him. Lady Keller was a kind woman and a good friend, but she was incapable of keeping what she had seen to herself.


  Her return caused a stir, for of all the young ladies who danced and flirted their way through the London season, she was the most in demand.


  This caused much heart burning amongst her rivals, for she was certainly not the best looking, nor the most highly born, nor the wealthiest, nor the youngest.


  By what right, they asked, did Miss Celina Storton deserve a Marquis at her feet, eager to shower his wealth on her, despite her own comparative lack of fortune? For she was twenty-five years old, well past her best, worth a mere twenty thousand pounds and should call herself lucky to ensnare even a baronet.


  She was not precisely plain, but her features lacked that certain something that was real beauty. Nature had given her intelligence and her face reflected it. Her chin was neat and firm, her nose dainty and decided.


  Her eyes were certainly lovely, being large and deep blue, but it was what lay hidden in the depths of those eyes that enchanted her admirers.


  A sharp wit and a roguish charm lurked there, making men seek her company while other lovelier damsels remained wall-flowers.


  In addition she carried herself with an ‘air’ that had nothing to do with looks.


  Tonight she was at her best with her shiny fair hair arranged becomingly in curls. Her dress was blue satin with flounces of lace, tiny roses at the waist and pearls adorning her neck and ears.


  And there were many men who admired or even adored her, but she had eyes for none of them. Lord Delaine had said that there must be another man and she had denied it, but only because this was a subject she could not bear to speak about.


  She would die rather than admit that she had given her love to a man who did not return it.


  With a sinking heart she saw Lady Keller advancing towards her.


  “Well!” her hostess exclaimed excitedly. “What did I see? My dear, I am so sorry for bursting in. I do hope I didn’t interrupt at an inopportune moment.”


  “Not at all,” Celina said.


  “He did propose, didn’t he?”


  “He did propose.”


  “Oh, how wonderful! You will be a Marchioness and have all the money in the world. He will load you down with diamonds and rubies and you will constantly attend Court.”


  As Lady Keller had three unmarried daughters this was really very generous of her, but Celina was unable to join in her ecstasies.


  “I rejected him,” she admitted flatly.


  Lady Keller greeted this incredible news with a little scream.


  “You did what? My dear, what are you thinking of?


  Nobody rejects a Marquis.”


  “I do not love him.”


  “What has that to do with it?”


  “A good deal. When I marry it must be to a man that I am in love with.”


  “And are you in love with any man?”


  “No,” Celina said untruthfully.


  “Then, marry Delaine now and if you fall in love later, well – these things arrange themselves.”


  “You mean – take lovers?” Celina asked, horrified.


  “Well, of course you must do your duty first. I believe two sons is the bare minimum that is required before a wife may please herself, but – ”


  “Stop, stop!” Celina cried, aghast.


  Of course she had known that many women in high Society amused themselves with affairs of the heart, and their husbands pretended not to notice, because they too were enjoying their extramarital interests.


  Nor was it considered beyond the pale if she passed off a love child as her husband’s progeny, always assuming that she had first performed her duty in the matter of an heir.


  Many a husband had accepted an infant that looked nothing like him in return for his wife’s silence about his own activities outside the marriage bed.


  But this was not the kind of marriage Celina wanted. She would wed the man she loved or nobody. And they would love each other so deeply that neither would look at anybody else.


  If only –


  “My dear,” Lady Keller persisted, “I am only being realistic. You have been the success of the Season. No young lady could ask for more. But the time is coming when you must choose a husband. Every eligible young gentleman in London has laid himself at your feet – metaphorically speaking, of course – ”


  “Not always metaphorically,” Celina could not resist parrying mischievously.


  “Yes, I have heard those stories. They say young Viscount Buckley had difficulty getting to his feet, being so fat!”


  “I begged him not to kneel,” Celina pointed out. “But he insisted.”


  “He was so madly in love with you. And still he didn’t win your hand.”


  “Well, I cannot marry a man simply because he will not listen to wise advice and is too fat to stand up,” Celina replied, unarguably.


  “Never mind him. You cannot seriously mean to reject poor Delaine.”


  “I am afraid I do.”


  “Then who do you mean to accept?”


  “None of them,” Celina replied with a little sigh. “I know it is very ungrateful of me when you were kind enough to invite me to stay with you in London and sponsor me for the Season.”


  “Well, one of your friends had to do something. You should have been a debutante years ago, and you would have done if your Uncle James had not been such a selfish stick-in-the-mud. What was he thinking about to allow so much time to pass?”


  “It is partly my fault, madam. I was happy at home and a Season never seemed so important to me.”


  “How you expected to find a husband without one, I cannot imagine. How many eligible men are there in your corner of Surrey? Pretty few. There is Lord Torrington, of course, but he spends most of his life abroad, and he is so selfish that he will probably never marry.”


  “Lord Torrington isn’t selfish,” Celina responded indignantly. “He just hasn’t found the right woman.”


  “When a man with all his advantages reaches the age of thirty and unwed, take it from me, he isn’t looking very hard,” Lady Keller said caustically. “Anyway, you need more choice than that, and I thought when I invited you to spend the Season here, that something momentous would come of it.”


  “I hoped so too,” Celina breathed. “I wanted to meet a man I could fall in love with.”


  “Romantic dreams are dangerous, Celina. Life is not like that. I fear you will always be doomed to disappointment.”


  “You may be right, madam. Perhaps I should return to my home since I do not deserve your kindness any longer.”


  Lady Keller begged her to stay for as long as she liked, but Celina was resolute in her determination to leave tomorrow.


  At last the ball was over and Keller House stood dark and echoing after the gaiety.


  In her bedroom Celina removed her magnificent gown, donned her lace nightdress and then sat quietly at the dressing table while her maid brushed her hair.


  “We will be leaving tomorrow, Sadie,” she said.


  “Oh, miss, what a pity!”


  “Not really. It will be nice to go home and see Uncle James again.”


  ‘Home’ was a fine country manor owned by Sir James Storton, Baronet, who had raised Celina since her parents died ten years ago.


  Uncle James was a kindly but eccentric man who spent his days in ‘scientific’ pursuits. He knew all there was to be known about plants, birds and insects, but nothing at all about the proper upbringing for a young girl.


  He oversaw her education, rejecting many governesses as insufficiently academic and finally taking over most of her lessons himself.


  Otherwise he left her to her own devices, with the result that she was far more intelligent than young ladies were supposed to be, and lived a social life of almost complete freedom.


  Despite his eccentricity Uncle James was popular with his neighbours and received invitations everywhere, even to the home of the Earl of Torrington.


  When the Earl had died ten years ago his widow had continued to invite her old friend, half hoping that he would be a good influence on her wayward son, Robin, who had inherited his father’s title.


  It was a vain hope. The young Earl was wilful, headstrong and self-indulgent. He spent money at a vast rate – he gambled and had adventures with disreputable women. His virtuous mother was said to be in despair.


  But to the fifteen year old Celina, the young Lord Torrington was a God. One look at his dark brooding eyes and the locks of hair falling over his brow was enough to send her into a dream of delight.


  The stories of his wild exploits made her gasp with horror even while they filled her with excitement.


  She had many chances to enjoy his company. Robin was determined not to be pressured into marriage, so her very youth was an advantage to him, as even his Mama did not expect him to court a girl of fifteen.


  He regarded Celina as a sister who would run his errands, provide him with an alibi when he did not care to explain his many absences in too much detail, and ask only for praise in return.


  In this he was mostly right. Celina could survive on a kind word or a smile from him. But secretly she lived in a blissful fantasy world in which he would suddenly realise that he had fallen madly in love with her.


  Looking back, she could not have said when her childish hero worship had turned to love. She only knew that one day the mere sound of his name could make her heart beat faster, and if he walked into the room she was almost overwhelmed by the force of her feelings.


  She dreamed of the day he would ask her to marry him, but, side by side with her romantic dreams, lurked a vein of realism that forced her to face the truth.


  ‘I really have no chance,’ she would tell her mirror. ‘Look at me, how plain I am. And his life is filled with beautiful girls with accomplishments to enchant him. My chief asset is that I can ride as well as any man. He told me I could. He said it made me just the girl that a man needed as a sister.”


  She had been eighteen when he had made that devastating pronouncement.


  He had recently returned from Paris where he had lived a life of ‘disgraceful indulgence’ according to his mother, although she had not elaborated further to Celina’s virginal ears.


  Her attempts to glean more details from Robin himself had been unsuccessful.


  “Not you as well,” he had groaned, half laughing. “You are as bad as my mother.”


  That had silenced her.


  “Thank Heavens I can come home and talk to you like a sister,” he said. “You are the only person I can confide in. You don’t judge me and I can tell you how I feel.”


  “I want you to tell me everything about how you feel,” she had said breathlessly.


  “I have an overpowering need for freedom. At the least sign of restriction I feel I will go mad. My mother can never understand that.”


  “I think she is only worried in case you come to some harm,” Celina said carefully. “She fears that the – ladies with whom you associate do not love you for yourself alone.”


  “Heavens I hope not! What a bore that would be! The ‘ladies I associate with’, as you so cheekily put it, are interested in brief liaisons from which they emerge rather richer than when they started. That suits them and it suits me.”


  “But don’t you mind that they are simply taking advantage of you?” she asked, trying not to sound as shocked and dismayed as she felt.


  “Of course not. Since I am taking advantage of them, I prefer it. No obligations on either side.”


  “I suppose that arrangement could be very convenient,” she mused, trying to sound worldly wise.


  “I’ll say it’s convenient. We both know what we’re in it for, it’s a fair bargain on both sides and I don’t have to put up with tears and reproaches when it’s over. Lord, how I hate weeping women!”


  “Perhaps you give them reasons to weep?” she suggested lightly.


  “I pay my debts in diamonds and pearls. I am damned if I am paying them in pretty speeches as well!”


  He checked himself suddenly.


  “I suppose I should not be talking like this to a well bred young lady,” he admitted, with a touch of conscience. “The point is, I cannot really think of you as a young lady.”


  “I know. You just see me as your sister.”


  “Or even my brother – you are so sensible and clever. Anyway, I never feel I have to watch my tongue with you and that is such a relief.”


  “You know you can always talk to me,” she murmured happily.


  It was not until later, lying in bed at night, that she realised all the dismaying implications of his words. To be his sister – much less his brother – was not what she wanted at all. She wanted him to look at her with shining eyes and worship at her feet.


  But, for the moment, she felt a kind of happiness to know that she was the only person that he could talk to freely.


  She was guiltily aware that she had done Uncle James an injustice. Lady Keller had blamed him for not bringing his niece to London for a Season six years earlier.


  But, in fact, Uncle James had offered to ‘do something about it’ and she had declined, after ascertaining that Robin would not be going to London. He planned to spend the time on his estate. Once she knew that, nothing could have drawn her away.


  The following year the same thing happened. Robin arrived in the country, Uncle James conscientiously offered her a Season and once more she declined.


  After that Uncle James had given up for which he could hardly be blamed.


  As he grew older and even more eccentric, Celina gradually took over the management of his estate. It was something she did well and gave her great pleasure and satisfaction.


  Gradually she settled into a life that consisted of work, riding, local parties and the occasional visit from Robin.


  Much of his time was spent abroad, but now and then he would return to oversee affairs at Torrington Castle, spend time with his Steward and host a party for his neighbours.


  At these parties she would dance with him. For days beforehand she would look forward to the time when they would waltz together, and she would be held in his arms, however formally.


  For just a few precious moments she would be close to him, feeling his body moving against hers, dreaming that they were lovers.


  She harboured vivid memories of the last occasion.


  There had been a new face in the neighbourhood, Lady Violet Manyard – pretty, rich, accomplished, highly connected and the perfect finished article for an Earl who needed a wife.


  This would be her first meeting with Lord Torrington and everyone was holding their breath to see if she could succeed where everyone else had failed.


  Robin’s mother was especially eager.


  Celina tried hard to think the right thoughts. If this girl would be a good wife for Robin, she would try to be glad for him.


  But from the first moment she realised that Lady Violet was not a pleasant young woman. She was proud and haughty and among her doubtless virtues generosity found no place.


  Her first glance at Celina made it clear that she knew who she was and regarded her with contempt. Her eyes raked her up and down, silently saying, ‘old maid’, and she made a little contemptuous sound before turning away.


  Robin performed his duty for the first half of the evening, dancing with Celina, Lady Violet and various other local damsels who still had not given up hope. Then Lady Violet again, apparently oblivious to her simpering.


  His next dance was with Celina, but this time he cut it short, drawing her into the library, saying, “That’s enough dancing. Thank goodness I don’t have to do the pretty with you. Talk to me. Make me laugh.”


  “For shame,” she replied, teasing him. “There are so many local maidens out there waiting for you to flirt with them.”


  “I am bored with flirting. It’s too tame for me.” He poured himself a drink and sprawled in a chair. “In fact I am bored with everything. There are times when the whole world seems to have lost its savour.”


  He became aware of something strange in the way Celina was looking at him.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Your manners are the matter,” she scolded him with mock severity. “Are you not going to offer me some wine?”


  “Good Heavens, you don’t have to wait for me to ask, do you? There’s the decanter.”


  “I’ll take that as an invitation,” she responded wryly, filling a glass for herself.


  He grinned.


  “You don’t need an invitation. You have been at home here for years.”


  ‘Like that footstool beneath your feet,’ she thought, trying not to feel bitter.


  The next moment she said, in an apparently casual voice,


  “By the way, what do you think of Lady Violet?”


  He groaned. “Is my Mama parading her for my benefit? I feared as much.”


  “She is a most excellent young lady, accomplished and virtuous.”


  “Heavens above!”


  “It is time you were thinking of marrying and setting up your nursery. I have decided that she is exactly the wife for you.”


  She was guiltily aware that she was ruining that lady’s chances with every word. Nothing could more surely alienate Robin than to find that the neighbourhood had virtually married them off.


  ‘I am not being very nice,’ she thought with a touch of shame. ‘In fact, I am wicked.’ But she had the reward that often comes to the wicked, when he took her back into the ballroom and danced every remaining dance with her, pointedly ignoring all other females.


  Lady Violet departed early with her Mama, threw a screeching tantrum and married an elderly Viscount the following year.


  But that night had been a turning point for Celina.


  As she lay in bed that night she knew that she could no longer hold herself in readiness for a man who would never love her.


  Lady Keller happened to be in the neighbourhood visiting her elderly mother. It was a simple matter to invite her to a little soirée, and coax from her an invitation to spend the next Season in London.


  “You are going to enjoy a wonderful Season,” her Ladyship declared.


  ‘Yes I am,’ Celia promised herself. ‘I am going to meet eligible gentlemen and find myself a splendid husband. I am going to break Robin’s spell over me and then – and then he will regret losing me, but it will be too late.”


  It all happened just as she had planned. She had taken London by storm and received four proposals.


  But it was all for nothing. Her hope of rooting Robin out of her heart had been a false one. His hold was as firm as it had ever been.


  And now here she was, on her way home, as much in love as ever with a man who cared nothing for her and facing a future without hope.
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