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  THE TRIUMPH OF LOVE


  She was thoughtful as she took off her clothes and climbed into bed.


  Who would have believed that so many incredible things could have happened in such a short time? It was only three days since she had fled her stepfather’s house, yet it seemed like a lifetime.


  Selina had met the Marquis and already she could not imagine the world without him.


  He was amazingly unlike the dashing lover she had imagined might carry her off.


  For one thing, he was a bit older than the man in her romantic dreams, but his sweet temper, his quiet charm and perfect kindly courtesy had enchanted her, as the brash manners of younger men never did and he had now come to mean everything to her.


  What did she mean to him?


  Nothing probably.


  He regarded her as a child that he was humouring.


  How very quick he had been to assure her that his behaviour would be entirely proper! Of course, she would not wish it any other way, she assured herself.


  But it was sad that he seemed to find the promise so easy to keep.


  After all, would one little improper advance be so terrible?
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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.


  



  “As the world becomes more and more troubled, everyone should look to God for guidance and to love for happiness. There is no other way.”


  Barbara Cartland


  



  CHAPTER ONE

  1853


  “You will do just as I tell you. This man is a good match and you should thank Heaven on your knees for him.”


  “Well, I don’t! I will not marry a man I have never met. If he is anything like his father, he will be repulsive. I will not marry him and that’s final.”


  “Don’t you dare speak to me like that, my girl. I am your father and you owe me respect, so don’t forget it.”


  “You are not my father, you’re my stepfather. Papa was a good kind man, who would never have tried to force me into marriage with a man merely because he was rich.”


  In the drawing room of Gardner Manor a man and a young girl faced each other, both furiously angry.


  John Gardner was in his fifties – blunt, red-faced and brutal. His stepdaughter, Lady Selina Napier, was just nineteen, elegant, slender and fragile in build, but strong in spirit.


  She faced this menacing man with her head held high.


  She disliked him intensely. In fact she had always disliked him, ever since the day he had married her mother, the widowed Countess Napier. It seemed to her that he had brought an evil spirit into the house.


  In sharp contrast Selina’s parents had been blissfully happy.


  Her father, the Earl, would have so liked a son to inherit his name and title and they would both have loved a little more money.


  They had so little that they were forced to abandon his ancestral home and live in a modest house on the estate, but none of this could really spoil their happiness because they loved each other so deeply.


  Selina had been only fifteen when disaster struck.


  Her father had fallen whilst out hunting and his horse had rolled on him, crushing him.


  He sadly had lived only a week.


  The tragedy had shattered her mother. For a year she was miserable. Sometimes she would wander through the house, looking distracted, as if by a miracle she would find the man she loved.


  And then after a year, she suddenly announced that she intended to marry again.


  Her choice was John Gardner, a shipbuilder with a large amount of money. He gave her many expensive gifts and showered presents on Selina too, which the child received with a forced hostile politeness.


  She distrusted him from the first moment and continued to watch him with wary eyes.


  The marriage took place quickly and secretly, as if her mother was too ashamed for her friends and family to know about it.


  As well she might be, Selina thought.


  Before she married Lord Napier she had been Lady Edwina Franklin. Now she became Lady Edwina Gardner, something that nobody could overlook as her new husband always introduced her by that title and never referred to her as anything but ‘Lady Edwina’.


  And he always referred to his stepdaughter as ‘Lady Selina Napier’. Lacking a title himself, he allowed no one to forget that he had acquired two titled ladies by marriage.


  ‘He is such a snob,’ she told herself. ‘He married Mama just to advance himself socially. He has no breeding, only money. He throws it around, trying to impress the world and only makes people despise him.’


  He had taken them out of their little house and into the vast grandiose mansion he had purchased and renamed ‘Gardner Manor’, to the amusement, Selina was convinced, of all his well-born neighbours.


  It was far too large for the three of them and needed an army of staff for the sixty rooms and extensive gardens. But it lived up to what John Gardner felt was his dignity.


  “A fit setting for a Countess,” he had often carolled, ignoring the fact that his wife was no longer a Countess.


  He surrounded them with every material luxury, which Selina realised her mother really enjoyed.


  For a nice comfortable life she was well prepared to put up with her husband’s vulgar ways.


  She entertained his business friends, assuming the lofty manner that he liked to see.


  Whenever she could she persuaded, some of her aristocratic friends to visit, but this was rare. Many were reluctant because his behaviour embarrassed them.


  And then without any warning Lady Edwina caught influenza in the middle of winter and died.


  True to form John Gardner gave her a lavish funeral and built a big extravagant monument on which the words ‘Lady Edwina Gardner’ were carved in large letters.


  He paraded his grief to the world and if Selina could have believed it genuine, she might have warmed to him.


  But very soon it became apparent that as her mother was dead he planned to dragoon his stepdaughter into providing him with a ladder into Society.


  He refused to allow her to go and live with friends of her father. At most he would allow her to pay them odd visits and he would insist on accompanying her. Gradually the invitations dried up.


  As time passed Selina found that she was squirming when he rolled out her title whilst introducing her to strangers, as if he was sharing something very valuable with them.


  He embarrassed her by the way he boasted about his late wife and told strangers how heart-broken he had been by the death of ‘Lady Edwina’.


  But the strangers who came into the house now that her mother was no longer there were mostly men with whom her stepfather was doing a deal or those he believed could help him in his social climbing.


  “Why won’t you allow me to leave?” she asked him again and again.


  “I want you with me.”


  “Why do you want me? After all I can hardly help you build a ship.”


  Her stepfather had laughed and it was not a pleasant sound.


  “You can do so much more than that,” he said. “The people I bring here like to meet you. You’re an attraction to them. Surely it’s not too much to ask in return for all I have given you?”


  “I never asked you to give me all those expensive gifts,” she cried. “They were not really for me, anyway, or for my mother. You just wanted to deck us out to impress the world.


  “Neither Mama nor I cared for it. My father never had any money, but she was far happier with him than she ever was with you, because they truly loved each other!”


  “Nonsense! Everyone I know appreciates money – and that includes you, my girl. That wonderful father of yours didn’t leave you a single penny. You depend on me for every stitch you’re wearing, so don’t you forget it!”


  It was true.


  She was trapped.


  And then one fine day he returned from Portsmouth, where he had been to inspect one of his ships and there was something about him that troubled her more than ever.


  She was used to his unpleasant tempers, but his sudden good humours disturbed her more.


  “I have some excellent news,” he announced.


  Selina tried to look interested.


  “I know that it will please you as much as it pleases me,” he declared.


  She doubted it. It was more than likely to be his way of telling her that she had better be pleased or there would be trouble.


  She knew that her worst fears were realised when he added,


  “I have found you a husband.”


  Selina stared at him.


  “What are you saying?”


  “He’s the son of one of the richest men in the country. You haven’t met him, but you will. When his father approached me, I realised at once that this was the ideal match for you.”


  “I don’t know what you are talking about. Why should I marry someone I have never met?”


  She spoke almost aggressively, but at the same time she felt rather unnerved. There was something in his voice and the way he was looking at her that was unusual.


  It was something she had not noticed in him before.


  “Now sit down and listen to what I have to say,” he ordered. “You are the right age, you are also extremely attractive and you’re the daughter of an Earl – you have a title.”


  “To be Lady Selina is hardly an important title.”


  “It will just have to do,” he said flatly. “With your connections and Peter Turner’s money the world is going to be made very aware of you, my dear child.”


  The last words were added awkwardly as though he was remembering lines in a script. He was playing the role of the loving father, but he had not quite got the hang of it.


  “Peter Turner?” she queried. “Can he be the son of Ralph Turner, that dreadful man who was here two months ago and breathed whisky fumes all over me?”


  “Whatever do you mean – dreadful?” he snapped. “Ralph Turner has fifty thousand pounds a year.”


  She was now beginning to grow angry as well as apprehensive.


  “If he had a million pounds a year, he would still be dreadful,” she asserted flatly.


  John Gardner gasped. For once in his life he was completely taken aback. He had never heard of such an idea before.


  How could you possibly be dreadful if you had so much money? It was practically blasphemy.


  “If he’s so very rich, why is he bothering with me?” Selina demanded. “Why not the daughter of a Duke or a Marquis, preferably one who’s alive and can introduce him into the right circles?”


  Her stepfather grew testy.


  “Never mind that.”


  “We do know the answer, don’t we?” she persisted. “Turner is such an appalling man that no money on earth could buy his son into those circles. So he’ll settle for me.”


  “And you should be glad of it,” he bawled. “Where else are you going to find a husband? You haven’t a penny of your own.”


  “Then I’ll manage without. Money or no money, I will not marry a man I do not love and who does not love me for myself.”


  “Peter will love you,” he replied impatiently, “you need not worry about that. His father will not only make you one of the richest couples in England, but as he told me himself, when he dies, every penny he possesses – and I can assure you that it is an enormous amount – will be inherited by Peter.”


  He paused and as Selina did not speak he went on,


  “You can shine in Society. Everyone will want to come to your parties, even Royalty.”


  There was silence whilst Selina started at him. 


  At last she responded,


  “Do you really believe that kind of life, exciting though it sounds, would be worth marrying a man I do not know? Who can scarcely want to marry me when he has never even met me?”


  “He has heard all about you,” her stepfather replied. “His father not only told him how important you are, but also that you are so beautiful. I gave him a painting, which was in your mother’s bedroom, to show that we were not exaggerating your beauty.


  “Although it was painted over three years ago, you are fifty times better looking today than you were then.”


  Selina rose and walked to the window standing with her back to her stepfather. She knew by the lilt in his voice that this arrangement meant a great deal to him.


  He was obviously determined that she should do what he wanted.


  From the very moment he had married her mother, he had always expected that anything he demanded should be his. He had his own way about everything – always.


  He had clearly discussed this with Peter Turner’s father and together they would insist on having their own way. No amount of protestations would ever be listened to or even considered.


  Thinking back, she remembered that on the day he had left for Portsmouth he had seemed agitated. For once his mind had not been solely on business, which usually concerned him more than anything else. There had also been something new and curious in the way he looked at her and spoke to her.


  But she could not have possibly imagined then the monstrous idea that he had just put before her.


  She turned round to face him, ready for battle. But for the moment it seemed that he would try another tack.


  “Now come along. Let’s have no more foolishness. I want you to tell me that you are a little grateful to me and looking forward to the exciting life I’ve provided for you.”


  “I cannot agree,” she replied gravely. “I want to be married when I am in love. Money alone is not enough to make any woman happy.”


  “Nonsense! Nonsense! All women require money! You like pretty dresses don’t you?”


  “I hardly think that any dresses are enough to make a happy marriage,” Selina retorted. “I have no intention of marrying anyone unless I love him as much as Mama loved my Papa.”


  She spoke out bravely even though she felt a little quiver go through her as her stepfather’s eyes darkened and he stared at her with a furious expression that made her shiver.


  “You’ll damned well do as you are told!” he said sharply. His voice rose almost to a scream. “You will be rich! Rich! Horses, carriages, a house in London, parties.”


  Seeing no hint of any interest in her face, he grew angrier, the words almost tumbling over themselves.


  “What more could you ever desire? God knows most women would go down on their knees and thank Heaven itself for such an opportunity.”


  Then Selina countered,


  “It is just not enough. I want love. The real love that cannot be bought with money.”


  “That is the sort of damned silly thing you would say,” her stepfather shouted. “You will do as you are told! Peter is coming here tomorrow to propose to you and you will accept him!


  “If you try to disobey me, I will beat you all the way to the Church.”


  With that he walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.


  Selina put her hand up to her forehead.


  Then, as she felt suddenly weak with the horror of it all, she collapsed onto a sofa.


  She was trembling.


  Her stepfather had now finally revealed himself as the bully he really was.


  Next she jumped up and hurried out of the room.


  Then she started to run as fast as she could down the passage, out through the door and into the garden.


  Only when she had reached the thickness of the orchard did she stop running. She sat down on a fallen tree and put her hands up to her face.


  The sun was shining and the birds were singing, but all she could think of was the terrible scene she had just endured and the ugliness of John Gardner’s mind.


  ‘Whatever can I do?’ she asked herself. ‘How can I avoid it?’


  But when she asked herself the question again, she knew there was only one answer.


  She must run away and hide.


  *


  Tempting though it was to grab her belongings and leave immediately, Selina had always been instructed by her father and mother to think things over and never to act impulsively.


  So she began by going to her room, sitting down, and thinking hard about what she meant to do.


  But however hard she thought about it, she always came back to the same answer – leave. There really was only one way to avoid the horror planned for her and that was to disappear.


  And she must act quickly.


  If Peter Turner was coming tomorrow, then she must leave tonight.


  She heard a noise from below and looked out of her bedroom window to see her stepfather departing in a chaise.


  To her relief she recalled that he was attending a meeting this evening with the Lord Lieutenant concerning various charities. He was always generous to charities as a way of elevating his own importance, so he would be away for hours.


  Now was her chance.


  Hurriedly she began to pack some things together.


  Then she went into her mother’s room. Because she did not know if she would ever be able to return, she decided to take a memento. Not her expensive jewels which had been given to her by John Gardner, but her wedding ring, which dear Papa had put on her hand.


  Back in her own room, she looked through her jewel box and discarded the fine gifts her stepfather had given to her. She wanted as little of his as possible.


  He had sometimes given her money, not so much in a kindly way, but like a man tossing a bone to a dog.


  Selina had passed on much of the money to charity, but his last present lay where she had left it. She took it, promising herself that one day she would give it back.


  From the jewel box she took only a silver necklace that had been her mother’s when Papa was alive.


  There were now quite a lot of packed cases and she wondered how she could possibly spirit them away without attracting too much attention.


  She went to the stables and found the old groom.


  “What can I do for you, Miss Selina?” he enquired, smiling. “Surely you don’t want to go ridin’ at this hour?”


  “No, I want to take the dog cart,” she said, hating to lie to the old man who had only ever showed her kindness. “I am visiting a friend and taking some clothes to be sold at the charity bazaar in a week or so.”


  “Very well, miss. Do you want me to drive you?”


  “Thank you, but I would prefer to drive myself. It’s not far.”


  She hurried back upstairs and dressed herself in her travelling gown.


  She summoned one of her stepfather’s footmen to take her bags and then she found the dog cart ready with her cases in the back.


  The groom made one more attempt to persuade her to let him drive, but she smiled and refused firmly.


  Then she made her escape while she still could.


  She moved swiftly along the road and there seemed to be very little traffic about.


  ‘I love the country,’ thought Selina, ‘but if I hide in London, it may be much more difficult for him to find me. And that is all that matters. So, it must be London.’


  As soon as possible she turned off the beaten track, avoiding the villages where she would be known.


  When the hue and cry began, the fewer people who had seen her, the better.


  After two long hours she was thinking that sooner or later she must begin to look for a place to stay the night.


  She drove down quite a narrow lane on which there were practically no cottages. Enjoying the peace and quiet, she was suddenly aware that there were three men on horseback just ahead of her.


  She slowed the dog cart down and was just wondering who they were and if by chance they would recognise her, when she realised that they were wearing masks.


  With a feeling of shock and fear, she realised that they were highwaymen. 


  If only she could turn round and go back! But the lane was too narrow.


  Now it was too late to do anything. She could only pull in her horse as two of them blocked the road in front of her.


  One of the men spoke first and ordered the others,


  “Open this ’ere gate and take the lady with ’er dog cart into the field!”


  “What – do you want?” Selina asked nervously.


  She realised they were all set on robbing her. They would take her money and maybe her luggage, leaving her with nothing and no means of making her escape.


  As they entered the field, the one who had given the orders came alongside and demanded,


  “All right, where’s the money. Hand it over.”


  “I am afraid – I have practically nothing – because I am merely going out to dinner – with some friends.”


  The man looked into the dog cart and remarked,


  “With three cases! If you ask me you’re goin’ away for an ’oliday and ’olidays are expensive.”


  “Oh, please, please don’t stop me,” begged Selina. “I’m really very hard up.”


  “So are we,” the highwayman replied with a laugh. “And our problems are more important to us than yours.”


  But even as he spoke, there was the sound of a gun being fired, which resounded through the trees.


  As the highwaymen all turned round to look, a man riding a horse and carrying a gun came towards them.


  “Now, I told you boys,” he called out, as he drew up beside them, “that I would not have you robbing people on my land.”


  “We didn’t mean to be on your land, my Lord,” the chief highwayman replied. “But the gate was open and, as you knows, us don’t want to be seen on the road.”


  “Be off with all of you,” the stranger ordered them sternly.


  The highwayman suddenly did not seem so fierce as he hesitated for a moment. Then he said hopefully,


  “We’ll all pretty hungry, my Lord.”


  “All right then. Here’s money. Go get yourselves something to eat and stay off my land.”


  “Thank you, thank you very much, my Lord.”


  Then without saying anything further all three of the highwaymen trotted away and Selina was left staring.


  “Thank you,” she stammered. “I was so scared they would rob me of everything. But didn’t you want to turn them over to the law?”


  The man laughed.


  “It would only make a bad situation worse. They are just young boys and basically harmless. They don’t carry weapons. If they did, I would turn them over to the law. But they are bored and cannot obtain any work, so they become ‘highwaymen’. It’s mostly a game to them.


  “They are not very good at it and I usually end up paying for their supper.”


  “I think it is very kind of you, sir, and I am very grateful you came when you did.”


  “If you ask me it is a mistake for you to be driving about late at night and the sooner you go home the better.”


  As she regarded him, she realised that he was exceedingly good-looking and obviously a gentleman.


  Just the same, she thought, it was strange he should be so kind to the highwaymen.


  “The real fact is, I am running away,” she confided. “Can you tell me where there is a respectable inn where I might stay the night?”


  “Running away!” he exclaimed. “Why should you be doing that?”


  Selina hesitated and then she responded,


  “Because I have to. I just can’t tell you any more. Please don’t press me.”


  “But you really cannot travel alone like this, all by yourself!”


  “I didn’t dare ask anyone to come with me in case they betrayed me.”


  “You’re a positive invitation to robbers and the next time it may not be a schoolboy prank. It’s getting late and I don’t really know of a respectable inn, except one several miles away.”


  “Can you direct me please?”


  “I have no intention of doing so. I don’t want you on my conscience. I think that I should take you home and keep you safe until tomorrow.”


  “Thank you, sir, but I really don’t think I can go home with you,” Selina asserted quickly.


  “You’re perfectly right to be careful,” said the man. “But my housekeeper, who is a dear old woman, will act as your chaperone.”


  “Where do you live?” she asked cautiously.


  Although he had the manners and air of a gentleman what she could make out of his clothes in the fast fading light seemed rough, even a little shabby.


  “At Castleton Hall,” he replied. “It’s only a couple of miles from here.”


  “Castleton – ?” she wrinkled her pretty brow, trying to recall the name.


  “The home of the Marquis of Castleton.”


  “But won’t he mind you taking me to his home?”


  “I promise you that nobody shall trouble you?”


  “Well, I expect it’s a very big place and you could hide me away so that he would never know.”


  “It is certainly a very big place,” he agreed gravely. “Too big for one man. Let’s be on our way.”


  “You are very kind. Are you quite certain I am not being an encumbrance?”


  “Not at all. I was not looking forward to talking to myself at dinner and it will be more interesting to hear your story.”


  Selina laughed.


  “That will take a little time.”


  “Then I shall look forward to it. Follow me.”


  He turned his horse round and Selina followed him.


  ‘This is surely such an adventure,’ she told herself, ‘and one I never expected in my wildest dreams.’
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