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   CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
   H is voice rumbled across the room, the sound sending a shiver up her spine. Feeling his gaze on her, she turned to find him watching her. This was it, the night her life changed forever. Her mother stood next to her, clutching her arm, her excitement making her quiver. Tonight, all her mother's dreams would come true while all of her own would be shattered. 
 
      
 
    How had it come to this? She had done all she could to keep low, keep her head down, and not catch anyone's eye. Her father had wanted her to get a good match, but really she had hoped to be left alone. Most of the lords wanted a quiet and pliable wife, one who followed orders, and Eliza had never been that kind of girl. 
 
      
 
    Her mother blamed her father spoiling her, while her father simply stated that he had raised a daughter with a mind of her own. With sharp wit and intelligence, she had managed to grab the attention of the most eligible bachelor in the ton. And she didn't want it.  
 
      
 
    Not that the Duke of Hartwell was ugly or evil or kicked puppies. He was the opposite of all those things, and that made it so much worse. Eliza liked speaking to him, hearing his opinions on anything and everything. That was what had started this whole thing. She had let it slip in passing conversation how badly she felt for the poor and some of the charities she and her mother supported. The duke had stopped short, a look of surprise and interest crossing his dark eyes. Not that charity was something she wasn't supposed to take an interest in but she wasn’t sure how he would take it when he found out she tended to bring children home like some girls did lost animals or that she fed the poor out of her father’s own kitchen. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, over the last year, there had been rumors that greatly concerned her. The duke’s father had recently passed and, in his last year, many of his attitudes had changed, and not for the better. He had started acting violently, even having a very public outburst. It had been the scariest thing Eliza had ever witnessed. Eliza worried that his son would be the same way and that all his charm and charisma hid a spoiled man who had a violent streak. Beyond that, she wanted to be her own person, in control of herself, and she couldn’t imagine that happening while she was married to someone as prominent as the duke. 
 
      
 
    An arm slipping through hers pulled her from her thoughts. Bethany, her best friend, walked her away from her mother's side, heading out toward the garden. Eliza breathed a sigh of relief as the fresh air hit her skin, the cool breeze soothing her nerves. The smell of the garden, a sweet mix of roses and fresh dirt, brought clarity to her thoughts. "Are you excited?" Bethany's eyes swept the garden, checking to see if anyone was near. 
 
      
 
    Eliza shook her head, dropping her eyes. "Why would I be? Any freedom my father has given me will disappear the minute he announces the betrothal. I will be tied to him and his wishes forever." 
 
      
 
    Bethany sighed. She had heard this tirade from Eliza many times. "Eliza, he is a very good catch. You could do much worse." Bethany wrinkled her pert nose, thinking of the lords who had recently been pursuing her. None had appealed and she had turned down their offers, much to her parents’ dismay. 
 
      
 
    Eliza's eyes swept to Bethany, taking in her pinned-up dark hair and sparkling blue eyes. The light blue dress that she wore hugged her curves in all the right places, falling around her like a light cloud. It swished around her feet as they walked, the sound accompanying them along the path in the garden. "Bethany, that is beside the point. I want my freedom, to do as I please. Not to 
 
    be bound to a man I do not want." An impish smile crossed her face. "You can have him instead." 
 
      
 
    Bethany halted, something flashing across her face. Eliza thought for a moment it was a look of pain, but then she shook her head. What did Bethany have to be hurt about? She didn't even know the duke. Bethany started walking again, tugging her along. "You know that is impossible. He has set his sights on you, not me." 
 
      
 
    Eliza sighed. "I wish he had not." 
 
      
 
    Bethany glanced at her friend, worry wrinkling her brow. Eliza couldn't afford to refuse the duke. He was powerful, with powerful friends. He could make life horrible for her. Besides that, what could she say that he would agree to? "You know the choice is not fully yours. If your father has already accepted on your behalf, you are trapped." 
 
      
 
    Eliza sighed and leaned her head back to stare up at the starry sky. Her blonde tresses were pinned to frame her head like a crown. Her pointed chin quivered with frustration. Her red dress fell about her in waves, tight around her waist before flowing to her feet, the scarlet hue bringing out the creamy color of her skin. "I know."  
 
      
 
    Barely had the words left her lips when a voice called her name. The girls turned to find Eliza's father approaching, his strides quick and purposeful. Eliza braced herself for the lecture she assumed he wanted to give. 
 
      
 
    Bethany curtsied to the Duke of Dennington, giving him her biggest smile. Being Eliza's best friend, she had practically grown up at his house. He smiled at her and let her slip past him back to the party. Then he turned back to his daughter. Eliza raised her chin, straightening her spine as his bright blue eyes took her in. He nodded his approval, offering his arm as he fell into step beside her. "Your mother is looking for you." 
 
      
 
    Eliza cringed, looking up at her father's profile. With his blue eyes and sandy blonde hair, she imagined he had been quite the catch back in his day. His shoulders were still broad, although he now sported a slight pouch around the middle. His thin lips were always one twitch away from a smile—something Eliza loved about him. They walked in silence for a while, the sounds of the party drifting toward them. "Mother must be happy," Eliza commented, unable to stand the silence. 
 
      
 
    Her father let out a sigh, making Eliza stop and look up at him. "Not entirely." 
 
      
 
    Eliza frowned, her stomach fluttering in excitement. Maybe her father hadn't accepted the duke's proposal. "And why is that?" 
 
      
 
    He looked down at her, giving her his best smile, the hope in her blue eyes crushing him. "As you know, the Duke of Hartwell asked to marry you. I agreed." Eliza gasped but her father continued. "Under the condition that you agreed as well." 
 
      
 
    Eliza's shoulders visibly relaxed. Finally, she would get a say. Lifting her chin, she frowned. "I do not accept. I am not interested in marrying the duke." 
 
      
 
    Her father shook his head. "No, my dear, you cannot just say no. You have to give the duke a chance, get to know him. That is the only reason I have not accepted on your behalf. You have the next month to get to know him. If, after that time, you decide he isn't what you want, you will find someone else who is." 
 
      
 
    Eliza took a step back, her eyes widening. "A month? You are giving me only a month?" 
 
      
 
    Her father nodded, then turned and led her back to the party. "And you have to have a valid reason for refusing him." 
 
      
 
    Eliza ground her teeth, frustrated with the task ahead of her. It wasn't what she wanted to hear, but it was better than the alternative. At least her father was giving her a chance. She didn't plan to waste it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
   E dward scanned the crowd before him, his dark eyes searching for her. The fact that she had slipped out again didn't surprise him one bit. Lady Eliza had a mind of her own, with a wild spirit. When he had approached her father with his proposal, he'd had no doubt the man would accept. Edward was successful, charming, and wealthy—something all fathers would be happy about. It didn't hurt that the two of them also tended to agree on issues of state and voted similarly. Edward had thought himself all but betrothed and had planned this ball to announce it. 
 
      
 
    Then the old man had come out with a stipulation Edward hadn't expected. Eliza had a choice. It had never occurred to Edward that the charming and beautiful woman he had come to admire wouldn't want him. All the young ladies wanted him. The thought that Eliza would choose to refuse him rankled. 
 
      
 
    So now he had to prove to her that he was worthy—something he had never considered doing before. All of his other pursuits had been easy. However, the challenge intrigued him. He had to learn about the lady, what she liked and didn't like. Not that it would be too hard to figure out what a lady of the ton liked. From what he could tell, they all seemed to like the same thing. It shouldn't be too hard to figure her out. 
 
      
 
    He watched as Lady Bethany stepped back into the room from the garden. If Lady Bethany had been out there, Eliza probably had been, too. Those two were thick as thieves. Edward had considered Lady Bethany for his wife but had decided against pursuing her, as he suspected she already had her eye on someone else. He wasn't about to battle for a lady’s affections. 
 
      
 
    Which brought him back to Lady Eliza. Maybe her father knew she wanted someone else and was giving her a choice in the matter. Watching Lady Bethany work the room, he suspected that wasn't the case. Eliza didn't strike him as one to fall in love easily or frivolously. Not that he thought Lady Bethany had fallen in love frivolously. 
 
      
 
    "So when is the announcement happening?" Edward stumbled forward a step as his best friend, Albert, the Earl of Bakewell, slapped him on the back. Albert was as eligible a bachelor as Edward was and quite the catch to boot. Albert had received a small fortune from his father and had grown it into a tidy sum. With his bright red hair and amber eyes, he stood out among his peers. 
 
    The ladies especially appreciated his good looks and quick wit. 
 
      
 
    Edward sighed, running a hand through his own dark hair. "No announcement, I am afraid." 
 
      
 
    Albert looked at him in surprise. "Really? I thought it was a done deal." 
 
      
 
    Edward took a sip of champagne, frowning down at the glass. The dry drink made him smack his lips a few times. "Her father had some stipulations." He shook his head. "It is not a big deal. I will win her hand." 
 
      
 
    Albert smiled at him as Eliza reappeared on her father's arm. "You are sure about that?" His eyes followed the pair as they walked, Eliza refusing to look in their direction. 
 
      
 
    Edward shoved the glass into Albert's empty hand. "Positive." He stepped away toward Eliza, nodding to the ladies who approached him as he walked in her direction. There were many attractive women around, but he had eyes for only her. 
 
      
 
    He gave her a deep bow as he stopped before her, nodding to her father. "Your Grace. Lady Eliza." Her father nodded before stepping away, leaving them alone. A panicked look entered her eyes as she realized she was cornered. "Do you have a dance available?" He asked, watching her squirm. 
 
      
 
    Eliza glanced down at her dance card and gave a small nod. He pulled her into his arms and onto the dance floor, marveling at how well they fit together. As he swept her along the dance floor, he watched her, noticing how she moved gracefully in his arms. He also noticed that she didn't look at any of the lords around them, instead keeping her eyes down as they moved across the room. He had to hand it to his staff; they had done a stunning job of decorating the place, using candles for soft lighting and white tablecloths with blue runners to brighten the place. The candlelight sparkled off the crystal chandeliers.  
 
      
 
    He leaned close, his mouth brushing her ear."So your father gave me an interesting stipulation on my suit today." 
 
      
 
    She glanced up, a small smile dancing across her perfect lips. "He told me." 
 
      
 
    "It is odd for a father to give his daughter so much leeway in her own marriage. Care to explain?" For just a moment, he saw panic in her eyes. Then he watched as the panic turned to hardened resolve. 
 
      
 
    She raised her chin and fluttered her dark lashes at him. "He wants me to be happy." 
 
      
 
    Edward gave her his best smile. "Do you think that being my wife would make you unhappy? That being able to have anything you wanted would make you unhappy?" 
 
      
 
    She narrowed her eyes, looking like her father when he was discussing one of his votes. "That is not what everyone wants." 
 
      
 
    He leaned closer, almost pressing his mouth against her ear, sensing that he was close to what he wanted to know. "And what is it that you want, Lady Eliza?" 
 
      
 
    She pulled her head away from his, and licked her lips, the movement drawing his gaze to them. For just an instant, he wondered what it would be like to kiss her. "Freedom."  
 
      
 
    The dance ended before he could ask further. She slipped away, back to Lady Bethany's side. A small frown crossed his face. What had she meant by “freedom”? He decided he had a month to figure it out. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
   E liza breathed a sigh of relief as she slipped up next to Bethany. Had she really said “freedom” out loud? Had he heard her? And if he had, what would he think?  
 
      
 
    Bethany said something, pulling her attention away from the duke. "Sorry, say that again?" Eliza shook her head, trying to banish the feel of his arms around her, the press of his body against hers. 
 
      
 
    Her friend sighed, giving Eliza an indulgent smile. "I asked how your dance was." 
 
      
 
    Eliza rolled her eyes and looked over to where the duke stood near a potted plant, watching her. "It was fine." 
 
      
 
    "Looked rather intense to me," said Lady Anne, one of Bethany's cousins. 
 
      
 
    Eliza shrugged. "I do not think so. He is not happy. There will not be an announcement tonight." She couldn’t keep the smug smile off her face. 
 
      
 
    She gave Bethany a triumphant wink while her friend frowned at her. Anne grinned, looking between the two girls. "So he is not taken?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza felt her smile grow bigger. She could barely keep from glancing over her shoulder. "Not at the moment. You should get him to ask you to dance."  
 
      
 
    Anne squealed, rushing past before Eliza had finished her sentence. 
 
      
 
    "Eliza. What is wrong with you? Why are you throwing him to the wolves?" Bethany's cousin was sweet, if a little naive and immature. With an eye for fashion, she did always manage to be the best dressed at these things. 
 
      
 
    Eliza huffed out a breath. "I am not throwing him to the wolves. I am giving him other options." She narrowed her eyes at Bethany. "What about you? You have been awfully quiet about your own offers this evening." 
 
      
 
    A pink blush crept up Bethany's cheeks. She had a secret. Eliza suspected it was a secret lover, but until Bethany was ready to share, she wasn't going to push her. "There is nothing to tell." Bethany took a sip of her drink, looking away. 
 
      
 
    Eliza smiled and reached out to squeeze her friend's hand. "If you say so." She looked around; making sure no one else was near. "My father gave me a reprieve." 
 
      
 
    Bethany leaned in, a look of mischief in her eyes. "How so?" 
 
      
 
    "He told the duke that he would accept the betrothal only if I agreed." 
 
      
 
    Bethany's eyes flew wide. "Does your father know that you will not agree to that?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza sighed. "I do not know what my father knows. He has a stipulation for me. I have to give him a chance." Eliza grimaced at the thought. 
 
      
 
    Bethany giggled. “You are not going to make this easy for him, are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Never." Eliza glanced across the room, the wheels turning in her head. If the duke wanted to get to know her, he was in for a ride. One he might regret. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
   T he following day, Edward sat at his desk, drumming his fingers on his desk. Eliza was so close to being his. Her father changing the rules irked him, but in reality, it was only a minor setback. 
 
      
 
    Her father wanted to give her the chance to choose, which he could respect. But who else did she have to choose from? Most of the other dukes were her father's age or older. What other options did she really have? 
 
      
 
    Unless she didn't want a duke? It wasn't uncommon, a high-ranking daughter deciding she would marry below her. But as the Duke of Dennington's only heir, he highly doubted it. Eliza knew she had to marry, so why was she so against him? 
 
      
 
    A knock at the door startled him from his musings. Calling for the person to come in, he smiled as his younger cousin flounced into the room, all skirts and ribbons. The daughter of his father's younger brother, she had been his constant companion when they were younger. With both her parents gone, her future was now up to him. And he took his responsibility very seriously. She perched on the chair in front of his big mahogany desk, batting her lashes at him. "So last night was interesting." 
 
      
 
    He winced at her tone. "Things did not quite go according to plan." 
 
      
 
    "I would say so. Her father put stipulations on the match." 
 
      
 
    Edward narrowed his eyes. "Albert talks too much." 
 
      
 
    She laughed, flapping her hand at him. "Oh, leave Albert be. You know he told me so I could help you." 
 
      
 
    "Victoria, I can handle this on my own." He tried to sound strict, but they both knew it was all for show. 
 
      
 
    She frowned, shaking her head, making her dark hair, a match to his own, loosen slightly from its pins. "Edward, please. Women talk to each other. I am sure I could find out what her problem is. Let me help." She batted her eyelashes at him, trying to look innocent and convincing. 
 
      
 
    He sighed, eyeing her. Victoria was several years younger than he was, but right around Eliza's age. They ran in the same circles, though they didn't know each other well, as Victoria was the niece of a duke and not the daughter of one. "What makes you think she will confide in you?" 
 
      
 
    Victoria grinned, her green eyes sparkling in delight. "Oh, dear cousin, he also gave her stipulations. She will want information about you. And I shall provide it." 
 
      
 
    He winced at her giddy tone. "Nothing too bad, I hope." 
 
      
 
    She shrugged, looking down at her nails. "Only the truth. She will learn the truth one way or the other. Might as well be upfront about it." 
 
      
 
    His stomach clenched at her words. The truth. Could that be the reason for her hesitation? Several years ago, there had been some talk of him that his father had quashed. Could she have heard the talk? Even without proof, the rumors were damaging. There had been some issue with a young lady’s father, demanding marriage, which all turned out to be nothing once it was revealed she had been lying. He cleared his throat and looked Victoria straight in the eye. "Anything too serious, I will tell her myself." When the time came, he wanted to be the one to tell her the stories, knowing she deserved to hear them from the source. 
 
      
 
    Victoria nodded in understanding. Being as close as they were, they didn't keep secrets from each other but that didn't mean she told the whole ton his every move. "Perfect. I will start today. I am going to call on her. Have a wonderful day, dear cousin." Shaking his head, he watched as she swished from the room. The man who won her hand would have his hands full. Edward had thought Albert would be interested but his friend had never made an offer and he had never asked. He sat back, wondering how Eliza would take his cousin's visit. He couldn't keep the smile off his face. Maybe Victoria would learn what he needed to know to win her hand. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
   E liza stood in the drawing room, staring at the card that announced her visitor. Victoria wasn't a lady but, being the cousin of the Duke of Hartwell, she ran in the same circles. Eliza suspected the girl was there for more than just a social call. 
 
      
 
    She settled onto the seat near the fireplace, though a fire wasn’t lit this early in the day. Wiping her hands on her skirts, Eliza bit her lip. The room where they usually met their guests was simple in style, with plush rugs and velvet chairs. She had set out tea on a sideboard, ready to pour as soon as Victoria stepped through the door. 
 
      
 
    One of the maids led in Victoria, then gave Eliza a small smile as she closed the door to allow them privacy. Victoria took in the room while Eliza took in Victoria. Her simple day dress—a green that matched her eyes—complemented her pale complexion. Victoria smiled at Eliza before taking the proffered seat. Eliza poured her tea, then took a cup for herself and settled into the chair across from her guest. She took a sip, eyeing Victoria.  
 
      
 
    Finally unable to stand the silence, Eliza blurted out, "Why did you come?" Her cheeks reddened and she dropped her gaze to the floor, pretending to find the pattern rather interesting. 
 
      
 
    Victoria chuckled, setting down her teacup. "To the point. I like it." She glanced around the room, then back at Eliza. "This is a lovely room." 
 
      
 
    Eliza glanced up, taking in Victoria’s smirk. "Thank you. And I am sorry. It is just that I know you are related to the Duke of Hartwell. It strikes me as interesting that the day after his suite is waylaid, you arrive at my door." 
 
      
 
    Victoria nodded, dropping all pretense. "My cousin is quite the catch, so I was surprised to learn you were not keen on the match. I offered to help him find out why." Victoria watched Eliza for a reaction. Eliza, for her part, kept her face still, not betraying anything. Victoria sighed, then stood and paced from the door to the chair and back again. "Do you know the story of my parents, Lady Eliza?"  
 
      
 
    Eliza started at the formalness of the address, slowly shaking her head.  
 
    Victoria gave her a sad smile as she continued. "Not many do. My grandfather was set on keeping it a secret. If he had his way, my family would've disappeared entirely."  
 
      
 
    She paused, resting her hands on the back of the chair she had vacated, running her fingers along the smooth surface. 
 
      
 
    "My father fell in love with a commoner. As he was the second son, it wasn't a huge deal, but my grandfather had other plans for him. When my father refused those plans and ran off to marry my mother, my grandfather disowned him. It was only after he died that my uncle found them and apologized for what had transpired. By then, it was too late for my parents, who were both ill. However, my uncle took me in and gave me anything I ever wanted. My cousin continued to do so after my uncle died." 
 
      
 
    Eliza sucked in a breath. "I had no idea." 
 
      
 
    "No, I would expect not. For years, my grandfather acted like he had only one son. My cousin treats me more like a sister than a cousin and none have questioned my presence at any of the events he has taken me to." Victoria shrugged like it didn't matter. "So you see, my family is well acquainted with the consequences of marrying for love." 
 
      
 
    Eliza shook her head. "Miss Victoria, it is not like that." 
 
      
 
    Victoria leaned forward, her eyes piercing into Eliza's. "Then tell me why. I can help Edward to understand." 
 
      
 
    For a brief moment, Eliza considered it. Victoria could help her convince the duke that she wasn't the right one for him. Or she could try convincing Eliza that he was. She may even know why the old duke had acted the way he had in his last year of life. However, Eliza couldn’t afford to say anything if it turned out that Victoria and her cousin were cut from the same cloth as the old duke. Unfortunately, Eliza didn’t know which way Victoria would lean and so she opted to lie.  
 
      
 
    Eliza sighed, straightening her shoulders. "There is nothing to tell. Despite what my father and the duke believe, I do not feel like marrying at this time." 
 
      
 
    Victoria frowned, shaking her head, giving Eliza a pointed look. "I very much doubt that is the truth but that is okay. You keep that for now. I will find it out eventually." She gave Eliza a smile and a small curtsey before leaving the room.  
 
      
 
    Eliza settled back into the seat and let out a huge sigh. Miss Victoria was going to be an unforeseen complication. Eliza didn't look forward to dodging her as well as the duke. She would have to find a way to keep the girl busy over the 
 
    course of the next month. And she had an idea on just how to do it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
   U nable to remain alone with her thoughts, Eliza went to Bethany’s as soon as Victoria had left her house. She had been in such a hurry to leave that she almost forgot her gloves on her way out. She knocked on Bethany’s door, realizing that she hadn’t messaged ahead. What if Bethany was out shopping or with Anne?  
 
      
 
    A moment later, the door opened, revealing a short, plump maid with a cheery smile and dimples. She ushered Eliza inside, assuring her that the Lady Bethany was home and available to see her. The maid took Eliza to the drawing room, where Bethany sat at a piano, dressed in a light blue day dress with blue ribbons in her hair to match. She watched as Eliza stepped inside the room, tore off her gloves, and paced, the plush carpet hiding the stomping her feet wanted to do. “That man. I cannot believe him.”  
 
      
 
    Bethany moved away from the piano. She poured them both tea, motioning for Eliza to join her on the settee. “Now, Eliza, calm down. You are not making any sense. Who on Earth are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “The Duke of Hartwell.” She said his name with such vehemence, Bethany leaned away from her.  
 
      
 
    Bethany took a sip of her tea, giving Eliza a moment to calm down before asking, “And what has he done that has upset you so?” 
 
      
 
    Eliza held her teacup before her, the smell of the leaves soothing her frayed nerves. She took a sip, happy to find that Bethany had added sugar to it, just the way she liked it. “He sent his cousin to my house. To warm up to me, I suspect.” 
 
      
 
    Bethany leaned forward. “Miss Victoria? She came to your house?” 
 
     
 
    Eliza nodded, setting down the teacup. “She wants to know why I don’t want to marry her cousin. Even told me some story about how her grandfather disowned her father but that her uncle made up for it after the grandfather died. And that the duke still honors the deal his father made with his brother. Which is all well and good but that’s family. If the current duke treats everyone else the way the old duke did before he died, I do not want any part of him.” She took a deep breath, trying to calm down.  
 
      
 
    “Have you asked him about that? About what his father did in that last year?” Bethany knew all too well Eliza’s feelings about how the poor were treated and how the factories were run—not to mention about how women were treated in general. The duke’s father had seemed like a good sort but in the last year of his life, he started acting out, ranting and raving against the poor, even publicly beat a little boy. It had appalled Eliza at the time. Now, finding that the man’s son wanted to marry her had sent her over the edge. 
 
      
 
    Eliza shook her head. “No. I haven’t felt that it was my place. If he thinks that he can fool me and then turn out to be like his father and grandfather, he has another thing coming.” Eliza’s hands visibly shook. She had been there the day the boy had been beaten. She could still hear his screams. 
 
      
 
    Bethany handed her a biscuit before taking one for herself. “He can’t explain what happened if you don’t ask him. Maybe he will have a good answer as to why his father did what he did. You know he was sick that last year. He spent quite a bit of the time at his country estate.” 
 
     
 
    Eliza bit into the biscuit, enjoying how its buttery taste melted in her mouth. “I heard. But that doesn’t excuse his actions.” 
 
      
 
    “And the duke can’t explain if you don’t talk to him. Remember, your father gave you a month to show that you two aren’t right for each other. If you don’t clear this up, he will make you marry him, whether you want to or not.” Bethany stood and walked back to her piano. “Now, I’m going to practice. You can either join me or not, but I think you need something to take your mind off this.” She started to play, not looking up as Eliza stood and joined her on the bench, matching harmonies. They spent the rest of the afternoon playing and enjoying each other’s company, all thoughts of the duke and his proposal washed away.   
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
   V ictoria sat across from Edward at dinner with a grin on her face. After waiting for her to reveal what was making her so happy, he finally set down his fork and stared at her. "Well?" 
 
      
 
    She wiped her mouth with a napkin and blinked at him. "Well, what?" 
 
      
 
    He clenched his jaw, trying not to get frustrated with her. Victoria was bored easily, so this had to be entertaining for her. "What did she say?" 
 
      
 
    Victoria shrugged, taking a sip of wine before answering. "Not much. She is definitely hiding something and really does not want to marry you, though she knows her father is keen on it. What did you do to her?" 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, his eyes not leaving Victoria. "Nothing! Until I realized she would be the perfect choice, we hadn't interacted much." He rubbed his chin. “There was that business with the girl a few years ago, but that’s all been resolved and my reputation cleared. Unless she doesn’t believe in my innocence, I have no clue.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria paused, narrowing her eyes at him. "And what led you to believe that she would be the perfect wife for you if you hadn’t interacted with her that much?" 
 
      
 
    "Something she said in passing, about how she felt about the poor. She does lots of charity work. You know most women of her age and status don't care about things like that. It struck me that if she was that caring about people she didn’t even know, she would make a great partner for me and my ambitions." 
 
      
 
    Victoria tapped her chin, her eyes unfocused. "It doesn’t hurt that she’s pretty, too.”  
 
      
 
    He didn’t respond, his mouth thinning. 
 
      
 
    She continued. “But marrying you would not stop her charity work. As you said, you like that sort of thing." She leaned back, glancing around the room. The table they sat at took up most of the space, with enough seats for a large party. The tapestries lining the walls were ones his mother had put up years ago, a dark blue lined with silver thread. The large windows lining the wall let them see into the street in front of the house. They were able to watch the comings and goings of their neighbors as they ate. Both sat near the head of the table but not at it, wanting to sit across from each other and speak. Edward still had a hard time taking his father’s seat, though the elder man wasn’t around anymore. 
 
      
 
    Edward leaned back in his chair and rested his hands on his stomach. "But does she know that? I keep my charity stuff pretty quiet. Maybe she needs to see that I agree with her." 
 
      
 
    Victoria shrugged. "I am not sure but it cannot hurt to try." Victoria left the room, leaving Edward to think over what she had said. Eliza didn't want to marry anyone, but she didn't really have a choice. Maybe she had other offers and hadn't mentioned it to her father yet. Still, Edward knew that he was her best option. Sure, a couple of earls were looking, but any other available dukes were much too old for her.  
 
      
 
    He slammed his hand on the table and stood, needing fresh air. He couldn't figure out Eliza and the attempt would drive him mad. He grabbed his hat and coat, sent word ahead to Albert that they were going out, and called for the carriage. He decided to puzzle out the Lady Eliza situation tomorrow. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
   E liza sat in the large room at the back of the inn, a dozen small faces looking up at her in rapture as she wrote letters for them. As a duke's daughter, and only heir, she'd had an extensive education. She felt it was her responsibility to share this with those who were not as well off as she was. The inn's proprietor agreed and allowed her to hold classes in back daily. Her mother even agreed that it was noble work befitting a duke's daughter. 
 
      
 
    A deep rumble from the doorway caused her head to whip up. The duke stood there, taking up almost the whole space. Victoria clutched his arm and flashed a huge smile. Eliza narrowed her eyes at the girl. Most of the young ladies knew how Eliza spent her time. Victoria must've told the duke where she was and what she was doing. She handed her chalk to the proprietor's wife and stepped over to the duke, frowning as she approached. "And to what do I owe the pleasure?" Her tone indicated that it was anything but a pleasure. She wiped her chalk-covered hands on her grey skirt as her shoulders tensed. This wasn’t the cleanest of places, especially for a duke, and she worried that he would whisk her away immediately. The innkeeper’s wife did her best, but customers came and went all day long. The inn served the best stew Eliza had ever eaten, so she could forgive the woman if the tables were a little grimy and the floors dirty. A servant Eliza’s mother insisted accompany her stepped closer, crossing his arms as he sized up the duke. 
 
      
 
    The duke gave her a big smile. "Victoria was telling me about your charity work. I wanted to see if I could help out." He glanced around the room at the children, turning his smile on them. 
 
      
 
    Eliza blew out a breath and propped one hand on her hip. "And what do you think you could do to help?" She winced at her tone but she really didn't want him encroaching on her life. That was another part of why she couldn't marry him. A young husband would be nosey and involved, wanting to accompany her everywhere. An older husband would be so involved in his own life that he wouldn't pay attention to what she did. Any sense of freedom she now had would disappear if she married the young duke. 
 
      
 
    The duke tilted his head. "Oh, I am good at many things. I can do whatever you need me to do." 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper's wife perked up at this, abandoning the teaching to wander over. 
 
      
 
    "Actually, Your Grace, we do need some help." The woman clutched her hands in front of her, her dark eyes darting from the duke’s hopeful look to Eliza’s annoyed one.  
 
      
 
    "Just speak it and it will be done," the duke said. Eliza could barely refrain from rolling her eyes at the smile he used on the woman. 
 
      
 
    The woman tucked a strand of graying hair behind her ear and gave him a hopeful smile. "At the back, we serve dinner to the poor. Leftovers. We do not have enough clean dishes to serve everyone and the girl who usually washes is out sick. Would you mind terribly helping to clean some?" Eliza watched as the woman’s cheeks reddened, as she realized that she had just asked a duke to wash dishes. 
 
      
 
    Eliza started to sputter a protest but the duke stepped in, nodding. "I would love to help." He gave the woman his best smile, watching Eliza struggle. Eliza gave up her protests, instead turning her back on them and returning to the children. The duke could be there but that didn't mean she had to pay him any mind. 
 
      
 
    Except he was hard to ignore. He spoke to anyone who would listen, stopping to talk to people as he brought clean dishes to the front. He even offered one young woman a job as a maid in his own house after finding out that she had lost her other job that same week. His genuine concern for the people made Eliza soften toward him just a bit, no matter how much she didn't want to. 
 
      
 
    He offered to walk her home, sending Victoria ahead with the carriage. As they walked the streets, the servant following at a short distance, Eliza let out a breath and looked up at him. "You did very well today." 
 
      
 
    "Does that surprise you?" His tone held a note of curiosity. 
 
      
 
    She shrugged, looking down at her feet. "Your genuineness did. Most people do things like that only to make a point or an impression. But you really seemed to like it." She sighed. “And they really seemed to like you.” 
 
      
 
    "I was raised to treat everyone with kindness." He paused, gauging her stance before continuing. "It is how my mother died, you know." 
 
      
 
    Her head whipped up and she looked at him, her eyes wide. "What?" 
 
      
 
    "My mother. She was bringing food to a sick family and caught whatever it was they had. Father would not let me see her for fear of me catching whatever it was. She died without seeing me."  
 
      
 
    Eliza caught the slight tremble of his chin. "And the family?" 
 
      
 
    "They lost their two youngest but the rest got better. Father employed both the mother and the father once they were fully recovered." 
 
      
 
    "I never would have guessed." She whispered the words, not realizing he caught them. Not many in the peerage talked about the young duke’s father. Not since his last year of life. 
 
      
 
    "Guessed what?" 
 
      
 
    Cheeks pink, she glanced up at him, then away. "I just mean, your father never struck me as someone who cared that much." She clamped her mouth shut, sure she had said too much. 
 
      
 
    The duke stopped, reaching out an arm to pull her back to his side. "Is that what this is about? Why you do not want to marry me? My father? That silly rumor about that girl from several years ago? Tell me so I can explain." She could see the frustration clear as day in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Eliza gulped as she looked up at him, her heart hammering in her chest. "No, I know that girl lied about you. But your father and your grandfather were both ruthless men. Who is to say you are not the same?" She held her breath, awaiting his answer. 
 
      
 
    His eyes narrowed. "I would think I have proven to be a better man than my grandfather. As for my father, he did what he could but he was never the same after losing my mother. He loved her that much." 
 
      
 
    Eliza swallowed around the lump in her throat. A guilty feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. "I am sorry. I should not have said anything." 
 
      
 
    They walked the rest of the way in silence, both lost in thought. At her door, he tipped his hat to her and walked away, leaving her to wonder if she had been too outspoken. She wanted him to leave her alone, but she didn't want to hurt him in the process. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
   T he next morning, Eliza sat at breakfast with her mother, listening as she described the upcoming parties they had to go to and the dresses they would need for them. Eliza sighed. The idea of more dress shopping exhausted her before they even got started. “What about the purple one? Can’t I just wear it again?” she asked. It was her favorite dress, with white lace at the collar and little flowers lining the hem of the skirt.  
 
    “That old thing?” Her mother looked at Eliza in dismay over her breakfast of soft-boiled egg and tea. She sat at one end of the dining table, leaving Eliza to sit to her right, her own soft-boiled egg in front of her. Eliza wished she could ask for toast or something with lots of butter but she knew her mother would disapprove.  
 
    “You know the color is stunning on me, Mother. I always get compliments in it.” She took a bite of the egg, happy to find that it had been cooked to perfection, the yolk acting as a sauce.  
 
    “Then we will get you other dresses in the same color. You can’t wear the same dress to every ball. I swear, you know nothing about fashion at all.” Her mother stood and left the room without another word. Eliza knew that the conversation was over and she would be going to town with her mother for more dresses, whether she wanted to or not.  
 
    Feeling rather lonely, she finished her egg alone. Then a maid brought in a tray to her. “A message for you, ma’am.” Eliza took it and smiled at the girl. She was one of the girls from the inn, whom Eliza had taught to read and write. Once the girl had mastered those skills, Eliza had talked her father into hiring her to work at their home. The girl, whose name Eliza remembered was Katarina, ended up working out well. She did her job efficiently and was always willing to learn.  
 
    Eliza opened the message, her mouth falling open as she scanned the page. The duke was inviting her to a picnic that very afternoon. He told her she could bring anyone she wanted and she immediately thought of Bethany. There was no way she would go with him alone, but she also couldn’t refuse. She had to show her father that she was at least making an effort. That way, when she told him she still didn’t want to marry the duke, her father would believe her.  
 
    A clearing throat made her start, and she glanced up to find her father standing in the doorway, smiling at her. “Good news?” 
 
    She looked down at the message, heat climbing her neck up to her face. “Just a note from the duke. He wants to go on a picnic. I think I’ll invite Bethany. Maybe Lady Anne, too.” Eliza figured that since Anne was in the market for a husband as well, she might as well try to push the two together again.  
 
    Her father gave her a knowing glance. “Just make sure you make the effort to get to know the man before pawning him off on one of your friends. You might be surprised.” 
 
    Eliza blew out a breath, frustrated with this idea of her father’s. “And why must I get married, again?” 
 
    He pulled out a seat next to her, then sat down and took her hands. The roughness of his own surprised her, considering that most of the men of his stature she knew wore gloves and protected their hands as best they could. “Eliza, you know I’m not getting any younger. And you are my only heir. I want to see you well taken care of before I die.” 
 
    She scoffed, barely containing an eye roll. “Father, you are not old yet. You are going to be around for a long time.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. We do not know. The Lord could call me home at any time. Which is why I need to secure your future. Do you understand? I know you want to marry for love. I just cannot wait for that to happen.” She suspected that he wasn’t telling her something. Maybe he was sick, or there were money troubles. She couldn’t be sure. All she knew was that he was suddenly very adamant that she get married and that it be to the Duke of Hartwell.  
 
    She blew out a breath again, knowing that, ultimately, she didn’t have a choice. “Fine. I will do as you ask. I will go on this picnic and I will speak to him.”  
 
    Her father leaned over and kissed her cheek, squeezing her hands for emphasis. “Thank you, daughter. That’s all I ask.” She watched him leave the room as more questions bounded through her head. She shook it, knowing that she wouldn’t get any answers from him. But maybe she could get one or two from the young duke. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
   E dward stood with Albert as the ladies descended from the carriage. Eliza smiled when Bethany and Anne stepped up next to her. Edward couldn’t help but laugh, not the least bit surprised to see Bethany. Anne caught him off guard but he assumed that, with her being Bethany’s cousin, she tagged along with the other two girls quite a bit. He watched Albert out of the corner of his eye as the latter watched Bethany. There definitely seemed to be something there he hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    He led the ladies to the blanket he had laid out, with a wicker basket in the middle. Edward had picked the biggest birch tree he could find. With it being the height of summer, the leaves were lush and green, matching the grass on which they sat. Butterflies flew past, finding flowers to land on. He opened the basket, and pulled out all kinds of fare, laughing to find that his cook may have gone just a bit overboard. “Sorry, ladies. Cook always makes enough for an army.” 
 
    Albert snagged a biscuit, taking a bite and rubbing his tummy. “But she makes the best biscuits, so we really can’t complain.” He winked at the ladies, making them giggle. Eliza and Anne dug into the food, chattering about how good it tasted. Bethany took a biscuit, but only nibbled on it, not saying much. Edward wondered if she was watching her figure, but he didn’t see why she would be. It struck him as strange, but also none of his business, so he said nothing, instead sitting back and enjoying the ladies talking. They discussed upcoming balls and parties, and Anne went on about a new dress style she couldn’t wait to try.  
 
    That led to Eliza complaining about more dress shopping. “I do not understand why she feels I need more dresses. I have enough clothes as it is.” 
 
    Bethany laughed, the sound drawing Albert’s eyes to her. “Oh, Eliza, you know she has been dressing you up since you were a baby. You are her doll. Wait until you have children. She will dress them up, too.” Bethany laughed again, causing the others to join in with her.  
 
    Eliza waved her hand, shaking her head. “I draw the line at my children. They do not need to suffer as I have.”  
 
    Anne scrunched her nose at Eliza’s antics. “It is suffering only because you do not like it. Some of us enjoy shopping and the latest fashions.”  
 
    Edward cleared his throat and stood. He held a hand out to Eliza and gave her his best smile. “How about a stroll through the park, Lady Eliza?” The look she gave him was one of relief and he smiled to himself, happy to come to her assistance. It seemed that there was a little tension between Eliza and Anne. He wondered what that was all about. 
 
    They strode through the park, talking of the weather and other news. Once they were far enough away from the others, he turned to her and tilted his head. “Did I sense some tension back there?” 
 
    She smiled up at him, reminding him again of how beautiful she was. With the fresh air surrounding them, and a gently bubbling lake to their left, it felt like the perfect place to kiss her—except too many people were around. “Anne and my mother are cut from the same cloth. It frustrates them that I am not interested in the things that they are.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, feeling like he was seeing the real Lady Eliza for the first time. “And what are you interested in?” 
 
    She licked her lips and looked over at the lake, her shoulders tense. “Politics. I like to follow the policies that are being made. I like to learn what is going on in the world, how it affects those around us. How are we to help people if we are busy spending our money and going about our day like nothing is wrong?” 
 
    He nodded. “You have a point. We should be looking out for those who cannot look out for themselves.” 
 
    Her look surprised him. There was hope in it, but also suspicion, like she didn’t believe him. “Do you truly believe that or are you just saying it to lure me in?” 
 
    He clasped her hands in his, leaning toward her. “Why would I say something I did not believe?” 
 
    Eliza shrugged, turning to start walking back to the blanket and their friends. “I am not sure. Maybe because you know that I would never agree to marry you if you did not believe that. Or claim to believe it, anyway.” 
 
    He caught up to her, taking her hand and placing it in the crook of his arm. “So you think I am lying to you about my beliefs? Just to convince you to marry me?” He had never considered such a thing. He took getting married very seriously and wanted someone to be his partner, not a slave he locked up in his house.  
 
    She looked up at him, biting her lip. “It seems to me that your father did something of the sort.” Before he could ask more, she pulled her hand from his arm and walked away, leaving him to stand alone in surprise. Why did she think his father was so terrible? He hadn’t even known they’d had any interactions. Edward watched Eliza as she laughed with her friends. He decided that he would get to the bottom of this and prove that he was exactly who he said he was. 

  

 
  
   CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
   T he following day, Edward sat at his desk, lost in thought, all his work for the day forgotten. Did Eliza truly think he was like his grandfather? Was that why she was refusing his proposal? He couldn't blame her. His grandfather had been a hard man. He had raised his two boys with an iron fist and a lot of fear. That was why, when Victoria's father ran off, he had done so under the cover of night with his brother's help. Edward's father had told him about that night only once. It had been nerve-wracking, from what Edward understood. His grandfather had demanded answers, but even after a beating, his father had refused to give up his brother. 
 
      
 
    Then Edward’s uncle had returned, wife in tow, only to be turned out and disinherited. He and his wife had disappeared for a time, reemerging only after the wife had fallen ill, a toddler clinging to her skirts. By then, Grandfather had passed and Edward’s father had been scouring the whole continent for his brother. Unfortunately, it was too late for the two of them, but their daughter thrived in her uncle's house. Edward's father vowed to care for her and kept that vow, making Edward promise to continue after he died. Not that he needed to promise. He loved Victoria like a sister. She deserved nothing but the best.  
 
      
 
    If Eliza feared that he was like his grandfather, he could understand her hesitation. But his father? What did she have to fear there? Confused and frustrated, he rang a bell and waited for his manservant to appear. "Yes, sir?" The man had been with his family for years, his age only now starting to show in his dark face. His grey hair and watery eyes belied the sharp mind they hid. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me, Henry, what do people say of my father?" Edward knew it was an odd question but one he felt he had to ask. Henry would know better than he what the people of the ton truly thought of his father. 
 
      
 
    Henry's widened eyes gave away his surprise. "Your father, sir?"  
 
      
 
    Edward nodded.  
 
      
 
    "Well, sir, people say he was a great man, a generous man. They applauded him for taking in Miss Victoria and setting aside a dowry for her." 
 
      
 
    Edward shook his head. "I know all that. What about the bad stuff?" At the man's hesitation, he sighed. "Come now, man. What is it?" 
 
      
 
    "Sir, in the last year of his life, your father sank more into himself. He stopped participating in most anything. And his actions-" Henry paused, eyeing Edward. 
 
     
 
    "Henry, what about his actions? What did my father do?" 
 
      
 
    "He wasn’t himself in his last year, Sir. There were outbursts and fits of anger." 
 
      
 
    Edward's mouth fell open. "What do you mean fits of anger?" Edward’s father had always been a gentle sort, hardly ever raising his voice to Edward or Victoria when they were children. The idea that he had angry outbursts was insane. 
 
      
 
    Henry nodded, his hair flopping around. "Well, sir, he started accusing anyone and everyone of following him or trying to hurt him." Henry paused. “He beat a little boy in the street one day.” 
 
      
 
    Edward stared at Henry in shock. "He beat a little boy? Do you know why?" 
 
      
 
    Henry licked his lips, looking anywhere but at Edward. "He didn’t have much contact with people that last year. Even Miss Victoria stayed away with friends most of the time. But he did correspond with someone and I’m afraid that person had a terrible influence on him." 
 
      
 
    Edward leaned back, running a hand down his face. "I cannot believe it. Who did this to him?" 
 
      
 
    Henry shook his head. "I should not tell you, sir. If you call him out and are killed, I would be responsible." Edward could see the visible shake in the man’s hands. He was truly frightened. 
 
      
 
    "Henry, I promise no one would hold you responsible for my actions." Edward tried to give him a reassuring smile but it fell short. He clenched his hands, the desire to know who had done this making his patience run short. 
 
      
 
    "The Duke of Kensington, sir. They were boys together and your father thought he was a true friend. I fear the duke played upon your father’s insecurities and may have twisted his mind at the end." 
 
      
 
    Edward gripped the fountain pen in his hand so hard, his knuckles turned white. He threw down the pen and let out a growl. "That weasel." 
 
      
 
    Henry took a step back. "I am sorry, sir." 
 
      
 
    Edward shook his head. "Not your fault, Henry. Thank you." Henry gave a slight bow and shuffled out, leaving Edward to consider what he had said. 
 
      
 
    Edward stood and looked out the window behind his desk, taking in the street below. If Henry was right and his father had done what he had said, that meant he had acted in a way that Edward would never act. It also meant he looked false in all his previous dealings, that the mild mannered duke had really been hiding a monster underneath. No wonder she was refusing him. His father’s illness had been worse than he thought. 
 
      
 
    Edward sat back down and leaned his head back in the chair. What could he possibly do to convince Eliza that he wouldn’t do the same thing? To her, his father had to look like a liar and a monster. Edward couldn’t let that stand. He looked toward the door. Maybe he needed to have a talk with the Duke of Kensington. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
   E dward stood before the door to the Duke of Kensington's study, his arm raised to knock. It had taken three days for the old duke to get back to him. Three days he hadn't seen Eliza. Three days while he worried about what she was planning to do. He had talked it over with Victoria and she had offered to visit Eliza, but Edward had declined. Eliza needed to hear the truth from him and he could give it to her only once he had all the answers. 
 
      
 
    He knocked, waiting until the gravelly voice called out to enter. As he stepped into the room, the smell of cigar smoke hit him, forcing him to hold in a cough. The duke sat behind a large wooden desk, surrounded by bookshelves, with a fire crackling in the hearth next to him. As Edward stepped closer, the duke stood and headed to the sideboard, where he picked up a decanter of amber liquid and shook it in Edward's direction.  
 
      
 
    "Yes, thank you." It was early afternoon but not too early for a drink. 
 
      
 
    The older man poured two healthy glassfuls and handed one to Edward. Then he retook his seat and motioned for Edward to take the one across from him. The duke took a sip of his drink before finally speaking. "Edward, it is so good to see you. How long has it been?" 
 
      
 
    "Since before my father died, I believe." Edward stared at the duke, wanting to skip the pleasantries but knowing he couldn’t.  
 
      
 
    The duke had the decency to look sad. "Ah, yes. Such depressing business, that. How are you settling into your duties?" 
 
      
 
    Edward sat back in the chair and took a sip, the warm liquid burning down his throat. "I am acclimating. My father did all he could to make sure I was prepared before he passed." In all honesty, during the last months of his life, Edward’s father had been so far gone that Edward had been running things in everything but name, even from afar. 
 
      
 
    The old duke nodded, his jowls shaking. Time had not been kind to him, the years stretching his skin. What little hair he had left was hidden under a white powdered wig, which Edward found hilarious. The pouch of his stomach acted as a shelf on which he rested his drink. "He was a wise man." 
 
      
 
    Edward tilted his head, letting the confusion show on his face. "Was he? I am starting to wonder." 
 
      
 
    The duke raised his bushy eyebrows and smiled slightly. "I always found him to be. What could make you doubt him?" 
 
      
 
    Edward felt like he had just walked into a trap. The duke wasn't a stupid man. He knew that he and Edward didn't see eye to eye on almost anything. There really wouldn't be any reason for them to meet. "There have been rumors about my father and the changes he suffered in the last year or so. I wanted to see if you knew anything about that." Edward expected the man to lie. He wanted him to lie to his face. 
 
      
 
    The duke chuckled, setting his glass on the desk. "So that is what this is about? He finally started acting like a man in his class should, and you are questioning it?" 
 
      
 
    "Acting like a man? What does that mean? He beat a boy in the street for all the ton to see. How is that acting like a man?" Edward clenched the glass, struggling to keep his anger under control. The smug smile on the old man's face made him want to hit something, preferably the duke’s face. 
 
      
 
    The duke waved his hand. "I admit, he came to me for help. He was lost and I tried to direct him into the right direction. If I let it slip a time or two that people may be following him that isn’t my fault." The duke took a sip of his drink, his eyes sparking with malice. 
 
      
 
    Edward narrowed his eyes. "Why would he come to you and not send for me?” 
 
     
 
    The duke shrugged. "Who knows what he was thinking in those last days? Maybe he remembered our boyhood together and thought he could turn to me. He obviously didn’t want to bother you.” The duke left the rest unsaid, the tension rising in the room. 
 
      
 
    Edward set down the glass, stood, and straightened his vest. "Thank you for your time." He rushed from the room before he said something he would regret. The duke was old but influential and Edward didn't want to make enemies just yet. Besides, he had seen the look in the duke’s eye. The man was lying through his teeth.  
 
      
 
    As he strode from the house, the duke’s son stopped at the top of the stairs to look down at him. Edward glanced up, wondering what the man could possibly be doing, to find a cold, determined glare pointed at him. Shaking his head, he exited the house as quickly as he could. 
 
      
 
    Hopping into his carriage, he ordered the driver to head to Eliza's townhome. He had to see her, to explain what had happened to his father. Then maybe he could convince her to change her mind. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
   E liza turned as the duke was led into her drawing room, his hat in his hands. She watched as he fidgeted with it. His nervousness surprised her. The man always seemed too confident. Seeing him like this struck her as odd. 
 
      
 
    The fire roared beside them as they sat at the same chairs she and Victoria had so recently occupied. She poured them both tea and brought the cup to him, giving him a small smile. "How can I help you, Your Grace?" 
 
      
 
    He sat, holding the teacup but not drinking. "I think I may know why you are resistant to me." He watched her over the cup, taking in her dilating pupils, her quickening breathing. She was nervous and he didn’t understand why. 
 
      
 
    She sat with a sigh, barely able to contain her eye roll. "This again?" 
 
      
 
    He licked his lips, drawing her attention to them. For a split second, she wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Then she shook her head, banishing the thought. "I have uncovered the rumors about my father. In the last year of his life, he acted in a way that he never had before. He treated people in a way that he hadn’t my entire life and I fear that you think he revealed how he really felt in those last days. And are worried that I truly feel the same." 
 
      
 
    Eliza tensed, her hands shaking a bit. "I can still hear the boy’s screams you know. I was there that day, on the street. He turned without saying a word and started beating him, screaming about being followed." She bit her lip, deciding that she should lay it all out there. "It was shocking to say the least. It has made me worry that if I marry you, I will be treated the same and that any freedoms my father affords me now will disappear." 
 
      
 
    He looked up at her, surprise on his face. "Wait. That is what all this has been about? Your freedom? What did you think I was going to do, marry you and lock you up? Or beat you?" 
 
      
 
    She shrugged, unable to hide the blush on her cheeks. "I do not know. Maybe. I want to be a partner in any marriage I agree to. Not some centerpiece for others to admire. Most husbands would not agree to that. And with your father’s most recent actions, I figured he felt the same given the way he treated everyone he came into contact with." She gave a frustrated growl. “Most men wish for us to sit and sew and talk of fashion.” She said the last word with a shiver. 
 
      
 
    "Most husbands did not have my mother." 
 
      
 
    She nodded, acknowledging the truth. "That is true. But your father's actions made me question everything I had heard about your mother as well. What if it was all a lie?" She clutched her hands in her lap, not meeting his gaze. Edward’s mother had passed before Eliza had been born. What if everything she had been told about the woman had been a lie? 
 
      
 
    Edward slipped from the chair and landed on his knees in front of her. As he tipped up her chin, his dark eyes met her blue ones. "The stories of my mother were not a lie. And my father was a very sick man who was taken advantage of. I will prove it to you. And when I do, I will ask you to marry me. And you will say yes." As he spoke, he inched closer to her, his lips lightly brushing against hers. 
 
      
 
    Her heart pounded in her ears. The smell of him, a smokey musk, enveloped her as he hovered close by. She saw the sincerity in his eyes and a thought struck her. She went with it before she could change her mind. "I believe you. Let me help you." She held her breath, praying he would agree. It would prove that he meant it when he said he would give her freedom. It would also work to bring them closer together, if he truly intended to go through with this marriage. 
 
      
 
    He scooted back, standing and staring down at her. "Are you sure? It could be dangerous. The Duke of Kensington could be a dangerous man." 
 
      
 
    She stood, squaring off with him, his passion from earlier raising her own. "All the more reason for you to accept my help." She gave a small smile. “No one pays attention to us ladies.” 
 
      
 
    He considered her for a moment, then nodded and gave her a small smile. "True. I will be in touch about what I plan to do." He bowed before sweeping from the room, leaving her to watch him, wondering what a real kiss would have felt like. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edward walked down the street, letting the light rain soothe and cool him. He had been so close to taking her in his arms and kissing her. Her demand for freedom had reminded him so much of his mother. She, too, had desired the freedom to do what she wanted, and his father had agreed. When Edward had asked about it, his father had told him that his wife was his partner, not some ornament that he locked up. Edward had seen Eliza’s offer to help for what it was—a test—and had agreed to it. He would be there to protect her if she needed it. 
 
      
 
    Now he had to form a plan. On top of outing the Duke of Kensington, he still had her father's deadline to deal with. Edward knew that his first task would be to go through his father's correspondence with the duke. There had to be something for him to find. He strode to his townhome with purpose, knowing that most of his father's things had been removed to the country estate. He would see if Victoria wanted to go with him for a couple of days. He could look whilst they were there. 
 
      
 
    Stepping inside, he almost collided with Henry. Reaching out to stabilize the man, Edward took in his surprised expression. "Your Grace!" 
 
      
 
    "Henry, what is wrong?" It took quite a bit to rattle the older man. 
 
      
 
    Henry shook his head. "It is Miss Victoria. She came storming in here a little while ago and locked herself in your office." 
 
      
 
    Worry eating at his stomach, Edward ran down the hall. Victoria was a hard girl to upset, so whatever it was had to be bad. He pulled a key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and stepped into his office. Victoria was at his desk, poring over his letters. Her dark hair tumbled over her shoulders and sniffles reached his ears. "Victoria?" 
 
      
 
    She looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes. "Where is it?" 
 
      
 
    He took a step into the room, his brow furrowed. "Where is what?" 
 
      
 
    "The offer." Her words hung in the air, an accusation of something he had no idea about. 
 
      
 
    He took another step, holding out a hand. "What offer?" 
 
      
 
    "From the Duke of Kensington. Do not lie to me. I know you saw him today. He wants to marry me, does he not? Make me his fifth wife. Are you really that tired of me that you would give me to him?" The tears started falling, streaking down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    Edward rushed forward, taking her hands in his own. "Victoria, are you mad? I would never give you to that man. He could never offer me enough for you. Yes, I saw him but it was not about you." He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath to calm himself. "I went to see him about Father." 
 
      
 
    Victoria slumped into his large chair, the fright leaving her eyes. "What about Uncle?" 
 
      
 
    "Eliza mentioned something about Father's actions in his last year of life. I decided to look into it. The trail led me back to the duke. To think that Father’s name was being tarnished-" Edward slammed a hand on the desk. Victoria didn't even flinch. Instead, she reached out a hand and set it over his fist. 
 
      
 
    "And? What did you find?" 
 
      
 
    He met her eyes, sadness clouding his vision. "Henry told me that Father was not himself in the last year of his life. He had sent me away to learn how to manage some of our assets overseas. I did not know. I was not here to help him. The duke took advantage of Father, made him paranoid that someone was out to get him. Sent him over the edge." 
 
      
 
    Victoria had paled. Her free hand rested against the pendant at her throat. "And Uncle believed him, acting out and being angry. I saw it when I visited him. He wasn’t himself. I heard stories about the way he was acting but I didn’t want to believe them. Eliza believed them, didn’t she? That’s why she didn’t want to marry you?" 
 
      
 
    He snorted, shaking his head. "Worse. She thinks that I am the same. That I will treat her the way Father was treating everyone that last year. That the way I act now is a show and my true colors will be revealed in time." 
 
      
 
    "Did she actually say that to you?" 
 
      
 
    "In not so many words. She wants freedom like Mother had, to do what she wants within the confines of the marriage, to be my equal partner. She must be worried that as soon as we are married, I will turn on her and force her to be just an ornament in my house. Or worse." 
 
      
 
    Victoria scoffed, rolling her eyes. "Do I act like just an ornament?" She held her arms up. “Do I look like I’ve been beaten?” 
 
      
 
    He smiled and waved his hand at her. "Maybe you are part of my ruse." 
 
      
 
    Victoria stood and gave him her best smile. "I will speak to her. At least let me tell her that what she has been hearing is a lie. I will give her the truth." He took the chair she had vacated, shaking his head in amazement.  
 
      
 
    Shoulders slumped, he looked up at her, the light from the window surrounding her like a halo. His own avenging angel. At her offer of help, a little of the weight lifted. "She already believes me. She wants to help me prove that the Duke of Kensington tricked Father. I suspect it is a test on her part, to make sure that I am true to my word." 
 
      
 
    Victoria came to his side and bent down to kiss the top of his head. "It cannot hurt to have her help, can it? Still, I will speak to her. It is the least I can do." She left the room, leaving him with his dark thoughts. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
   E liza stood as Victoria strode into her drawing room. The visit did not surprise her. Victoria was loyal and persistent, and she thought that a little heart to heart would change what Eliza believed. 
 
      
 
    They exchanged pleasantries while Eliza poured tea. Then Victoria leaned forward, her dark hair tumbling over her shoulder. Her lavender scent reached Eliza, making her think of spring. "Edward told me what happened." Victoria smirked. "Well, after I accused him, of course." 
 
      
 
    Eliza blinked several times. "Accused? Of what?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, of marrying me off to the Duke of Kensington." Eliza's look of horror made Victoria laugh. "So you've heard of him?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza nodded. "Who has not? He is on the prowl for his next wife. I do not even want to think of who will end up with him." She shuddered at the idea of the man marrying again. 
 
      
 
    Victoria laughed. "I was going through Edward's letters, trying to find the offer. I wanted to confront him with the price he was willing to take for me when he barged in. I started yelling but he reassured me that he was not giving me to that man for any price." 
 
      
 
    Eliza held up a hand, her brow wrinkled. "What made you think an offer had been made in the first place?" 
 
      
 
    "The driver of the carriage told a maid where he had taken Edward that morning. She told me. The household staff are very protective." Victoria gave Eliza a conspiratorial wink. "I assumed that the reason he went to see the duke was me." 
 
      
 
    Eliza sat back, taking a sip of tea. "And it was not." Her brow furrowed. “The duke has a son, correct?” Victoria nodded. “Why not the son?” 
 
     
 
    Victoria shrugged. “I was running worst-case scenarios through my mind, I guess.” She smiled her winning smile. "But that was not the reason for his visit. I am sure you have heard the rumors about my uncle. How things changed in his last year of life?"  
 
      
 
    Eliza nodded, but her eyes held some mistrust.  
 
      
 
    "Well, the truth is, Uncle was not well. He rarely left the house, rarely did anything if he did not have to. He spent the last six months at the country estate, away from everyone. He was lonely and I suspect that he turned to an old friend in a time of need. Someone who took advantage of him." 
 
      
 
    "The Duke of Kensington." There was no hesitation in Eliza's voice, as Edward had already told her as much. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. The duke did not deny it, either. Not that it will do Edward any good. He cannot prove what the duke did." 
 
      
 
    "Would it make a difference if he could?" Eliza was unsure what proving any of this would do besides clear up any tarnish on Edward’s father’s name. 
 
      
 
    Victoria brushed her hands down the skirt of her dress as her tea chilled on the table beside her. "Of course it would! People have been whispering about Edward since he returned and I suspect it is because of what his father did. And that little boy, his family, maybe Edward could help them. But he needs proof that the duke poisoned my uncle’s mind." 
 
      
 
    "Like a letter?" 
 
      
 
    "Or if the duke admitted it." 
 
      
 
    Eliza snorted, raising a hand her mouth as she giggled. "Like he would ever do that." 
 
      
 
    Victoria shrugged, a new gleam in her eyes—a gleam that made Eliza's stomach tie up in knots. "Some men tend to talk when in their cups. And they tend to brag to women they want to impress." 
 
      
 
    Eliza raised an eyebrow. "And who would the Duke of Kensington want to impress?" 
 
      
 
    "A future wife." 
 
      
 
    Eliza sat back, her mouth hanging open. "Victoria, I could not. No one would believe me. Not even the duke." 
 
      
 
    Victoria flapped a hand. "No, of course not. But as you previously said, he has a son, does he not? Maybe the son is involved in his father's dealings." 
 
      
 
    Eliza nodded slowly, her thoughts whirling. "He may hear things. If his father was disgraced, he could turn the dukedom over to his son. Making the son amenable to talking to us." 
 
      
 
    "Not us. You. You have to approach him like this is all your idea. We do not want him to feel trapped." Victoria gave her a small smile. 
 
      
 
    "And what will you be doing?" Eliza narrowed her eyes in suspicion.  
 
      
 
    "I will be keeping the Duke of Kensington out of the way until the time is right. And distracting Edward. If he knew what we were planning, he would spend the whole time worrying and give us away before we got what we were looking for." 
 
      
 
    "Protective, is he?" Eliza tried to ask the question lightly, but she immediately knew that Victoria saw right through her. 
 
      
 
    Victoria laughed, the sound brightening the whole room. "Of those he cares about, yes. And he seems to care about you." 
 
      
 
    Eliza shook her head. "I do not understand why." While there seemed to be chemistry between them, and the young duke claimed to agree with Eliza’s viewpoints, she still couldn’t understand why he was so insistent on pursuing her. 
 
      
 
    It was Victoria's turn to arch an eyebrow. "If you have not figured it out, it is not my place to tell you." Victoria stood, clasping Eliza's hands and squeezing them before leaving. Eliza stepped up to the window facing the street and watched as Victoria climbed into a carriage, plans and plots whirling in her head. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
   E liza arrived at Bethany’s the day before the ball, excitement running through her body. She had to share the plans that she and Victoria had been discussing. Victoria had told her that Edward was aware but not to what extent. Eliza didn’t want him backing out of their agreement and so had kept the plans to herself.  
 
    Bethany’s mother led her into the drawing room, where Bethany sat on the settee, a cold compress against her pale skin. Eliza rushed to her, taking her hands as she dropped down next to her. “Oh, my dear friend, what ails you?” She took in Bethany’s lank hair, the dark bags under her eyes, and the smell of chamomile tea and tried to smile.  
 
    Bethany waved a hand, shaking her head slowly. “It is nothing, darling. I am just not feeling myself right now.” She grinned. “Tell me what brings you here in such a fuss.” The smile made Bethany look more like herself, but not by much. 
 
    Eliza leaned closer, glancing around the empty room before continuing. Someone had started a fire in the hearth and the heat made the room stuffier than Eliza was used to. However, feeling Bethany’s clammy hands, she realized her friend needed the warmth. “Edward had uncovered something truly horrible.” 
 
    Bethany frowned. “Edward?”  
 
    Eliza felt the heat rush to her face, but continued. “The Duke of Hartwell. Remember how I said I did not think he could be trusted because of what his father had done?”  
 
    Bethany nodded.  
 
    “Well, apparently, the old duke was not in his right mind and relied on someone to keep him company when he was lonely. Someone who decided to take advantage of the old duke’s deteriorating health and mental state. Someone he should never have trusted.” 
 
    “Who?” Bethany’s question came out almost breathlessly. 
 
    “The Duke of Kensington. Can you believe it? Edward needs proof to clear his father’s name, so Victoria and I are going to get it.” 
 
    Bethany’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean you’re going to get it?” 
 
    Eliza couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “His son is going to be at the ball tomorrow. I will be picking his brain to see if he knows anything. He may have overheard something or know where his father keeps the documents we would need.” 
 
    “But Eliza, the man will think you’re interested in him!” Bethany couldn’t keep the horror from her voice. The Duke of Kensington was a horrid and grotesque man. His son wasn’t much better, especially in the way he thought that women should behave and be treated.  
 
    Eliza waved her hand at Bethany like she was washing away the words. “It does not matter. I have an agreement with Edward.” 
 
    Bethany laughed, struggling to catch her breath. “So it is Edward now? I think you may be falling for him.” 
 
    “Would that be so bad?” Eliza licked her lips. “He kissed me. Not anything passionate, just a brush of the lips, but Bethany, I wanted more. I have never thought that way about a man before.” Eliza cast her eyes down, not wanting to meet Bethany’s eyes. 
 
    “That first kiss is always the sweetest.” The wistfulness of Bethany’s tone made Eliza look up. Something was going on with her friend and Eliza wanted her to explain.  
 
    “Bethany, what is wrong? You know you can tell me anything.”  
 
    Bethany leaned back against the couch, holding one hand to the compress. “It is nothing. I am just feeling under the weather. It is one of my headaches. You know how they hit me. I should be fine by tomorrow night. Maybe I can help you.” 
 
    Eliza wanted to argue, to make Bethany tell her the truth, but decided against pushing her. Bethany would come clean when she was ready. “I will hold you to that.” She stood and leaned over to kiss Bethany’s cheek before leaving, hoping that her friend recovered in time for the ball. 
 
    *** 
 
    Her shoulders drooping, Eliza looked down at the hastily scrawled missive in her hand. Her mother glanced over at her from where she sat at her vanity, applying some color to her lips. Her parents’ room held a large four-poster bed, the vanity for her mother, and two wardrobes because, in her mother’s opinion, one could never have too many clothes. The room was decorated in reds and browns, which Eliza found terribly depressing. She preferred bright and cheery colors similar to the dress she wore tonight.  
 
    “What is it, darling? Why the long face?” 
 
    Eliza looked up, still clutching the note. “It is from Bethany, Mother. She does not feel well and will not be attending tonight.” Eliza bit her lip. “Maybe I should go stay with her.” 
 
    Her mother shook her head before the words left Eliza’s mouth. “Nonsense. There is nothing you can do for Bethany tonight. You might as well go and enjoy yourself. You can check in on her tomorrow.”  
 
    Eliza sighed, nodding her head in agreement. There was no way her mother would let her out of tonight. Not unless she was the one who was sick and Eliza felt fine. Besides, she and Victoria had a plan to put in place. She straightened up and smoothed the skirts on the light purple gown her mother had commissioned for her. The gown had shown up that very day, ready to go. After pulling on white gloves, Eliza checked herself in the mirror before heading to the door. “I will be in the carriage, Mother.” She stepped out without waiting for a reply, knowing her mother would be along shortly. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
   E dward took a sip of bourbon, enjoying how smoothly it slid down his throat, sending warmth throughout his body. He searched the crowd for Eliza. She was the only reason he was at this ball and not at his country home, scouring his father's letters for proof that he had been duped. Victoria had filled him in on their plan and he wanted to be there in case his assistance was needed. This was about his father, after all.  
 
      
 
    He glanced around the ballroom, taking it in. He had to hand it to the host; the place looked like a winter wonderland in summer. Someone had hung candles above everyone’s heads, where they twinkled. All the decorations, from bows to ribbons to the table runners, were silver and white. The hostess wore a shimmering silver dress that swirled around her like a cloud. The columns were wrapped in silver lace, with large bows holding it in place. 
 
      
 
    From the dance floor, Victoria flashed him a smile as she glided past in the arms of a second son. The boy was talking but Edward could tell that Victoria wasn't listening. For the past week, Victoria had seemed distracted, sending and receiving letters that he assumed related to her scheme. She hadn’t told him who the players were, just the basics. He suspected that if he knew the full truth, he wouldn’t like it. 
 
      
 
    Eliza stepped into view and Edward breathed a sigh of relief. Over the last week, there had been some talk that she had another suitor but Edward couldn't get a name out of anyone. It rankled him that after all his carefully laid plans, she would consider someone else. He set down his glass and strode across the room, unable to keep his eyes off her. The lavender gown she wore fluttered around her, hugging her chest tight then floating down to her feet. 
 
      
 
    He stopped before her, giving her his best smile. "Any chance that a dance is available for me?" 
 
      
 
    She made a show of checking her dance card before giving him a curtsy. "It seems that one is available now." 
 
      
 
    He took her in his arms, marveling at how perfectly she fit. Eliza looked up at him, never taking her eyes from his face as they moved across the floor, the music and sounds fading until it was just the two of them together. He pulled her closer, causing the scent of her jasmine perfume to surround him. "I heard a rumor about you." His lips brushed her ear, sending shivers through her body. 
 
      
 
    She arched a brow at him, a small smile playing at her lips. "Oh, really? What might that be?" 
 
      
 
    "That you are entertaining another suitor." He winced at his tone. The words came out clipped, not the playful way he had intended. 
 
      
 
     Her mouth fell open but she quickly recovered. "Absolutely not. Who would say something so absurd? We have an agreement." Her face flushed with anger, making her look even more beautiful. 
 
      
 
    "I thought as much. But why the rumor?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza chewed on her lower lip, drawing his gaze there. He wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to kiss her for real. Would she taste as good as she looked? "Someone trying to scare you away?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    Her words drew his gaze back to her eyes, which stared up at him in earnest. "But why?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, why do you want to marry me? Maybe start there." 
 
      
 
    "I want to marry you because I find you fascinating. You are beautiful and smart and I want those qualities in my wife." 
 
      
 
    She smiled, not reacting to his words. "So marrying me is something you want. It seems that someone is trying to take that from you." 
 
      
 
    The song ended with her words, forcing them apart. Another man stepped up to claim her for a dance and she was swept away, leaving Edward to watch. He flagged down another drink and took a large sip as he turned away, only to discover the Duke of Kensington behind him. Edward paused, the glass halfway to his mouth. "Can I help you, Your Grace?" 
 
      
 
    The older man smiled, which sent a chill down Edward's spine. The man was slimy. He had to be up to something. "No, my dear boy, just watching the party. Lady Eliza is quite a beauty to behold, is she not?" 
 
      
 
    Edward nodded in agreement, unsure where this was going. "She is but I suspect there is more to her than just her looks." 
 
      
 
    The older man flapped a hand, chuckling. "For now. That fades once you realize there is not much else to them. Women, that is. I should know. I have been married to four of them." He followed Eliza with his eyes, the look on his face making Edward's skin crawl. "I am in the market for another wife, you know. Although I doubt her father would consider me. My son, though. Now that is another story." He gave Edward one last smile before walking away. 
 
      
 
    Edward spun around, searching for Eliza, but was unable to find her. He stepped around the dancers, looking toward the gardens. Maybe she had gone out there for fresh air. He started that way when a hand on his arm stopped him. He turned to find Victoria, who was smiling up at him. "Where do you think you are going?" 
 
      
 
    He looked toward the gardens again. "I was going to step out for some fresh air." 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, her dark curls bouncing. "You cannot get away that easily." Her playful smile seemed strained, her eyes trying to communicate something, but he brushed it away, thinking it had to be related to the ball. "I will come back. It is so stuffy in here." 
 
      
 
    She tugged on his arm, pulling him to the dance floor. "One dance and I will let you go. Deal?" 
 
      
 
    He sighed, giving in to her. He glanced at the gardens one last time, worry creasing his brow before letting himself be pulled away. 
 
      
 
    Victoria allowed him to lead her to the dance floor. She settled into his arms as the music started. “Do not worry about Eliza. She can handle herself.” 
 
      
 
    He looked down at his cousin in confusion. “Why would you say that?” 
 
      
 
    She smirked up at him. “I saw the look on your face just now. The minute she leaves the room, you begin to worry. This is part of the plan. Let it play out. You want answers, do you not?” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a reluctant nod, glancing toward the gardens again. “So she is out there?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria narrowed her eyes at him. Tonight she wore a dress of the darkest green, making her green eyes pop. “Yes, and you are to leave her alone. Remember, we are doing this to help you.” He took one last look at the garden doors before sweeping Victoria across the floor, trying to forget that Eliza might be out there with someone else. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
   E liza walked next to the Duke of Kensington's son, Howard, listening as he rambled on about his favorite ship. The garden surrounding them made them feel isolated even though there were others walking by as well. The smell of the roses pulled her in instantly, giving her something to look at as he talked. As the oldest son of the duke, he was an earl in his own right, so joining the military wasn't something his father encouraged. From all of his marriages, the duke had produced ten daughters and one son. He wouldn't risk his only heir. That didn't stop the earl from studying ships extensively. 
 
      
 
    Eliza paused and sat at a bench under a tree next to a rose bush. She watched as he paced in front of her, continuing to talk. When he finally paused for a breath, she interrupted, giving him her best smile. "That is so fascinating. Does your father share your passion?" 
 
      
 
    A look crossed his face, like he had sucked on a sour lemon. His pinched mouth, blunt nose, and dark eyes that appeared to be too close together created a comical appearance. He ran a hand through his blonde hair and sucked at his teeth before responding. "Father and I have nothing in common." 
 
      
 
    Eliza smiled in understanding. "I imagine that can be difficult. I assume he is training you to take the dukedom, though?" 
 
      
 
    The earl sighed and dropped onto the bench next to her. "Not really. He does not include me in anything. No decisions, nothing." The earl leaned closer, giving her a wink. "He worries that I am too progressive." 
 
      
 
    She licked her lips, trying to keep calm. "Are you progressive?" 
 
      
 
    He laughed, leaning back. "Not as progressive as some of these others. I do not mind the way things are now. If it works, why worry about it?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza bit her tongue to keep from responding. The earl was one of those people who didn't do anything if it didn't affect him. She had no use for people like him. And it seemed he didn't have the information she was looking for.  
 
      
 
    "-ask if I could marry you." His words caught her attention, making her pause. 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me?" She felt the air leave her lungs as she tried to process his words. 
 
      
 
    He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes searching hers. "I said I was going to ask your father if I could marry you." 
 
      
 
    Eliza laughed, throwing her head back with her shoulders shaking. Tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes. "My dear earl, really? We have had one dance together and one walk through a garden and you are already talking marriage? You do know there is an arrangement between me and the Duke of Hartwell?" 
 
      
 
    The earl held up his hands to halt her. "I know but it seems to me that you are not going to agree to his betrothal. You have until the end of the month. If you wanted him, you would not need the whole month."  
 
      
 
    For the first time, Eliza wondered how many people knew about her agreement with the duke. The earl reached out a hand and brushed her cheek. His fingers felt clammy against her skin, sending shivers down her spine. 
 
      
 
    She jumped up, trying to keep her anger under control. "I am afraid you have overstepped, sir. Goodnight." She marched back to the ballroom as fast as she could. The idea that her father would even consider letting her marry that man was laughable. Her only regret about the whole incident was that she had gathered no information. The duke obviously didn't include his son in anything. They would have to get the proof another way. Eliza glanced over her shoulder to find the man staring after her, a hard look in his beady eyes. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
   E dward breathed out as Eliza stepped back in from the garden. Albert had been saying something about the party but Edward hadn't heard a word the man said, unable to focus until he could lay eyes on her again. He watched as Victoria headed toward her, the two of them leaning in close to speak before stepping away. He knew the basics of her plan, but as he watched, the duke’s son stepped back into the room from the garden as well and it clicked into place. Victoria had mentioned them needing to speak with someone close to the duke. The young earl must have been who she meant. The earl cast a glance at Eliza, one Edward couldn’t read, and then strode away, leaving the two women together. Edward searched the crowd for Lady Bethany, surprised to realize for the first time that she was nowhere in the room. 
 
      
 
    He turned to Albert, unable to hide his surprise. "I say, Old Boy, have you seen the Lady Bethany this evening? I wanted to speak with her about something." If Eliza was a part of this plot, Bethany most likely was as well. 
 
     
 
    Albert swallowed, his eyes wandering around the room. He paused, seeming unsure of what to say. When he did speak, his voice was low. "I heard she was under the weather this evening." 
 
      
 
    Edward looked at his friend, noticing for the first time the sweat beading his brow. "Are you alright?" 
 
      
 
    Albert glanced around again before nodding. "I am alright. Or I will be." Edward thought his words were strange but decided to hold off on questioning his friend further.  
 
      
 
    The Lady Anne stepped off the dance floor and Edward made a split decision to speak with her. While not as close to Eliza as Bethany was, she was friends with both young women. She might know if there was a way he could help the girls without stepping on any toes. 
 
      
 
    He found Lady Anne near the garden door, clutching a drink in her hand. She watched the dancers, her eyes glued to someone, but he couldn't determine who. He stopped next to her and sipped at his drink before speaking. "Good evening, Lady Anne." 
 
      
 
    She startled and looked up at him with huge doe eyes. "Your Grace. I did not see you there. How are you this evening?" She bent into a clumsy curtsy, her cheeks turning bright red. 
 
      
 
    He smiled, sorry to have surprised her. "I am well. I have a question I think you might be able to answer for me." She nodded, giving him silent permission to continue. "What are my cousin and the Lady Eliza up to?" 
 
      
 
    Her confusion changed to worry as she nibbled on her bottom lip. It didn't have the same effect on him as when Eliza did it. "Um, well, Your Grace, I am not entirely sure but I did hear them mention the Duke of Kensington in passing. I also heard his son mention wanting to make Eliza's father an offer for her. Maybe they are scheming on how to deter him." She gave a small shrug, unsure of her answer. 
 
      
 
    His eyes swept the room, looking for the duke's son. He found him over by the food table, his eyes following Eliza as she walked by like prey. Irritation hit Edward at the thought that the man would be interested in her. He straightened his shoulders and gave Lady Anne a small bow before stepping away. He caught up to Eliza, took her arm, and led her out of the room, leaving Victoria to watch them walk away in surprise. 
 
      
 
    In the hall, he pulled her around a corner and pressed her against the wall. Feeling her body against his, he struggled to stay focused. She looked up at him, her eyes wide. "What do you think you are doing?" She licked her lips, drawing his eyes there. 
 
      
 
    He sucked in a breath, inhaling her sweet scent, leaning closer. "Is the Duke of Kensington's son pursuing you?" If that was the case, he could certainly find a way to discourage the man. 
 
      
 
    Her cheeks reddened, making her even more beautiful. Her breath came out in sharp gasps as he held her in place. "He thinks he is. He is sorely mistaken. My father would never agree." 
 
      
 
    "Do not underestimate his father. He is a powerful man." 
 
      
 
    She scoffed, rolling her eyes. "A powerful man who grew that power through nefarious means. My father does not associate with that sort." She raised her chin, her eyes blazing with confidence. 
 
      
 
    The look sent a wave of desire through him. Unable to contain himself any longer, he leaned forward and captured her lips with his. Her softness melted into him, his senses taking her in. Her jasmine smell enveloped him, not overpowering, like what most of the other women wore. He snaked a hand up the back of her neck, feeling the silkiness of her curls. A moan escaped her mouth, making him push her harder against the wall. 
 
      
 
    He felt her hands on his chest, pushing him, bringing him back to himself. He leaned back and looked down at her with hooded eyes. "That was amazing." He whispered the words, his breath coming in gasps. 
 
      
 
    She nodded, her lips red from the contact. Her eyes looked up at him, shining in the dim light. "Thank you for your concern, Your Grace." She slipped around him and ran down the hall toward the ladies' retiring room. He watched her go, his pulse slowing. Had he scared her away with that kiss? 
 
      
 
    Edward strode back into the ballroom. His eyes landed on Victoria, who stood with the Duke of Kensington. She laughed at something the duke said and leaned close to him. Edward found Albert across the room and went to him, pulling him aside. “I need you to get Victoria away from the duke.” 
 
      
 
    Albert looked over at the two as they bent together. “Are you sure she wants me to?” 
 
      
 
    Edward’s eyes narrowed. “At this point, it does not matter what she wants. She is playing with fire. I do not want his eyes wandering to her.” He licked his lips, still tasting Eliza there. “I need you to do this for me. I cannot do it without looking bad.”  
 
      
 
    Albert nodded and headed across the room to collect Victoria from the duke under the pretense of a dance. Edward watched to make sure she was well away from the man before he stepped back into the hall to collect himself. The kiss with Eliza had surprised him more than he was willing to admit. He had never felt anything like that before and he had kissed his fair share of beautiful women. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
   I n the retiring room, Eliza slumped into a high-backed chair, clutching at her chest. She reached up a hand to touch her lips and felt how sensitive they were. She had never experienced a kiss like that—though not that she had ever kissed anyone before to know what it was supposed to feel like. 
 
      
 
    She poured herself a glass of water and drank it slowly. Eliza wished, not for the first time, that Bethany was there tonight, but her friend was under the weather. She sat up as Anne stepped into the room, looking flushed. Eliza gave Anne an encouraging smile, watching as the girl stepped over to sit next to her. Eliza offered her a glass of water, which Anne gladly accepted. While Anne wasn't as close of a friend as Bethany was, Eliza was glad she was there. "If I tell you something, will you keep it to yourself?" Eliza asked. 
 
      
 
    Anne nodded, leaning closer. Thankfully, they were the only two in the room but you could never be too careful.  
 
      
 
    "I just kissed the Duke of Hartwell and it was amazing. I did not know it could be like that." 
 
      
 
    Anne's eyes widened as a smile spread across her sweet face. "So that means you are considering his offer?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza frowned. In the aftermath of the kiss, the offer had fled her mind. "I had not thought about it. I have never kissed anyone before. Is it always like that?" 
 
      
 
    Anne shook her head and scrunched up her nose. "Definitely not. I have kissed a young man or two and they were nothing close to amazing. When you say amazing, what do you mean?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza sat back against the velvet cushions, considering the question. "It was like we were melding into one. I could not tell where I ended and he began. It seemed like all time had stopped. Have you ever experienced that?" 
 
      
 
    Anne didn't meet Eliza's eyes as she shook her head. "Not yet. I did not think it possible." 
 
      
 
    Eliza tilted her head, not fully believing what Anne said. Before she could question her further, the door flew open and Victoria strode in. She flopped down on Eliza's other side and let out a frustrated breath. "I have not been able to get anything out of the duke. And I am afraid he is now considering me as a wife." 
 
      
 
    Eliza frowned. "His son mentioned making an offer for me." Victoria sat up in surprise while Anne nodded with a knowing smile. Eliza continued, "My father would never consider it." 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure?" Anne looked paler than she had a moment ago, worry pinching her features. 
 
      
 
    Eliza's brow furrowed. Why would Anne care if this particular earl pursued her? "I am positive. My father cannot stand him and would never align us with him at all." She turned to Victoria. "What else could we do? It is not like we can search his home. How would we even get in?" 
 
      
 
    "He is hosting a ball next week." Both girls turned to look at Anne, who offered a small shrug. "What? My father makes me go to all the balls. He wants me married as soon as possible." Sadness tinged her words, making Eliza wince. While her father also wanted her to marry, he wanted her to be happy as well. Anne's father didn't feel the same way. 
 
      
 
    Victoria looked at Eliza. "I bet we have all been invited." 
 
      
 
    Eliza chewed on the inside of her cheek, thinking. "I am sure we have. But my father would never go." 
 
      
 
    Victoria groaned. "My cousin, either." 
 
      
 
    Anne glanced between the two of them. "Come with me. Tell them that I do not want to go by myself. I am sure they will agree." 
 
      
 
    The two girls smiled and pulled in Anne for a hug. "Anne, you are so sweet." Eliza thanked God for Anne’s quick thinking. Her father would definitely agree to this. The girls stood and headed back out to the party, a new plan forming between them. Eliza decided to include Bethany in the planning for the next party, hoping she felt better by then. Bethany had experienced headaches in the past, but none that had plagued her for this long. Eliza worried that something else was wrong with her friend, but she wasn’t sure how to address it. Bethany would tell her when she was feeling better, Eliza was sure. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
   E dward narrowed his eyes at Victoria as she stood before him in his office, her hands clutched before her. "You want to do what?" 
 
      
 
    "Go to the Duke of Kensington's ball." Victoria kept her face blank. She didn't want him to suspect anything. While she had been able to give Edward the bare details of their last plan, he couldn’t know anything about the new one. He would never let her go to the ball if he did. 
 
      
 
    "Why would you want to do that?" 
 
      
 
    "It is for Lady Anne." At his confused look, she rushed forward. "A friend of Eliza's. We were in the retiring room at the last ball and she mentioned that she would have to go to this one alone. Eliza and I feel bad for her. We are going only as moral support." Victoria bit her lip, praying he would accept what she was saying.  
 
      
 
    "Eliza is going?" He couldn't hide the doubt in his voice. Eliza didn't like the duke any more than he did. 
 
      
 
    Victoria nodded, batting her eyes at him. "She wants to be there for Lady Anne." 
 
      
 
    Edward sighed and leaned back in his chair, running a hand down his face. "If you feel you must do this, I will allow it." Victoria clapped her hands together. He held up his own, halting her. "On one condition. I will be going with you." 
 
      
 
    She couldn't keep her mouth from falling open. "But you hate him." 
 
      
 
    "Be that as it may, I will not let you go without me." Edward could only imagine what would happen to Victoria if she went alone. He had seen the way the duke had watched her at the last ball. It made his skin crawl. 
 
      
 
    Victoria scoffed, barely able to keep her eyes from rolling. "Right, this is about me." 
 
      
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. "Victoria." 
 
      
 
    She huffed out a breath. "Fine. Come along. You will anyway." She departed the room, leaving him to look after her in confusion. What could she possibly be up to? He doubted that the Lady Anne was the only reason Victoria wanted to go to the duke’s ball. And Eliza seemed to be in on it as well. Could this be another one of their plans?  
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, he turned his chair to face the window. He still hadn't made it out to his country estate but maybe he wouldn't need to if he could get the proof from the duke's home instead. It would mean slipping away during the festivities but he didn't think that would be too hard. Edward turned back to the desk and wrote a short missive, inviting Albert to the ball as well. He certainly didn't want to go without backup. Albert could keep an eye on the girls while Edward snooped around. Satisfied with his plan, he sent out the missive with a messenger and then sat back, feeling hopeful that he would finally get the proof he needed to clear his father's name. 
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
   E liza took Bethany’s hands in hers as she led her to a seat in the drawing room. Bethany looked pale, the dark circles under her eyes more pronounced, but she was up and moving, which was a sign of improvement. Eliza offered her tea and lemon cakes, one of her favorite treats, but she refused, losing more color in her face.  
 
    “Bethany, darling, are you sure you should be up and about?” 
 
    Bethany nodded. “The doctor says it is for the best. He wants me to take in fresh air.”  
 
    Eliza glanced around the room and made a split-second decision. “Then walk we shall.” She pulled Bethany back out the door of the drawing room, down the plush carpeted hall, and out the front door, grabbing her hat and gloves as she went. After tugging on her gloves, she took Bethany’s arm in hers and steered her toward the park. “The best fresh air is out here, not stuck in that stuffy drawing room. Mother never opens those windows. I think they are stuck closed, to be honest.” She chuckled at her own joke, getting a weak smile from Bethany.  
 
    They walked for a few minutes in silence before Eliza couldn’t stand it anymore. “Tell me, please, what ails you? I worry so.” 
 
    Bethany let out a breath, shaking her head. “I cannot say right now. There is too much going on for me to tell you just yet. Just know that if I could, you would be the first person I would tell.” 
 
    Eliza bit back the words she wanted to say, knowing that pressuring Bethany wouldn’t do either of them any good. Instead, she decided to tell Bethany about the plan she and Victoria had cooked up. “We are going to the Duke of Kensington’s ball this next week. Edward needs proof of what the duke did to his father. I am hoping that there will be letters or something in his office to that effect.” 
 
    Bethany stopped dead in her tracks and turned to look at Eliza. The afternoon sun shone through the trees in the park, highlighting the yellow in Eliza’s eyes. “You are going to search the man’s office? Eliza, that is dangerous. What if he catches you?” 
 
    Eliza tugged her along, tucking a stray strand of blonde hair behind her ear as she walked. “He will not catch me, simple as that. Victoria will keep him distracted. He seems entertained by her, to say the least. She is hoping she can keep his attention long enough for me to find something.” 
 
    “And the son? He has his eye on you now. There is no way you will be able to slip around his home without him noticing.” 
 
    Eliza smiled, proud that she had thought of this part. “Anne is going to hold his attention for me. She does not seem to mind him. I find him repulsive, but to each their own.” 
 
    Bethany shook her head. “He and Anne grew up near each other, played together as children. I suspect she had a crush on him at one point. But that is neither here nor there. You cannot distract the whole household. Someone will be bound to find you.” 
 
    Eliza winked at Bethany. “That is why I need you there as a lookout.” 
 
    If Bethany had any color left in her face, Eliza was sure it would be gone. “Me? As lookout? And what, exactly, will I do? Screech if someone comes near?” 
 
    Eliza snorted, surprised that Bethany was so resistant to this idea. Normally, she would be right there with Eliza, planning the whole thing. This illness really did have her out of sorts. “No, darling. You will talk to them; distract them long enough so I can hide. Lead them away from the door so that I can get out. Simple as that.” 
 
    Bethany’s lips thinned. Eliza could tell she didn’t like the plan, but she also didn’t really have a choice. Eliza was going to go looking through the duke’s office, with or without Bethany’s help.  
 
    Bethany let out a sigh. “Fine. I will be your lookout. I just pray we do not get caught.” She paused, before saying, “Now tell me about that kiss.” 
 
    Eliza felt the heat rush to her cheeks, and she ducked her head to hide it. “It was a kiss.” 
 
    “In the hall. Where anyone could see you.” Eliza could hear the worry in Bethany’s words.  
 
    “We already have an agreement. It would not surprise anyone to find us getting to know one another.” 
 
    “But Eliza, your reputation.” 
 
    “I was not exactly thinking about my reputation at the time.”  
 
    Bethany chuckled, some of her good humor coming back. “Obviously not. He has you doing things you would never have considered before. So tell me, was it worth it?” 
 
    Eliza closed her eyes, thinking of the kiss again, his hands on her skin, his lips pressed against hers. She could almost taste him, the bourbon he preferred adding spice to their embrace. “It was very much worth it. I never realized kissing could be like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” Bethany sounded genuinely curious, which surprised Eliza. Bethany had been kissed before, although she refused to tell Eliza who had done it. 
 
    “Like we were melding into one. It felt like time stopped and we were the only two who mattered.” She reached up to touch her lips, wishing that he were there so she could kiss him again. Her eyes widened as the thought crossed her mind. She had never believed she would wish for his presence before.  
 
    “Those are the best kinds of kisses.” That same wistfulness was back in Bethany’s voice. “I hope for your sake that it never goes away.” Eliza turned to scrutinize her friend, but Bethany wasn’t looking at her, instead looking toward the park entrance. “I think I have had enough walking for today. I best get home and rest. Especially if I am to be your lookout at the upcoming ball.” Eliza heard the laugh in her friend’s voice and smiled up at her. 
 
    “I am glad you have decided to help me. I will send you a message with all the details once we have them ironed out.”  
 
    Bethany gave her a nod and headed to her carriage while Eliza went to her home. Eliza watched the carriage pull away, the sunlight glinting off the top of it. She wondered if there was anything she could do to help her friend. Eliza went inside, excitement about the upcoming ball fluttering in her belly, though worry for her friend was constantly at the back of her mind. She wasn’t sure how much longer Bethany could keep going like this. She only hoped that Bethany would make it through the upcoming ball. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   E liza stood with Anne near the dance floor, smiling at the people who walked by. Anne chattered nervously, barely taking a breath. She could always be counted on to carry a conversation, even if no one else participated. 
 
      
 
    The duke's son had already stopped by, asking for a dance and giving her meaningful glances. Anne had noticed but didn't comment on it, much to Eliza's relief. Bethany was still under the weather, leaving Eliza without the lookout she so desperately needed. Victoria had almost called off the whole thing but Eliza had claimed she could still do the search, even without Bethany’s help.  
 
      
 
    The duke had done an impressive job with his ball, using candles and lanterns to light the room. Musicians were set up in a corner, playing all night long. Servers made the rounds with drinks. The duke didn’t seem to be big on decorations, letting the expensive chairs and lounges do the talking for him. There were no frilly bows or ribbons. Eliza noticed that he had placed his unmarried daughters around the room like decorations, using them to adorn his columns. 
 
      
 
    Eliza saw Victoria across the room, where she was engaging the Duke of Kensington in conversation. Hers would be the hardest job: keeping him occupied and interested. The duke didn't have much use for women beyond the children they could provide him. Eliza had turned away from them, trying to come up with a reason to excuse herself, when Anne said, "Just let me know when I need to dance with him.” She was watching the dance floor, her foot tapping in time to the music.  
 
      
 
    Eliza turned back to Anne, taking in the light blue gown she wore. “Are you sure you do not mind?" Eliza could think of a number of people she would rather dance with than the young earl.  
 
      
 
    Her friend nodded with a confident smile. "Of course. He is not as bad as some of the others."  
 
      
 
    Eliza wondered at her words but didn’t comment. Anne stepped away, leaving Eliza alone. Eliza thanked the Lord above for Anne before slipping from the room, her heart pounding. Her red dress swished around her, making her cringe even as she knew there was nothing she could do about the sound. She scanned the hall before heading in the direction where she thought the office might be. Having never been there before, she was unsure what she was looking for. Her slippers barely made a sound on the dark carpeted floor, and she thanked God for the silence.  
 
      
 
    Footsteps down another hall caused her to pause, holding her breath. She slipped into an open door and pressed herself against the wall. Once the footsteps had faded, she slipped back out and down the hall again. She had to move quickly before her absence was noticed.  
 
      
 
    Finally, Eliza came to a door with carved wood and a brass handle. She wouldn't be surprised if the man reserved the nicest door in the house for his office. She tried the knob and was surprised when the door opened smoothly. She slipped in and closed it behind her, then walked to the desk. Not sure what she was looking for, she started with the drawers, thinking that maybe he would keep old correspondence there. 
 
      
 
    She was halfway through the second drawer when the door knob jangled, sending her heart racing again. For the thousandth time, she wished for Bethany as she scrambled. Eliza slammed the drawer shut, slid to the floor, and crawled under the desk. If she were found in here, who knew what the consequences would be? 
 
      
 
    Confident footsteps walked toward the desk, pausing on the other side. A voice filled the room, the familiar rumble calming her frayed nerves. "I know you are in here. Show yourself." 
 
      
 
    Eliza crawled out from under the desk, her cheeks burning. The heavy cigar smell in the air made it even harder to breathe. She curtsied, unable to meet his eyes. "Your Grace." 
 
      
 
    His hand enclosed her wrist. "Eliza. What are you doing in here? I knew Victoria was up to something but I never suspected it was this." The duke looked upset to have found her in the office by herself. 
 
      
 
    She looked up at him through her lashes, praying he would understand. "I am looking for proof." 
 
      
 
    "In here?" He glanced around the room, taking in the desk with its blotter and parchment.  
 
      
 
    "Victoria and I thought this would be the best place to look. The duke does all his business here, does he not?" 
 
      
 
    "Victoria should know how dangerous this is." He let her go, pacing the room. "What were the two of you thinking? What if you got caught?" 
 
      
 
    She giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. "But I did get caught!" 
 
      
 
    He stopped in front of her and grabbed her hands. "This is serious. If it were anyone else but me, you would be in serious trouble." His mouth dried as a thought crossed his mind. “If the earl had caught you, he could have forced you to marry him to keep his silence.” 
 
      
 
    "But it was you." She stepped closer to him and reached up a hand to touch his face. "I have not been able to stop thinking about that kiss. It was amazing." She leaned up on her toes and pressed her lips to his, melting into him. He pulled her close, slowly sliding his tongue into her mouth, tasting all of her. Eliza moaned, this kiss even better than the last. 
 
      
 
    Then Edward pulled back and looked down at her. He blinked several times, trying to remind himself of the seriousness of the situation. "Did you find anything?"  
 
      
 
    She shook her head, looking up at him.  
 
      
 
    "Then we should continue searching. If we get caught, well, I have already offered for you. We can claim we wanted a quiet place to be alone together." 
 
      
 
    Eliza chuckled, turning back to the desk. "True, but I am not sure this is how my parents would want it announced." 
 
      
 
    He agreed, scanning the contents of the other drawers. Both worked in easy silence, the minutes ticking by. Finally, she stood, hands pressed to her back. "Nothing. You?" 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, the look of disappointment marring his face. "He is too smart to leave anything here we could find." He reached out a hand to her. "Come on. Time to go back." 
 
      
 
    She paused at the doorway and looked out into the hall. “Do you think the earl really would have blackmailed me into marrying him?” 
 
      
 
    Edward looked down at her, taking in her pinched look. “I do. He wants you, or have you not noticed the way he watches your every move? The only reason he did not follow you in here is that Anne had him out on the dance floor.” A thought occurred to him. “That was on purpose, was it not?” Eliza gave him a small smile, eliciting a laugh. He stepped out into the hall, barely able to contain himself. 
 
      
 
    Eliza took his hand and followed him out of the room. She took one last look back at the office, heaving a huge sigh as she left. At this point, she had no idea where else to look or how to help. She was out of ideas. Looking at the back of Edward's head as she followed him, she hoped he had something up his sleeve. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
   E dward had noticed the minute she had left the room. He had suspected something was up as soon as he noticed Victoria talking to the Duke of Kensington. As nice as she was, Victoria normally avoided the vile man. Then he saw Lady Anne on the dance floor with the duke's son and his eyes narrowed. Again, while the Lady Anne was a nice girl, no one was that nice, especially to a man who was chasing her friend. Scanning the room, he realized that Eliza was gone. Not wasting a moment, he had handed his glass to Albert and strode from the room in search of her. 
 
      
 
    It took several minutes but he finally found her in the duke's office, hiding under the desk. He thanked God that he had been the one to find her. His heart couldn't help but be touched by her actions, even if they were dangerous. If the duke had found her, there was no telling what he would have done. The best-case scenario was that he would have forced her to marry his son. Edward didn’t want to think about the worst-case scenario. 
 
      
 
    Just before heading back into the ballroom, he pulled her aside into a small alcove off the main hall, where he pushed her against the wall and held her. Looking down at her expectant face, he wanted nothing more than to kiss her but this was serious. She couldn't go putting herself in danger like that. "Eliza, please promise you will not do anything like that again." 
 
      
 
    She looked down, then up at him through her lashes. "I cannot promise that. I want to help you. I know how much it means to you." 
 
      
 
    Her words touched him deeply but he wouldn't be able to handle it if anything bad happened to her. He touched her face, tracing her lips with his thumb. "As important as this is to me, you are more so." 
 
      
 
    She smiled, batting her lashes. "Really?" The word was barely a breath, the warmth of it hitting his face as she looked up at him. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," he whispered as he leaned in to kiss her. Her lips tasted like sherry and he couldn't get enough of them. 
 
      
 
    She moaned, pushing him back. "We could be seen here. Come." She tugged at his hand, pulling him toward the ballroom. He followed, unable to keep from admiring her, even from behind. 
 
      
 
     Back in the ballroom, Victoria was on the dance floor with the duke's son. Edward scanned the crowd but didn't see the Lady Anne anywhere. He worried that something may have happened. Then he remembered that Albert was here and keeping an eye on them as well. He turned, trying to locate Albert, but couldn't find him either. "Eliza, do you see Albert or Anne anywhere?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza scanned the room, her face pinched. "No, I do not. But I would not worry. She may have gone to the retiring room to rest. I can go check, if you like?" 
 
      
 
    He nodded. "I will check the gardens. Albert may have stepped out for some fresh air." He kissed her hand and waited until she had left the room again before heading for the gardens. The duke wasn't much for flowers but he loved bushes and statues, covering his garden in them. The place was a virtual maze, taking twists and turns that made no sense. 
 
      
 
     After several turns, he heard voices that led him forward until he came to a clearing with a fountain containing the statue of a naked woman holding a jar with water spilling out. He peaked around the corner, curious at the tone he heard. On the bench in front of the fountain sat Anne and Albert. They leaned toward each other, their voices low but loud enough to have led Edward there. He stood in shock, watching his closest friend. Albert had never mentioned any attraction to the Lady Anne. Edward realized that, as of late, Albert hadn't mentioned being interested in anyone.  
 
      
 
    Anne's voice brought him back to the couple before him. "She needs to see you." 
 
      
 
    Albert pulled away, standing and pulling at his hair. "Why?" 
 
      
 
    Anne glared, standing and clenching her fists. "Because this is your responsibility!" She charged to stand in front of him, not letting her small size stop her. "You put her in this position. You should do the right thing!" 
 
      
 
    Realizing this wasn't a conversation he wanted any part of, Edward slipped away. Whatever they were talking about, it didn't concern him. It also didn't seem to concern Lady Anne but he had never seen her so fired up before. The anger added color to her cheeks, making her look stunning. There was more to that girl than he had originally thought. 
 
      
 
    Eliza met him at the garden doors, her eyes clouded with worry. "No sign of Anne." She looked past him into the gardens. "Maybe she is out there?" 
 
      
 
    He took her arm and led her back inside. "She is. Albert is with her. She will be fine." He pulled her along, assuming his friend needed time alone. He wanted a dance or two with Eliza and time to work out his next steps. Edward had put off going to the country estate long enough. It was time to see if his father had left anything there for him.  
 
      
 
    He looked down at Eliza, resplendent in his arms, and decided that she needed to know what he had seen in the garden. The conversation had been oddly serious, and he felt that it might mean something to her, even if it meant nothing to him. “About Anne and Albert in the garden-”  
 
      
 
    He trailed off as she looked up at him, worry creasing her brow. “What about them? Did you find them in a compromising position?” Her cheeks reddened with the words. 
 
     
 
    He shook his head, biting back a laugh. Lady Anne was a pretty girl, but not Albert’s type. “No, nothing like that. At least, I do not think so.” He paused, trying to put into words what he wanted to say. “They were talking, but not about each other. Anne told him that someone needed his help, that he had put this person, a lady I assume, into ‘this’ position and it was his responsibility to fix it.” He watched her closely, noticing the color leaving her face. “Do you know what she was going on about?” 
 
      
 
    Eliza nodded, avoiding his gaze. She pulled away, though the song wasn’t half done. “I think I do. I am truly sorry, Your Grace, but I need some rest. I am not sure I will be rejoining the party tonight.” She gave him a curtsey and rushed from the room before he could ask anything else. He watched her leave, confused and unsure that he had done the right thing. Maybe it was time he and Albert talked about what the man had gotten himself into. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
   E liza sat in the retiring room, her breath coming out in gasps. Anne had confronted an earl on behalf of another young lady. There was only one young lady whom Anne would do that for and she was currently home with a strange illness. An illness that Eliza was now seeing in a new light. An illness that Albert very well could be responsible for.  
 
    Eliza drank down a glass of red wine, letting the bitter flavor bring her thoughts into focus. She glanced around the room, realizing for the first time how sparse it was. The Duke of Kensington was a wealthy man, and his house reflected that, but the one room where the ladies could rest and chat had barely any comfort to it at all, almost like it was an afterthought. The lounger and chairs didn’t match, each made of different material, none of which were very comfortable. She ran her hand over the cloth, realizing for the first time how threadbare it felt. By the door was a basin in which to wash up if needed, accompanied by a tiny mirror on the wall to check one’s hair, but beyond that, the room held nothing.  
 
    Eliza looked up as the door slid open and Anne slipped inside. Her cheeks were flushed and anger filled her eyes. She looked ready to fight someone. While Eliza didn’t want to be on the bad end of her mood, she needed answers. Keeping her voice low, she said, “She is with child, is she not?” 
 
    Anne let out a gasp and clutched her hand to her chest, her breaths coming out fast. She searched the room until her eyes landed on Eliza. Then her hand dropped to her side. “Eliza, you scared me. What are you doing in here? I thought you would be searching the duke’s office.” 
 
    Eliza stood and took a step closer. “I did search it and came up empty. Edward helped me.” She waved a hand, pushing that aside. “You did not answer my question. Is she with child?” 
 
    Anne looked up at her, batting her lashes. “Is who with child?” 
 
    Eliza let out a frustrated breath. “Do not play coy with me, Anne. I know the signs. The fatigue, headaches, paleness. She probably is not sleeping for worry.” She narrowed her eyes. “Is Albert the father?” 
 
    Anne threw her hands in the air and stomped past Eliza to sit on one of the chairs. She fidgeted with her dress, barely able to hold Eliza’s gaze. “She did not want to tell anyone. If Albert had made an offer, she would have accepted it and none of this would matter. But he will not and she does not understand why.” Anne’s voice caught as her emotions boiled up. “He made certain promises, you understand? And he is not keeping them.” 
 
    “How did you find out?” Eliza settled on the lounger across from Anne, trying to remain calm. What she really wanted to do was fly out of the room, hunt down Albert, and claw his eyes out of his skull for the way he was treating her best friend. 
 
    Anne gave Eliza a surprised look. “How did you not know? With the symptoms and the way she had been acting lately, I put two and two together. She has been seeing someone. I just did not know who it was until she told me after I confronted her.” 
 
    “And she is sure he will not honor his words?” 
 
    Anne nodded, rubbing her gloved hands up her arms. “I am. Something is holding him back. I am not sure what it is but it is frustrating. He is an earl and she is a duke’s daughter. I really do not know what the problem could be.” 
 
    “Unless his father has already arranged a match for him.” It was a possibility, especially among the nobility. 
 
    Anne frowned. “I guess. He would not tell me what the issue was.” 
 
    Eliza stood, heading to the door. “Maybe Edward can get it out of him.” 
 
    Anne jumped up, rushed across the room, and grabbed Eliza’s hands. “No, do not say anything. Bethany asked me not to. I confronted Albert only because we were alone. Please, keep this between us?”  
 
    Eliza took in Anne’s pleading eyes. Her shoulders slumped. “Fine. I will not say anything to Edward. But I think I am done for the evening. Let Victoria know I did not find anything and that I went home.” Eliza left the room, her heart heavy for her friend. She knew what she had to do, regardless of what anyone would think. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bethany looked better when Eliza saw her the next morning, a little color having returned to her cheeks. She even managed to keep down a lemon cake and take a few sips of tea. The grey dress she wore did nothing for her color, but Eliza didn’t comment on it. She wasn’t there to give fashion advice. “Bethany, why did you not tell me? I can help you.” 
 
    Bethany sighed, setting down her cup. “Anne said something, did she?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head. “Do not be cross with Anne. Edward went looking for her and found her with Albert, accusing him of something. He was unsure what it was all about, but I put it together after he told me. Why did you keep this from me?”  
 
    Bethany sniffed, unable to keep the tears from spilling down her cheeks. “Mostly because I was embarrassed.” She dabbed at her face with a handkerchief. “We made promises to each other, Eliza. We were going to be married. But now he will not even talk to me or respond to any of my messages and I do not understand why.” 
 
    Eliza got down on her knees on Bethany’s plush red carpet and took her hands. “Oh, sweet Bethany. He got what he wanted and now he does not want it anymore.” 
 
    Bethany shook her head, her tears flying. “No. Albert is not like that. He is sweet and gentle and so tender. When we are together, it feels so right, like it is meant to be. How could he not want that for the rest of our lives?” 
 
    Eliza searched Bethany’s face, finding pain and hope mingled together. “Did he ever mention anything about his family? Maybe they have other plans for him that he has to get out of first.” 
 
    Bethany shrugged and settled back into her seat. “I do not know. We never really spoke of those things.” 
 
    Eliza’s heart hurt for her friend and the pain she was experiencing. She had heard of other young ladies running into this problem. Usually, their parents married them off to the first man who would have them, that man agreeing to claim the child as his own. Or they would be married off to the father of the child if possible. Some even ended up in a convent if their parents were angry and embarrassed enough. But so far, Bethany’s parents hadn’t done any of those things. “What has your mother said?” 
 
    Bethany smiled, a hiccup escaping. “She says we will weather this together and that what is supposed to happen will happen. I think she expects Albert to come walking through the door one day, asking me to marry him.” 
 
    “And your father?” 
 
    At the mention of her father, Bethany’s face darkened. “He is not speaking to me at the moment.”  
 
    Eliza squeezed her friend’s hands, seeing her pain. “He will forgive you, darling. You know he still loves you.” 
 
    “I do, but I have disappointed him. And I do not know how to make up for it.” She pulled a hand free to rest it on her flat stomach. “All I do know is that I want to be a good mother to my child.” 
 
    Eliza stood and pulled Bethany to her feet, into a hug. “You will be.” She held Bethany, thinking about how to approach Albert, unsure whether she could say anything to convince him to do the right thing. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
   E dward stepped inside the huge manor, where he watched as the servants opened windows and aired out the rooms. No one had been there since his father's death. The place held too many painful memories and neither he nor Victoria had wanted to come back.  
 
      
 
    Victoria strode forward, glancing around at the high ceilings and large windows. "Kind of drafty in here, is it not?" 
 
      
 
    He watched as a servant rushed to light a fire. "It will warm up." 
 
      
 
    She sighed and found a chair to tumble into. "I don't remember it being so gloomy." 
 
      
 
    "It was not. It was always so full of people. Then Mother died and Father stopped coming here. I think, in that last year, he came here to be closer to her." 
 
      
 
    Victoria eyed him, her brow furrowed. "Are you going to be alright?" 
 
      
 
    He gave her a reassuring smile. "I will be. Let us see about dinner." Edward knew then he needed to look for his proof, but that could wait until the next day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The following morning, he sat at his father's desk, realizing the task he had taken on. There was no organization to his father's papers, letters, anything. It seemed as though his father had read things and then dropped them on the desk. Edward ran a hand through his hair, letting out a frustrated sigh. This would take forever. 
 
      
 
    A knock at the door pulled him out of his slump. Victoria popped her head in, her eyes widening at the sight of the desk. "We have a visitor." 
 
      
 
    Edward stood and let out a sigh. "Who on Earth would be here?" 
 
      
 
    Victoria winked. "Come and see." 
 
      
 
    Edward followed her to the front entrance with dread. He didn't have time for visitors. There was far too much to do. He rounded the corner only to stop in his tracks at the sight of Eliza in the entryway. Her golden hair shone in the sunlight through the door as she removed her hat. She smiled when she saw him, taking a step forward. "Edward. I heard you were here and thought you may need help." 
 
      
 
    He let out a laugh, throwing back his head. "You have no idea. I welcome the help." 
 
      
 
    Victoria gave him a knowing look before slipping from the room.  
 
      
 
    Edward looked around, realizing they were alone. "No escort?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza gave him an impish grin. "I sent her to the kitchens." She headed toward the direction he had come from. "The office is this way?" 
 
      
 
    He nodded, following her back the way he had come, up the stairs and around the corner to the office his father had tucked into the back. Her gasp as she stepped into the room brought a sigh to his lips. "It is as bad as I thought, is it not?" 
 
      
 
    She turned to him, her eyes wide. "Edward, this would have taken you forever by yourself." She took off her gloves, setting them and her hat in a chair by the door. After walking to the desk, she stood with her hands on her hips, scanning the papers. "We need to organize them first." 
 
      
 
    He nodded, joining her. "Good idea." 
 
      
 
    She gathered up a stack of papers, heading to the middle of the floor, where she sorted them into three piles. "Correspondence, financial papers, and others." She smiled up at him, giving him hope. With her help, they could be done sooner than he had thought. He joined her, bringing his own pile and adding to what she had started.  
 
      
 
    They bent together, their heads almost touching, working through the day. They barely noticed when Victoria brought them lunch, and stopped only when a servant announced dinner. Both sat back, their eyes dry and tired from the day of reading. Eliza arched her back and Edward found himself itching to rub it. Instead, he pulled her to her feet and escorted her to the large dining room near the kitchens. 
 
      
 
    Eliza’s escort and Victoria were waiting for them, wine in hand. Victoria raised her eyebrows at their clasped hands but said nothing, for which Edward was thankful. He helped Eliza to her chair, then took his own, downing his first glass of wine before the soup could be ladled before him.  
 
      
 
    "Did you make much progress?" Victoria smirked at him, watching as he reached for his second glass. 
 
      
 
    Eliza leaned toward her, nodding. "I think so. Tomorrow, Edward should be able to start reading his father's correspondence while I continue sorting. That office is a mess." 
 
      
 
    "Uncle was never very organized." Victoria watched Edward over her glass, seeing his shoulders tense. "Oh dear cousin, you know it's true." 
 
      
 
    "It was never like that. Papers were everywhere. What was he thinking?" Edward clutched the glass, his knuckles white. In reality, he was more upset that he hadn't been there when his father needed him. He'd been on the other side of the world, overseeing their interests. If only he had known what was going on. Instead, he hadn't found out anything until his father was gone. 
 
      
 
    "He did not want you to see him like that. He did not want me to, either. He came here and left me alone. I think he wanted to die here, in peace." Victoria’s eyes pleaded for understanding. 
 
      
 
    Edward nodded before downing another glass before starting on his food. Victoria relaxed, realizing that was the closest they'd come to truly discussing what had happened to his father beyond what the duke had done to him. She had been here and hadn't sent for Edward, even as her uncle had gotten worse—not because she didn't want to but because she had been asked not to. His father hadn't wanted Edward to see him like that. Edward knew it but that didn't make him feel any better. 
 
      
 
    Eliza tried to lighten the mood, but dinner remained a somber meal and she left soon after, promising to return the next day. Edward watched her leave, thankful she would be there to help him even without him having to ask. It made him want to marry her all the more.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
   E liza peered at Edward over the stack of papers piled on the desk as she continued sorting. “We need to talk about Albert.” She bit her lip, worried that she was overstepping but determined to do anything she could to help her friend. 
 
      
 
    Edward looked over at her, his eyes bleary from having read all morning. For the last three days, Eliza had arrived bright and early to start working on the task at hand. Today she wore a bright yellow dress, brightening up the dreary office. “What about Albert?” 
 
      
 
    Eliza stood and stretched her hands over her head. “Bethany is in a predicament and Albert put her there.” 
 
      
 
    Edward’s eyes narrowed. “Is she with child?”  
 
      
 
    Eliza nodded.  
 
      
 
    Edward let out a curse, running his hands over his face. “What was he thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “I assume the same thing Bethany was. That if they got caught, they would be a good match. That they cared for each other.” She shrugged. “Or he was not thinking at all. Whatever the case, he needs to take responsibility for what he has done.” 
 
      
 
    “That is up to him. We cannot tell him what to do.” 
 
      
 
    Eliza flung out her arms. “But it is the right thing. And if they care for each other, it would not be a bad thing.” 
 
      
 
    Edward shook his head. “Unless his father and mother refuse the marriage. Child or no child, they could disown him if they so chose.” 
 
      
 
    Eliza snorted. “She is a duke’s daughter. What are they expecting, that he marry a princess?” When Edward didn’t respond, she looked up, her eyes widening. “They DO expect him to marry a princess?” 
 
      
 
    Edward looked away, feeling uncomfortable talking about his friend’s personal life. “There have been talks. He is of noble enough blood that it is being considered. If his family agrees, he very well might not have a choice.” 
 
      
 
    “And poor Bethany will be alone and heartbroken.” Eliza turned back to the documents before her, letting the conversation drop. If Albert was forced to marry a princess, no one could do anything to stop it. Bethany would be ruined and Albert lost to her. She glanced over at Edward again, biting her lip. “Finding anything?” 
 
      
 
    Edward slumped in the hard-backed chair his father had so favored. He covered his eyes with his hand. "Nothing. We have been searching for three days and there is nothing." 
 
      
 
    From her place on the floor, Eliza looked up, her hair starting to tumble out of its pins. "Nothing at all?" 
 
      
 
    "There is no correspondence from the Duke of Kensington anywhere in here. It is like Father never wrote to him." 
 
      
 
    "Or he never wrote back." 
 
      
 
    "Then how did he get those paranoid thoughts into Father’s head? How did he influence him so?" 
 
      
 
    Eliza shook her head, feeling just as frustrated. She had been certain they would have found something by now. She looked at the shelves surrounding them, the maps on the wall, and sighed. "Any place he would hide them?" 
 
      
 
    Edward shrugged, looking defeated.  
 
      
 
    Eliza's heart hurt for him and she realized, not for the first time, that she had real feelings for the man. Not just desire. She cared about him and how he felt. Seeing him like this made her want to wipe it all away for him. She stood and brushed off her hands on her skirt before stepping over to stand behind him. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she began to rub, working out some of the tension.  
 
      
 
    He moaned, leaning his head back against her with his eyes closed. "Thank you." 
 
      
 
    She smiled down at him. "For what?" 
 
      
 
    "For being here. You did not have to." 
 
      
 
    She leaned down, her lips against his ear. "But I wanted to be here. You needed me." 
 
      
 
    His eyes met hers. "More than you could imagine." Without warning, he reached up and pulled her into a kiss, his lips crushing hers. This wasn't a kiss of passion. It was one of need. He pulled back, turned the chair around, and pulled her into his lap, pressing his lips to hers again. 
 
     
 
    She sighed, pressing herself against him. He reached up, pulled out her pins, and ran his hands through her hair as their kiss deepened. Desire coiled in her belly, begging for release. She wanted to be closer to him, be one with him. 
 
    She ran her hands down his chest to his pants, tugging at them.  
 
      
 
    He pulled back, looking up at her. "Are you sure?" 
 
      
 
    She nodded, biting her bottom lip. "I have never been more sure in my life." She kissed him again, hard and desperate, lifting her skirts out of the way as best she could. She felt his hands on her inner thighs and moaned as one moved to her center, pressing against her and causing heat to bloom out from her core. She barely noticed when his hands disappeared and he pressed himself to her entrance. He looked up at her, waiting for her nod before continuing.  
 
      
 
    He wrapped his hands around her waist, pulling her down onto himself. She gasped, pain then pleasure taking over her mind as their rhythm synchronized. He reached up, pulled her head down toward his, and captured her lips again. Their tongues intertwined, their movements becoming quicker as they reached their peak. He slipped a hand between them, rubbing against her as he thrust faster with each twitch of his fingers. She couldn't keep her moans in. They built until she reached her peak, her head falling back as she clenched him with her thighs. She fell against him, her head on his shoulder, letting out a sigh as he reached his own peak, letting himself go.  
 
      
 
    Eliza kissed his neck, inhaling the scent of his sweat as they came to themselves. She blinked, her face heating as she looked around the room, remembering where they were. Then she climbed off his lap, trying to adjust her skirts. "Do you think anyone heard us?" She glanced to the door, her eyes wide as she looked back at him.  
 
      
 
    He strode over to her, a smile on his lips. "If they did, they were wise enough to stay away." He reached out and touched her hair, the curls framing her face in the most becoming way. She reached up, trying to shove the pins back in place. He took her hands in his, shaking his head. "Leave it. I like it like that." 
 
      
 
    "But they will know what we did." Her bottom lip trembled as she gazed up at him, her feelings overwhelming her. She still felt the fluttering of excitement and contentment from what they had done but at the same time, shame filled her. If anyone found out, she would be ruined. Her father would have to marry her off to the first person who would take her. Tears welled in her eyes as she looked up at him. 
 
      
 
    "Does it matter? If you are going to be my wife, then it does not matter." He grabbed her hands, holding them to his chest. 
 
      
 
    Tears fell as relief replaced shame. "You still want me? After that?" Her cheeks heated again at the thought of what they had just done. 
 
      
 
    He leaned in and cupped her cheek with one hand. "More than ever." He kissed her, sucking on her bottom lip. "Be mine forever?"  
 
      
 
    She nodded, kissing him back, letting all the feelings she had for him fill her. Even if they didn't clear his father's name, she still wanted to marry him. She knew now that he wasn’t who she thought he was, that he was everything she had ever imagined a husband and partner could be. 
 
      
 
    She stopped, pushing him back. "But your father. We still do not have any proof." 
 
      
 
    He sighed, rubbing a hand down his face. Looking at the desk, he shook his head. "I doubt there is any. Either the duke removed it himself or instructed my father to burn it." 
 
      
 
    Her brow furrowed. “What about the boy? The one who your father beat?” She bit her lip, the image of the child flashing in her mind. “Maybe his family was paid to follow your father and that’s why he attacked? If we could find them, talk to them, we may get what we need.” 
 
      
 
    Edward shook his head. “I had Henry discreetly look for the boy and his family under the guise that I wanted to make reparations for what my father had done. They are nowhere to be found. It is almost like they never existed to begin with.” 
 
      
 
    “The duke must have paid them and sent them away.” 
 
      
 
    Edward’s face darkened. “Or worse.” Neither spoke for a minute as they thought of what may have befallen the boy and his family. 
 
      
 
    Then Eliza’s eyes lit up as an impish smile crossed her face. "Then we trick him!" Before Edward could interrupt, she continued, excitement making her hands fly through the air. "He may think he is safe but what if he were confronted with proof? He would try to get it from you any way he could." 
 
      
 
    "But there is no proof." 
 
      
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him. "He does not know that. It could even be a blank letter. You just need something to wave in his face. Invite the peerage, stash them where they can hear, then confront him." She smiled her winning smile, her eyes sparkling. 
 
      
 
    He considered her suggestion, getting more excited as he did. If the duke fell for it, it could work. He grabbed her, kissing her hard. "You wondrous woman. And here I thought all hope was lost."  
 
      
 
    She laughed, anticipation running through her. The duke had no idea what was coming. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
   B ack at his townhome, Edward sat at his desk, tapping a quill on the desk. For the third time, he pulled out his gold pocket watch, checking it again. Albert had agreed to come over for some refreshments and was running late, completely unlike him. Edward had to talk to him about Bethany before things got out of control.  
 
    Henry knocked on the door before opening it to let in Albert. Edward stood. He walked over to shake Albert’s hand and give him a hug. Albert returned the gesture, although a little slower than usual. When Edward looked into his eyes, he saw the dark circles underneath. Albert wasn’t getting any sleep, it seemed.  
 
    “Would you like some brandy?”  
 
    Albert nodded and sank into the seat across from Edward’s, where he leaned back and closed his eyes. Edward poured the brandy and set Albert’s on the desk before taking his seat and watching his friend for a few minutes in silence.  
 
    “Albert, what were you thinking?” 
 
    Albert’s eyes fluttered open. He glanced over at Edward, his lips pressed into a thin line. “So you know, then?” 
 
    “She is Eliza’s best friend. Why did you not come to me?” 
 
    Albert shook his head. “I wanted to. I planned to. But then I could not bring myself to. I did not want you to think any less of me.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” Edward hated to ask the question but he had to know.  
 
    Albert slammed a hand on the desk, making the glass rattle. “Of course I do. I thought she would be mine. I had asked her father and he had agreed. I did not realize my parents had other plans for me.” 
 
    “And now what? Snubbing a princess could have heavy consequences.” 
 
    Albert clenched his hands into fists. “I know. I have been stalling as best I can, but eventually my parents are going to demand that I marry. I want nothing to do with any royalty. I want Bethany.” 
 
    “But I assume if you leave with her, they will cut you off? You will have nothing to support her with?” He knew this scenario well. Fathers did this quite often to willful sons, hoping to make them bend to their will.  
 
    “They will. Everything will go to my younger brother. He keeps watching me, like he knows something is going on. It is almost like he is waiting to take my place.” Edward knew that Albert and his brother were competitive, being so close in age.  
 
    “What if I could give you a tidy sum of money to get you on your feet? Would you be able to get Bethany to Gretna Green?” Edward took a sip of his brandy, watching Albert’s reaction.  
 
    The man looked like a fish out of water, no words coming out of his lips as they moved. When he finally could speak, Albert all but sputtered. “You would do that for me?” 
 
    “Albert, my good man, you are my best friend. Of course I would do that for you.” Edward paused, contemplating his friend for a moment. “What would you do once you were married? You would need a way to make a living, to support yourselves.” 
 
    For the first time since they had sat down, a spark lit Albert’s eyes. “You know how good I am with horses. I want to work with them. I can train them and groom them. I am sure with a good recommendation from a certain duke, finding someone to take me on should not be an issue.” 
 
    Edward gave his friend an encouraging smile. “So you are to become a stable master?”  
 
    Albert nodded.  
 
    “Then maybe you should gain some experience. When were you and Bethany wanting to leave?” 
 
    “Less than a month. Once she starts to show, her father will marry her off to the first man who will take her. And if my parents figure it out before then, they’ll marry me off to that princess to keep me away from her.” 
 
    “Then for the next month, I want you to work at the stables at my country estate. My stable master is one of the best. He will teach you all you need to know to do the job. A recommendation from him will go a lot further than one from me. Agreed?”  
 
    Albert jumped up, reaching out to shake Edward’s hand. “Agreed. That is wonderful. I cannot thank you enough for this.”  
 
    Edward smiled as Albert rushed from the room, probably on his way to tell Bethany the good news. Or tell Anne so that she could tell Bethany, since the two being seen together would give them away. Edward sat back, sipping his brandy, glad he was able to help his friend.

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
   E liza arrived home from Edward’s country estate with plans running through her head. There was a lot to do before the dinner where Edward intended to call out the Duke of Kensington. She knew that he was nervous, that the duke could call his bluff and it would all be for naught, but he had to at least try, for his father.  
 
    As she stepped into the entry hall, her mother’s voice called out. “Eliza, is that you, dear?” 
 
    She pulled off her gloves, handing them, along with her hat, to a maid. Then she headed down the hall. “Yes, Mother, I am home.” She stepped into the drawing room and stopped, surprised to find her mother entertaining someone. “Oh, I did not realize you had company. I think I will go lie down.” 
 
    Shaking her head, her mother waved her farther into the room. “No, dear girl, he is here for you, not me.”  
 
    Eliza eyed the man standing with his back to her in front of the hearth. She took in the broad shoulders and blonde hair. Her mouth went dry as she realized who he was. “My lord, what a surprise to see you.” She stepped farther into the room, looking to her mother, pleading with her eyes for her to stay. Instead, her mother stood, gave her a knowing smile, and slipped out of the room, leaving Eliza alone with the duke and a maid who stood in the corner, waiting to pour them some tea.  
 
    He turned, raking his eyes over her body. “Lady Eliza, how lovely to see you.” He stepped toward her, reaching out his hands. Eliza cringed at touching him again, but let him take her hands so as not to offend him. “I called on you earlier in the week but your mother said you were out. Where have you been?” 
 
    Eliza shrugged, glancing around the room in desperation. She didn’t want to be this close to him, where she could smell the cigar smoke lingering on his clothes. “At our country estate. I needed some time away from all the goings-on around here.” 
 
    He nodded as if he understood, keeping a tight hold of her hands. “That is entirely understandable. Fresh air is good for everyone.” He gave her a knowing smile. “I heard that the Duke of Hartwell was at his estate as well. Your estates are close, are they not?” She heard the hidden question in his words, his desire to know whether she had seen the duke while out in the country. 
 
    “They are but I am afraid the duke was rather busy. Something to do with his father.” She watched his gaze, noticing his eyes narrowing. A small smile played across her lips. “So you heard about what has been going on?” 
 
    His lips thinned. “You mean the accusations he has made against my father in regards to his own father? Yes, I have heard.” He pulled his hands free, stepping away from her to go back to the hearth, where a fire was roaring even though it was warm outside.  
 
    “And what do you think?” Eliza held her breath. Maybe he would admit to his father’s dealings with Edward’s father. 
 
    He spun to look at her, arms crossed over his chest. “I think it is of no concern to such a beautiful woman as yourself. I think you should worry about parties and dresses and the marriage offers you are receiving.” His last words made her want to gag.  
 
    She took a step back, putting more space between them. “Offers? As in plural? I know of only one offer so far. And I am considering it.” 
 
    “Well, now you have two. I spoke to your father before you arrived and he is considering it. I daresay he will agree. The Duke of Hartwell is a nice fellow, but he is not as influential as my father is.” He looked down at his nails, buffing them against his coat.  
 
    Eliza balled her hands into fists, rage filling her from the core. How dare this man think that he could swoop in here and take possession of her? She was not some trinket to be bought. “I believe that is between me and my father to decide.” She reached up, pressing a hand to her forehead. “Now, if you will excuse me, I am quite tired. I am going to lie down.” She left the room, rushing up the stairs to her own room as fast as her dress would allow.  
 
    Before she could throw herself on her bed, her mother burst in, hands on her hips. “Eliza, what has gotten into you? How could you leave the earl down there by himself?” 
 
    Eliza turned to her mother, weariness taking over, all her rage seeping away. “I am tired, Mother. I was not planning on entertaining anyone today. I just want to sleep.” 
 
    “That does not mean you should treat him that way.” 
 
    Eliza threw her arms out, groaning. “What way? I spoke to him.” 
 
    Her mother narrowed her dark eyes, her mouth becoming a thin line. “Yes, you spoke to him. You do know he has offered for your hand?” 
 
    “Well, I already have an offer.” 
 
    “That you have not accepted. For all you know, the duke will rescind it, and then where will you be?” Her mother rushed forward, taking her hands and pulling her down onto her four-poster bed. “My darling child, I only worry for you. I want you to be well cared for. If the Duke of Hartwell does not want you, at least this earl is interested. You could do far worse.” Eliza watched as her mother cringed at the thought.  
 
    “The duke will not rescind. And I have decided to accept his offer.” She had wanted to tell her father first, but her mother left her no choice in the matter. 
 
    Her mother stood, clapping her hands together. “Really? You are going to agree to marry the duke?” 
 
    Eliza nodded, some of her happiness returning. “I am. Now, can I please get some rest?”  
 
    Her mother swooped down and kissed her cheek before turning and leaving the room with a spring in her step.  
 
    Eliza shook her head as she unpinned her hair, her mother’s happiness bringing a smile to her face. She pushed aside the earl’s words, knowing that once she accepted Edward’s offer, there was nothing the duke’s son could do. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
   T he earl’s words swirled in Eliza’s head that evening. She didn’t get to see her father until after dinner, her nap having lasted longer than she had anticipated. She really had been as tired as she claimed.  
 
    The first chance she had, Eliza rushed into her father’s office, almost crashing into him as he paced near the hearth, a glass of his favorite brandy in hand. He smiled down at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Your mother told me the good news.” 
 
    Eliza nodded, her hands clasped before her. “I have agreed to marry the Duke of Hartwell. You were right when you thought we would be a good match.” She licked her lips, thinking over her next words carefully. “The Earl of Derbyshire was here earlier. He mentioned he, too, had made an offer. Is that true?” 
 
    Her father nodded, taking a sip of his brandy. He set down the glass and grabbed her hands, squeezing them tightly. “But we will not need to worry about that, for you have chosen. He came only today. I did not even know he had been interested before.” 
 
    Eliza thought quickly. If her father knew that the earl’s father had done something to Edward’s father, he would make an excellent ally. “I believe he offered only because the Duke of Hartwell had. The duke suspects the earl’s father of some wrongdoings and is looking into things that could be very embarrassing for them as a family and part of the peerage. The earl may be trying to distract the duke on his father’s behalf.”  
 
    Her father watched her closely, taking in her wide eyes and flushed face. “Do you know exactly what the Duke of Kensington is suspected of having done?” 
 
    Eliza nodded. “Edward told me. It is in relation to his actions in the last year of his life. He was paranoid and now Edward believes that it was the Duke of Kensington making him that way.” She squeezed her father’s hands. “Edward wants to clear his father’s name. It is very important to him. Maybe I can use the earl’s attentions to help.” 
 
    “Just be careful, Eliza. The Duke of Kensington can be dangerous. I suspect his son is not as clueless as he pretends to be.” Her father kissed her cheek, sending her on her way.  
 
    Eliza let out a breath as she stepped out of the room. She had worried that her father wouldn’t be happy that she was helping Edward, but it seemed he understood what she needed to do. She knew her next stop had to be Edward. He had to know that the earl had tried to pursue her.  
 
    *** 
 
    Eliza stood before the door of Edward’s townhome, her hand raised to knock. She had slipped out in the early morning hours, before the rest of the house had woken up. She wanted to speak to Edward alone, in private, without anyone hovering over her shoulder. Asking him to come to her was out of the question, as her mother would always be nearby, listening in.  
 
    She knocked, taking deep breaths to calm her racing heart. She couldn’t wait to have him hold her again, whisper in her ear. She wanted to feel his lips on her skin, burning a trail as they went.  
 
    Henry opened the door, looking not the least surprised to find her there so early in the morning. “Lady Eliza. How may I help you?” 
 
    She gave him her best smile, hoping he wouldn’t say anything to anyone about her early visit. “I’m here to see Edward.”  
 
    Henry nodded, motioning for her to follow him inside. He led her to Edward’s office, where she found him behind his large desk, reading a large book. As she walked in, he looked up, a smile alighting on his face. “Ah, Eliza. Lovely to see you. Thank you, Henry that will be all.” Henry stepped out, closing the door behind him.  
 
    Eliza rushed to the desk, bending over it to look down at him. “The Earl of Derbyshire came to see me yesterday.” She closed her eyes, trying to calm herself. Now that she was here, she worried that Edward might react poorly to what she had to tell him.  
 
    “And what did the man want?” 
 
    “To ask permission to marry me.” She blew out a breath, the tension leaving her shoulders.  
 
    Edward leaned forward, his brow creased. “And your response?” 
 
    “That I already had a marriage proposal. Then I proceeded to tell both my parents that I had decided to marry you.” She clutched her hands in front of her, suddenly nervous. “I hope that was okay.” 
 
    He stood and came around the desk, pulling her into his arms. “Much more than okay. How did they take it?” 
 
    She smiled up at him, snuggling into his chest. “How do you think they took it? Both were immensely happy.” She snickered, causing him to look down at her. “I wish I could see the earl’s face when he learns that he has no chance.” 
 
    Edward cupped her face, staring into her eyes. “I am surprised the man thought he stood any chance at all.” 
 
    She shrugged and stood on her tiptoes. “I think he assumed his father’s influence would help him get what he wanted.” 
 
    Edward bent toward her. “Not this time,” he whispered before pressing his lips firmly over hers. Eliza melted into him, enjoying the tingle that traveled down her spine at his touch. For a moment, she lost herself to him, desire surging through her. 
 
    Edward pulled away and took a step back. With wide eyes, Eliza watched him as she struggled to catch her breath. She reached for him, and he took her hands, holding them against his chest. “We have to be careful. What we did at the country estate, we cannot let it happen again. I want to marry you because we chose each other, not because we were forced into something.” 
 
    Eliza nodded but her heart hurt. She wanted to be close to him, feel him with every part of her body, no matter how it was looked at. He was to be her husband. To her, it did not matter when. Her mother could probably plan their wedding in less than a month if she let her.  
 
    Instead of saying so, however, she smiled sweetly, inching closer. “Then I guess we should get married as soon as possible. Do you agree?” 
 
    She could see the desire in his eyes, the way he lazily trailed them down her body, and she knew he wanted her just as badly as she wanted him. He cleared his throat, glancing away. “I want to clear my father’s name first. I do not want you marrying me before this mess is over with.” 
 
    Her hope sputtered out. “But what if it is never resolved? What if you cannot trick the duke into admitting it?” 
 
    “Then we will discuss it at that time.” He moved to walk around the desk and she reached out, grabbing his hand to stop him. It felt like her heart was in her chest, and getting the words out seemed more difficult than usual. 
 
    “Do not tell me that you are having second thoughts.” She wouldn’t have thought it possible just yesterday.  
 
    For a moment, he looked so confused that it almost made her laugh. Then he chuckled. “Eliza, I want to marry you. That has not changed. I just worry that because the earl is sniffing around, we need to be more cautious. Coming here this early unsupervised could look very bad for you. I do not want to ruin your reputation.” 
 
    “I will say we were making wedding plans. That should shut him up.”  
 
    Edward chuckled again, then stepped back over to her and pulled her into his arms once more. “It definitely would. Let us just be careful for now, okay? I will set a ball to announce our marriage once this business with the duke is handled.”  
 
    Eliza nodded against his chest, pushing aside her fears. If Edward said he would do it, she had to believe he would follow through. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
   A nne and Bethany sat under a tree with Eliza, sipping tea and listening to her talk about Edward. Anne leaned in, her smile contagious. “Have you been dress shopping yet?” 
 
    Eliza laughed, unable to stop herself. Of course, Anne would want to know about the dress. “Not yet. He does not want to announce anything until after he has settled his business with the Duke of Kensington.” Bethany and Anne exchanged a glance, sending butterflies careening in Eliza’s stomach. “What? What was that look for?” 
 
    Bethany sighed and rested a hand on her still-flat stomach before continuing. “It just sounds like a very good excuse to get out of his proposal now that he has gotten what he wanted.”  
 
    Eliza’s cheeks heated at the words. She had told Anne and Bethany about her time at Edward’s country estate, swearing them both to secrecy. 
 
    “Not that he would do that but, you know, some men do,” Anne chimed in, seeing the annoyed look cross Eliza’s face.  
 
    Eliza waved her hand at them. “No. He was the one who asked to marry me. When I told him about the earl’s offer, he said he was not going to get what he wanted, meaning me. Why would he say that if he did not intend to go through with it?” 
 
    “Things change, darling. You know that as well as I.” Bethany gave her a sad smile. Anne had conveyed Albert’s assurances to Bethany that all would be well, and Edward had told Eliza about Albert’s plans. However, until they actually happened, Bethany couldn’t be sure that he would follow through. Or worse, he could get caught.  
 
    Eliza reached over and patted her friend’s hand. “It will all work out. Edward has offered to help. We will get you to Gretna Green, you will see.” 
 
    Bethany nodded, looking over at Anne. “So what about you? Who has caught your eye?” 
 
    Anne looked down at the blueberry tart in her lap, her fingers picking at the flakey crust. “No one yet. Father gets angry every time I come home without an offer.” 
 
    Eliza huffed. “Does he really think it is that easy?” 
 
    Anne looked over at her. “For some, it is. I have a cousin who got an offer her first night out. Married within two months. Father wants that, but I do not find the men to be quite so keen.” 
 
    “Well, then, they are blind to not see what a catch you are.” Bethany smiled at Anne.  
 
    “I know you do not like him, Eliza, but I find the Earl of Derbyshire to be quite interesting. He is so interested in boats and how they work and he does not mind explaining them. No one else has ever bothered to explain things like that to me.” Eliza heard the sadness in Anne’s voice and her heart broke a little for her friend.  
 
    She glanced around her mother’s garden, taking in the fresh flowers blooming, the sun warming her skin, the birds chirping overhead, enjoying all of it. She pointed to a rose bush not far from where they sat in the grass. “See that bush there? The one with all the pink roses?”  
 
    Both girls nodded.  
 
    “That thing did not bloom for the first three years we had it. Mother got fed up and chopped it, deciding to have it removed when she had time. She forgot about it, as she sometimes does, and it bloomed the following spring. You are still blooming, Anne. Let them come to you.”  
 
    Anne nodded, but Eliza could still see the sadness in her eyes. Even on a day as beautiful as this one, her friends’ moods were dark. Eliza steered them back to wedding talk, hoping to raise their spirits and push away the grey thoughts, all the while forming a plan to help both herself and Anne. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
   T he Earl of Derbyshire stood near the docks, his hands behind his back as Eliza and Anne approached him. She smiled, hoping that he would not be offended that she had brought her friend with her for a meeting that she had requested. He had seemed eager enough in his response to her request, so she hoped he would see having an audience of two as being better than having an audience of one.  
 
    Holding her parasol over her head to keep the sun’s glare off her face, she turned to usher Anne up to her side. They had spent the last three hours in Anne’s room, dressing her for the occasion. Anne had gone through three dresses before settling on the pale green one that accented her creamy skin and freckles. 
 
    The earl looked momentarily surprised, sucking in a breath as Anne smiled at him. With her red hair piled underneath her hat and tendrils framing her face, she was quite the sight to behold. Eliza didn’t agree that he deserved even a little bit of Anne’s attention but if she liked him, who was Eliza to object? 
 
    “Lady Anne, this is quite the surprise.” He sounded genuinely happy to see Anne.  
 
    Eliza’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    The earl licked his lips, turning his attention back to her. “I did not realize you would be bringing someone else with you.”  
 
    Eliza smiled and linked her arm with Anne’s. “When I mentioned to Lady Anne that I would be visiting the docks today to get a tour of one of your favored boats, she begged to come along. It seems she is quite fond of them as well.”  
 
    The earl’s mouth hung open for a moment as his gaze moved back to Anne, who bowed her head in embarrassment. Eliza struggled to keep from laughing at the man. Apparently, no one else had ever shown an interest in his boats.  
 
    He recovered, straightening up and offering his arms to both of them. They let him lead them onto the closest ship, a huge monstrosity with white sails that creaked as the water lapped against its side.  
 
    He took them below decks, showing them the galley and the cabin where he stayed when he was on board. He took them for a walk around the main mast, then offered to take them out to sea sometime if they would like. Eliza shook her head, already feeling queasy. Anne nodded, her hat almost toppling off in her excitement. “That would be wonderful, My Lord.” 
 
    The look he gave Anne made Eliza cough. He may have set his sights on Eliza but it seemed that another young lady interested him more. This seemed odd to Eliza. Why would he offer for Eliza if he really didn’t want to marry her? She suspected he was being put up to it, but the reason escaped her understanding.  
 
    After disembarking the ship, the earl led them away from the docks and the smell of fish toward a little inn. As he held open the door, he said, “It is not much but they have amazing fish here.” Anne laughed, delighted by the prospect, while Eliza covered her mouth with her hand. Fish did not sound like a good idea right now.  
 
    Over fish and bread, the earl continued talking about the ship, going into detail about how it was built and designed. Anne hung on every word, seeming to forget to eat her food as she listened. Eliza pushed her fish around on the plate, not interested in eating any of it, still feeling queasy from having been on the boat.  
 
    At one point, Anne excused herself to go freshen up, leaving the earl and Eliza alone. It was the opportunity that Eliza had been waiting for. Leaning forward, she pointed her fork at him. “You like her.” 
 
    He looked up, his mouth hanging open. Then he snapped it shut, shaking his head. “I have no idea what you are speaking of. The Lady Anne likes ships. I like ships. Nothing more.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “You are trying to get me to rescind my offer. Afraid your duke is getting cold feet?” 
 
    Eliza’s mouth thinned. “Not in the least. I see the way you look at her, admire her. Anyone with two eyes can tell that you are more interested in her than you are in me. Why not pursue someone who might be interested in you too?” 
 
    For a moment, hope flashed in his eyes but it quickly disappeared. “Impossible. Her father would never agree. I am surprised yours is even considering it. My father does not have the best reputation and not many want to associate with me because of that.” For the first time, Eliza detected sadness in his voice. Could the earl possibly be lonely?  
 
    She leaned back, glancing around the inn. It was well kept, with clean tables and a cheery serving girl who moved from table to table with ease. Quaint, but not a place to turn up your nose at if you liked good food. “I doubt Lady Anne’s father would object. He seems very keen to marry her off. You two did play together as children.” She shrugged. “It cannot hurt to ask. Why not try to be happy?” 
 
    He looked at her over his food, the smell of fish permeating the air. “Not all of us are lucky enough to even hope for that.”  
 
    She gathered her courage, hoping she was right. “Your father put you up to it, did he not? He told you to offer for me, whether you wanted to or not.” The earl opened his mouth to protest but she shook her head. “Even if you denied it, I would not believe you. What I want to know is, why?” 
 
    The earl clamped his mouth shut, his eyes darting to the door. If he took off now, he would probably never speak to Anne again. Instead, he looked back at Eliza. “He wants to distract the Duke of Hartwell. The duke is searching for something my father does not want him to find.” 
 
    Eliza nodded. “I know what he is doing. Your father thinks that you competing for me will distract him?” 
 
    The earl shrugged. “Who knows? I only do as I am told.” The words seemed to leave a bitter taste in his mouth as his face scrunched up in distaste. “It does not matter that I would rather pursue another. I am a dutiful son and so I do as I am told.” 
 
    Eliza sighed. “You know, you could have just told me the truth. I can help you.” 
 
    He tilted his head, glancing up and down her form. “Really? How?” 
 
    She grinned. “We can lull your father into a false sense of security. If he thinks that you and I are engaged, would he leave you alone?” 
 
    The earl thought for a moment before responding. “He would. He would also use it to taunt the Duke of Hartwell. He would think the job was done and not worry about pursuing other means of torturing him.” 
 
    Eliza gasped. “Other means? What other means?” 
 
    The earl shook his head. “It does not matter. But what will the duke think? I thought you were all set to marry him.” 
 
    Eliza leaned toward him, motioning for him to lean in. “Oh, I plan to. But we need to distract your father. Why not use his own tools against him? Tell him I have accepted your suite. We can even pretend in public if that will satisfy you. But you, Anne, Edward, and I will know the truth. You can pursue Anne in secret if you like.” She leaned back, folded her hands into her lap, and waited. This could either go her way or blow up in her face. It was up to the earl to decide.  
 
    Anne’s return to the table with a sweet smile in his direction answered for him. “I will do it. As long as it remains between the four of us. And the Duke of Hartwell had better be an amazing actor.” 
 
    Eliza winked. “Oh, I am sure he is.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   E dward gaped at her, words escaping him. Eliza wanted to pretend to be engaged to the Earl of Derbyshire? To what end? He scrambled through his thoughts, trying to determine if he had upset her somehow. He knew telling her that he wanted to wait to announce their official engagement had upset her, but he never thought she would stoop to this. “I do not see how this helps us.” 
 
    Eliza clasped her hands in front of her, giving him her biggest grin. “The Duke of Kensington set all this up to throw you off. He figured if you were distracted by trying to keep me from his son, you would not be able to focus enough to find anything incriminating against him.” She batted her lashes at him, making his stomach flip. “But if he thinks his son has succeeded, the duke will be lulled into a false sense of security. You will be so distraught by the loss of your suite, and of me, that you will hardly be able to function.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then you call him to dinner one night and show him the proof you found, pulling the rug right out from under him. He will never see it coming.” She smiled triumphantly, her eyes glittering with excitement.  
 
    “And the earl agreed to this?” Edward sounded skeptical.  
 
    “He did. He is not truly interested in me. He actually likes Anne.” Edward’s eyes widened and she nodded. “He talks to Anne, tells her about his boats, and she finds them interesting. She actually listens to him, which I suspect not many do.” She settled into the chair across from him at his desk. “It is quite sweet.” 
 
    “So you will have your parents believe that you really want to marry him? I thought you had already told them you were going to accept mine.” His brow furrowed as he tried to work out all the pieces. 
 
    She flapped her hand at him, unconcerned. “I did but I can change my mind. I will tell them that we had a falling out and that I believe the earl is the better choice. We will have to play our parts beautifully. You will have to be terribly mad at me.” She had a thought. “I am not going to tell you why we had a falling out. We need your reaction to what other people say to be as authentic as possible. Remember, angry at me. Like you hate the sight of me.” 
 
    He stood and walked around the desk, leaning over to capture her lips with his. When he pulled back, his eyes were smoldering. “I could never be mad at you or hate you but I will certainly try.” 
 
    She stood and moved toward the door. “And no one can know, not even Victoria. It pains me to hurt her but the duke cannot find out before we trap him. Understood?” 
 
    He nodded, licking his lips and tasting her there. She gave him a last lingering smile before slipping from the room, taking his hopes with her.  
 
    *** 
 
    Eliza stood before the hearth in her father’s study, her hands behind her back. She had to make her father believe she wanted this. “Father, I have changed my mind. Please tell me you have not accepted the duke’s offer on my behalf.” 
 
    He shook his head, looking up at her from where he sat at his desk. “Not yet. What do you mean you have changed your mind?” 
 
    Eliza did her best to put on an angry face, clenching her jaw and crossing her arms over her chest. “I have decided that the duke and I are not compatible. Not in the least. He is a beast of a man and I will not have him.” She stamped her foot for emphasis, hoping her father bought it. 
 
    He raised a single eyebrow at her, barely moving. “Really? Care to explain?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head, looking at her feet. “Not really. It is rather embarrassing. Needless to say, he is not who I thought he was.” She took a breath and looked up. “But the Earl of Derbyshire, well, he has turned out to be something unexpected.” 
 
    At her words, her father dropped the letter he had been reading. “Excuse me?” 
 
    She tossed her hands in the air, trying to sound confused. “The earl has been nothing but nice to me. I know who his father is, but he has no interest in what his father does. His love is for his ships and he takes the time to explain them to me, to help me understand what he loves about them. He never assumes that I will not be able to understand. I find that truly endearing.” She cringed inside at the way she sounded, but Anne’s words rang of truth. The earl may have ideas on how a lady should conduct herself, but he never once assumed that they weren’t smart enough to understand what he was telling them.  
 
    “And you think that will be enough for you?” Her father sounded skeptical and she couldn’t blame him. She was going against everything she had claimed to want.  
 
    “I am. I think that with time, the earl and I will come to an understanding. We may even grow to care for each other. I should not judge him based on who his father is.” She held her breath, waiting for her father’s blessing. 
 
    He still looked unsure, but sighed. “If this is what you want, then I will contact the earl.”  
 
    She rushed to his side, bending over to kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you, Father. It is exactly what I want.” She stepped from the office, praying that everything fell into place before she and the earl were forced to marry each other. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
   T he Duke of Kensington held a ball in celebration, his happiness at his son’s engagement to Eliza a nearly palpable thing. He had the best food brought out, a deer he had shot himself cooked for everyone. He brought out his best wine, walking around with a bottle and pouring it into any empty glasses he found. Eliza stood with the earl, watching his father prance with a shake of her head. “He really is happy you accomplished this.” 
 
    The earl frowned, his hand tapping against hers. “He is. He told me today that this will upset the Duke of Hartwell so much that he will stop his investigation immediately. He even patted me on the back. He has never done that before.”  
 
    Eliza looked up at him, worry threading through her. “Remember, we are faking it. This is so you can pursue Anne and throw your father off guard.”  
 
    He looked down at her, nodding. “I know. I am just relishing his praise for now. It will be short-lived once he finds out.” 
 
    Eliza snorted. “He will not find out until we tell him. And by then he will be in so much trouble, he will not care.” 
 
    “I hope you are right,” the earl muttered before turning to smile at his father as he came bustling over.  
 
    The duke grabbed Eliza around the shoulders, kissing both her cheeks with exuberance, the wine bottle having disappeared. “Ah, my future daughter-in-law. You are looking lovely tonight. That color really is stunning on you.” He elbowed the earl, winking at him. Eliza swallowed the bile that threatened to climb up her throat and gave him a small smile. He wasn’t wrong. The dress she wore was a light purple shade, flowing around her like a cloud.  
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace. This ball is wonderful.” He really had gone all out, even decorating the place with white roses.  
 
    “Only the best for my son.” He winked at the earl again before walking away, shouting at someone he saw across the room.  
 
    “That went well.” She looked up at the earl but he was staring across the room. She followed his gaze to find Edward standing near a column, glass in hand. He glared at the two of them, taking a sip without taking his eyes off them. Eliza licked her lips, her heart racing. “Now comes the true test.”  
 
    Edward set down his drink before stomping across the room, the crowd parting for him. Victoria ran after him, tugging on his arm to stop him, but he yanked away from her, stopping in front of them with anger in his eyes. Eliza took a step back, surprised at how good an actor he truly was. “I hope the two of you are miserable together.” The bitter tone to the words made Eliza’s heart ache. 
 
    The earl stepped forward, jutting out his chest. “Maybe you should leave. You do not seem to be in the best of mind right now.” 
 
    Edward pushed him aside, coming to a stop before her. “Does he know you do not keep promises you make? That you lie?” 
 
    Eliza opened her mouth to respond but before she could, the earl pulled her away from Edward, placing himself between the two. “Do not talk to my future bride that way. I do not care who you are, you will treat her with respect.”  
 
    The Duke of Kensington slid up next to Edward, taking in the scene with glee. “Now, now, we can all be friends. Come, Edward, let the lovebirds alone. I have a wonderful brandy you might like.” He patted the younger man on the back. “Do not be upset that the better man won the girl.” He let out a laugh that grated on Eliza’s nerves, making her shoulders hunch. Victoria followed in Edward’s wake, but the look she shot Eliza over her shoulder said they would speak later.  
 
    *** 
 
    Later in the evening, Victoria cornered Eliza as she tried to hide in the retiring room the duke had set aside for the ladies. Eliza had slipped away shortly after Edward had disappeared with the duke. She hoped to catch her breath and let her face rest from the fake smiling she had been doing all night.  
 
    Victoria threw open the door, the look on her face making the other ladies in the room scramble out as fast as they could. She slammed the door behind her, stalking toward Eliza with a look of determination on her face. Eliza stayed in her seat, trying to keep her thoughts off her face. Victoria would be the hardest to lie to, but if they were to keep the duke from finding out about the plan, the fewer the people who knew, the better.  
 
    Eliza had taken over a lounge chair, her head lying on a cushion she had found in the room. Victoria stopped before her, hands on her hips. “What do you have to say for yourself?” A flush had risen to her cheeks, making her anger evident. 
 
    Eliza barely glanced at her, feigning ignorance. “I do not know what you speak of.” 
 
    Victoria snorted. “I am sure. You have broken his heart. And for what? What did he do to displease you?” 
 
    Eliza took her time answering; wanting to make sure Victoria believed her. She had thought about this long and hard. The slight had to be something that would give her good enough reason to refuse his proposal but not terrible enough to make him look horrible. They were trying to repair his family’s reputation, not ruin it further. “What happened between me and Edward is between me and Edward.” She had to at least act like telling Victoria was difficult. 
 
    Victoria’s frown deepened. “Not good enough, Eliza. I thought we were friends. I thought we were in this together. We were going to help him.” Victoria sat next to her, reaching out to take her hands. “Please, tell me what happened. Maybe I can fix it, talk to him, something.” Now Eliza heard pain in Victoria’s voice.  
 
    She shored up her resolve, knowing she was doing this to help Edward. She pulled her hands from Victoria’s and moved to stand. “I do not wish to work it out or have it fixed. He said things, things that I never thought would cross his mind.” She clenched her hands into fists, pretending to remember these so-called things Edward had said to her. “He thought he was being funny, but if that is what he really thinks, I want nothing to do with him.” 
 
    Victoria stood, reaching for her again. “What things, Eliza? What did he say?” 
 
    Eliza licked her lips, pausing for dramatic effect. She had to make sure Victoria believed her. “He said that once we were married, he planned to keep me on a tight leash since I seemed to get myself into the worst of predicaments. That he would make sure I was watched at all times.” She made her eyes big, pleading with Victoria to believe her. “I will not be caged, Victoria. I will not be watched like a prisoner.” She shuddered, the idea of such a thing bothering her to the core. 
 
    Victoria laughed, throwing back her head. When she had recovered, she wiped her eyes. “A leash? Have you watched the way Edward treats me? There is no way Edward said those things. And if he did, he said them in jest. Come, Eliza, how could you think the Earl of Derbyshire is better than Edward?” 
 
    Eliza took a deep breath, praying her friend would forgive her one day. “The earl has promised that once we are married, I will be able to come and go as I please, do as I please. Ours is to be a marriage of convenience. He wants to focus on his ships and I want to be free to do as I wish. As long as I perform my duties as wife, he says that he sees no reason why he would interfere with my every day schedule.”  
 
    Victoria deflated, her shoulders slumping, her arms dropping to her sides. “So that is it, then? You will get the freedom you desire to do as you want and you break Edward’s heart in the process. Did you even try to talk to him about it? 
 
    Eliza nodded. “I did. And he did not apologize or take it back. He meant it.” She moved to the door, not glancing back. “I am sorry, Victoria. I wish it had turned out differently.”  
 
    As she exited the room, she heard Victoria whisper, “I do, too.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
   T he following morning, Edward sat at his desk, breakfast cooling off to one side. His performance last night had been so good, the duke had spent three hours with Edward in his office, talking about anything and everything he pleased. He had served Edward his best brandy, keeping his glass full all evening and drinking enough himself to fall asleep at his desk before Edward left.  
 
    Victoria had been sullen and quiet on the way home, but Edward had expected that. She had come to like and even care for Eliza, so for her, this was a betrayal of them both. Edward suspected that Eliza had said something to her while he was otherwise occupied, but he hadn’t yet asked Victoria what it was. He planned to, so that he knew what Eliza was telling people. They had to keep their stories straight and because they weren’t supposed to be speaking, he couldn’t just ask her. Besides that, his shock had to be genuine, even to Victoria. 
 
    Victoria shuffled into his office later that morning, dark circles under her eyes, her hair hanging limply around her shoulders. “Rough night?” he asked. 
 
    She sighed, flopping into a chair. Then she reached over and started picking at his forgotten breakfast, munching on a biscuit. He waited her out, letting her gather her thoughts.  
 
    “Why did you say those things, Edward?” Her voice came out gravelly, like she had been yelling for hours. 
 
    “What things?” He leaned back, never taking his eyes from her.  
 
    She looked up, tears welling in her eyes. “Why did you tell her you would keep a tight leash on her? That you would have her followed once you were married? You know how she is, how much she wants her freedom. She wants an equal partner, not a jailor.”  
 
    He clenched his jaw, trying to keep his face blank. So that was the story Eliza was going with. He could use that. “Eliza is careless. I found her in the duke’s office, hiding under his desk. She could have been caught. If it had been the duke, Lord only knows what he would have done to her. I want to protect her, Victoria. If she would only listen, she would know this.” 
 
    “It is too late for that, dear cousin. You have scared her away and into the arms of someone she does not even love.” She picked at the biscuit, shredding it in her lap. 
 
    He feigned surprise, leaning forward. “She does not love him? Not even a little bit?” 
 
    Victoria let out a heartless laugh. “Of course she does not. She is marrying him out of convenience. He will let her do as she pleases as long as she performs her wifely duties.” She looked up at him. “I fear it is too late, no matter what she may feel for you.” 
 
    He ran a hand down his face, letting out a grunt of frustration. “She does not understand the danger she puts herself in. The duke will not take kindly to someone who does not do as he wants them to.” 
 
    Victoria stood, looking down at him with haunted eyes. “I know this. He expects women to be seen and not heard, to not have opinions that differ from his own. The first time Eliza contradicts him, she will be in trouble. You need to fix this and fast.” She left the room, not waiting for his response.  
 
    Edward smiled to himself, happy that they seemed to have fooled everyone around them. As long as they maintained it, the plan might actually work.  
 
    *** 
 
    Bethany sat with Eliza in her room as she prepared for an outing with the Duke of Kensington and his son. Bethany had come over to see how Eliza was doing. She had missed the announcement ball but heard about it from Anne afterward. Having not heard from Albert, she refused to talk about him, focusing only on Eliza. “I cannot believe you have agreed to marry the earl. Why, just last week you were saying you could not stand him.” She lowered her voice and glanced at the door before saying, “I thought you were growing to love Edward.” 
 
    Eliza bit her lip, debating with herself. Bethany wouldn’t tell anyone, Eliza knew that. But they had agreed to keep the people in the know to a minimum. One slip-up was all it would take for the duke to find out and then she would be in real trouble.  
 
    Sighing, she looked at Bethany in her mirror. “Edward wants to keep a close eye me. He claims it is for my own protection. The earl has promised to do no such thing. As long as I perform my duties as his wife, he will let me be.” 
 
    Bethany scrunched up her nose, unable to keep the disgust out of her voice. “That is horrible, Eliza. That is no kind of life.” 
 
    Eliza shrugged, working to pin up her hair. “It is the only kind of life I could ever hope for, Bethany.” She sighed. “I have thought long and hard about this. Even before the duke made his offer of marriage to me, I thought about what I wanted and how I could go about achieving it. I thought for a time that he would be the one who would give me the happiness I wanted, but now I see that he would just lock me up. He may think that is some form of protection, but I would not do well in a cage, even a gilded one.” 
 
    Bethany stepped up behind her, placing her hands on her shoulders. “I know you fear losing yourself if you marry, but is this really what you want? A marriage of convenience, a man who does not truly love you?” 
 
    Eliza licked her lips, meeting Bethany’s eyes in her mirror. “It is. We knew that finding love for ourselves would be nigh impossible.”  
 
    Bethany gave her a sad smile in agreement. Albert was out of contact. For all they knew, he could have been married off to the princess in secret. She was running out of time, and they both knew it. If Albert didn’t come for her soon, Bethany’s father would marry her off to the first man who would have her. Eliza shuddered to think what sort of man would accept her, baby and all. She patted Bethany’s hand, hoping that things fell into place sooner rather than later, for her friend’s sake. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
   E liza strode through the dress shop with the Duke of Kensington and the earl trailing behind her. She glanced at the different fabrics, pretending to stop and look at any that might have caught her eye. The shopkeeper, an older woman with wispy brown hair and laugh lines around her eyes, bustled around her, offering input where she felt it was needed. “Now, your mother told me that you favor purple. I could certainly do your dress in one of those shades if you like.” 
 
    Eliza pursed her lips, pretending to think it over. Because this wasn’t a real engagement and she would never actually marry the earl, it didn’t matter what she decided. “Do you have any dresses currently waiting to go to their owners that I could look at? Maybe to get an idea of how I want it to look?” 
 
    The shopkeeper nodded and led her to the back of the shop, behind the counter into a room where she did most of her pinning and sewing. Three dresses were set out, two with pins still in them, but one that seemed finished. Eliza glanced over them, noting the care the shopkeeper took with them. She trailed her fingers along the cuff of one of the sleeves, the fabric soft underneath her fingers. “You do stunning work, Amelia.” 
 
    Amelia smiled, her hands clasped before her. “I am so happy you chose me to make your dress for your special day.” 
 
    Eliza blew out a breath and looked back at the dresses. The finished one was stunning, with lace sleeves and intricate designs of flowers and swirls along the length of the skirt. “This would look beautiful with purple throughout.” 
 
    Amelia slid up next to her, a smile spreading across her face. “It truly would. I could make it happen if you like. I have your measurements from the last order your mother placed.” 
 
    Eliza bit her lip. She could order the dress. It would add credence to the ruse. And once she and Edward married, she could wear the dress. “Yes, I think I would like that.” 
 
    Amelia squeezed her hand and stepped away, leaving something behind. Eliza looked down at the scrap of paper, surprised. She glanced around, noting that Amelia was on the other side of the room, at a counter flipping through a book. Eliza opened the paper and read it quickly before slipping it into the bodice of her dress. Edward needed a letter with the duke’s handwriting on it, something that he could wave in the duke’s face at the right time. The words wouldn’t be correct, but the seal and the signature would match and add authenticity to his story.  
 
    Eliza stepped over to Amelia, thanking her quietly before leaving the room. She found the duke and the earl waiting for her at the counter. “I believe I have found what I want.” 
 
    The duke’s eyebrows shot up. He looked from her to the earl. “That was extremely fast, Lady Eliza. Are you sure you have found it? It took my third wife three weeks and four different shops before she found the right dress.” 
 
    Eliza licked her lips, her hands clammy. She could feel the scrap of paper rubbing against her chest and she fought to urge to reach up and scratch at it. “I am. Miss Amelia does wonderful work. Every dress I have worn this season has come from her. I trust her to make the dress of my dreams.” Her gaze darted to the earl. She had to speak to him in private. Thinking fast, she let out a sigh and sagged against the counter. “I fear all this excitement has starved me. Lunch?”  
 
    The earl rushed forward, helping her to straighten, before looking at his father. “The carriage, Father?” The duke nodded, slipping from the shop. 
 
    The earl looked down at her, his eyes narrowed. “What is wrong?” 
 
    “Edward left a note for me here. He needs a letter of your father’s. Does not matter what it is, but it needs to be something that he can pretend is the proof against him. It must have his seal and signature on it.” She held her breath, praying it was something he could get his hands on. 
 
    He frowned, his eyes darting to the door of the shop. “Yes, I believe that should be possible. Father receives so many letters, I am sure he will not miss one.”  
 
    Eliza smiled up at him, relief flooding through her. The sooner they went through with this, the sooner she would be with Edward.  
 
    The earl squeezed her shoulder, helping her to the door. Eliza threw one last look around the shop before stepping out, hoping to catch sight of Edward. Not seeing him, she turned around to the front, disappointment stealing the spring from her step. At least she had his note to read again later. It was better than nothing. 
 
    *** 
 
    As the earl led Eliza from the shop, Edward slipped from the back room, his breath coming out in gasps. He had arrived at the shop moments before Eliza, needing to make sure she received the message he had to get to her. The more he thought about their plan, the more he realized that the duke would never believe him if the letter he waved in his face didn’t contain his seal and signature. Eliza was now in the perfect position to get such a document. 
 
    He had ducked into the back with Miss Amelia, handing her the note and begging for her help before hiding under her counter, where he knew Eliza would never look. He had heard her talk about the dress, noting the desire in her voice, even if she didn’t. Though the engagement to the earl was fake, her desire for that dress was real. He hoped he would get to see her in it someday. 
 
    After thanking Miss Amelia for her help, Edward stepped out of the shop and glanced down the street. He noted that the carriage had moved down near a tea shop, the earl helping Eliza step from it. She must’ve put on a good show to get a ride someplace so close to the shop. He pulled his hat low over his head and turned in the opposite direction, his mission complete. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
   T he earl and Eliza dropped off his father before heading to Eliza’s home. The earl had insisted that he escort her. They sat in silence for several moments before the earl spoke. “To get a letter, I will need help. Someone to distract him or be my lookout. I cannot do it by myself.” 
 
    Eliza let out a breath and leaned her head against the window to watch the passing homes. “Would breakfast tomorrow work? I am sure, as your future bride, it would not be unusual for me to be there.” 
 
    He nodded, rubbing his hands together. “Perfect. You can come to breakfast. I can give you a tour of the home and you can watch while I get what we need.” He looked at her, drawing her gaze from the window. “You are sure he needs a letter? I cannot get just a blank sheet with a seal?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head. “The missive asked specifically for a letter. I am assuming that the duke will notice if there is no writing on it.” 
 
    He pursed his lips, his eyes wandering around the carriage. The interior showed off the duke’s wealth, with gilded gold and plush velvet seats. “I guess that makes sense. Father will never believe a blank sheet of paper.” He sighed, licking his lips. “This makes me nervous. If we get caught, we are done for.” He shuddered. “You do not know what he is capable of.” 
 
    Eliza looked away from the window, at the man sitting across from her. She could see the tremors as he sat with his hands in his lap. He was truly afraid of his father. “What do you think he would do to you? You are his only heir.” 
 
    He looked over at her, his eyes wide. “Oh, he would keep me alive. But he would inflict as much pain as possible while doing so.” 
 
    The carriage came to a stop, jostling them. Eliza waited as the footman pulled open the door and reached in to help her out. She looked back at the earl and took a deep breath. “It will be fine. I will see you tomorrow morning.”  
 
    He nodded to her, not saying anything as the door closed and the carriage pulled away.  
 
    *** 
 
    The following morning, Eliza sat across from the earl, a soft-boiled egg in front of her. She gave him a reassuring smile, trying to hide her own worries. The duke slurped his food, washing it down with copious amounts of wine. She glanced around the room, taking in the heavy drapes around the windows, the thick seat covers, and the large table at which they sat. It could hold thirty people by her estimation, the other end almost disappearing in the shadows. They ate off gilded plates, the goblets encrusted with jewels.  
 
    Eliza decided to try conversation, see if the duke could be distracted. “Your Grace, I hear that you own fields in the country. Have they been profitable this season?” 
 
    He looked up, surprise widening his eyes. “My dear, I do not feel that is appropriate conversation for a lady of your station. What do you care about fields?” He looked at his son for agreement. The earl nodded, bowing low over his food. 
 
    Eliza set down her spoon, her brow furrowed. “Why, Your Grace, I feel that everyone should be concerned about how well the crops are doing or how well the factories are running. They support our way of life, do they not?” 
 
    He scoffed, reaching for his glass. After taking a large gulp, he set it down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Something could be said about his lack of manners. “But you are a woman, and women need not concern themselves with those things. Tell me, what are the latest fashions out now? Anything interesting from France?” 
 
    Eliza started to protest, but a kick under the table made her look up. The earl shook his head ever so slightly before returning to his food. Clenching her teeth and barely refraining from rolling her eyes, she coughed into her hand before continuing. “I have not seen anything new out of France as of late, but I am sure they will have something soon.” 
 
    He nodded and reached for his spoon again. Eliza glanced at the earl. They needed an excuse to slip away. There had to be something that could distract the duke.  
 
    A thought occurred to her and she spoke before she lost her nerve. “I have heard that you are looking for another wife yourself, Your Grace. Any of the ladies catch your eye?” 
 
    He paused, looking over at her. “Why? Do you have one you would suggest?” 
 
    She shrugged, taking a bite of the egg, letting the yolk fill her mouth. “I do not know what you look for in a wife. What is your preference?” 
 
    He chuckled, waving his spoon in the air. “Preference? There is no difference as long as the woman in question performs her wifely duties.” He leered at Eliza, his gaze dropping to her bosom before returning to meet her eyes.  
 
    She shuddered, looking over at the earl, then back at his father. “I mean, what about age? What exactly do you want a fifth wife for?” 
 
    The duke pursed his lips, tapping his chin with his free hand. “More children, of course. I have one son but it never hurts to have a spare.” His gaze slid over to his son, who kept eating, acting like a conversation wasn’t going on around him.  
 
    Eliza bit her lip, frustration making her shoulders hunch. She lowered her head and looked at the duke through her lashes. “That sounds … lovely.” She smiled at him. “I was hoping that your son could give me a tour of your home. It is so beautiful.” She batted her lashes for good measure.  
 
    He chuckled and looked over at his son. “Want some alone time, eh? Go on, show her around. Take all the time you need.” The duke went back to his food, not looking up as the two of them stood and left the room, both heaving sighs of relief once out of his presence.  
 
    “He really is not a nice person,” she whispered as they headed up the large staircase. 
 
    The earl snorted. “You have no idea.” He led Eliza to a set of large doors that she recognized as the duke’s office doors. He pushed them open, glancing behind them before slipping inside. He poked his head out, his nose inches from hers. “Wait here. Tap on the door if there is any trouble.” She nodded, putting her hands behind her back and pacing the hall, straining to hear any sounds of people approaching. 
 
    She heard the rattle of dishes from the kitchen, voices murmuring in a room down the hall, and the shuffle of feet. Her heart racing, she rushed to the office doors, tapping on them.  
 
    The earl pulled them open and looked at her with wide eyes. “What?” 
 
    “Someone is coming. I heard footsteps.”  
 
    He rolled his eyes. “That could be any number of people.” 
 
    “But they’re coming closer. What is taking so long?” She couldn’t understand how hard it was to grab a letter. 
 
    “Look, I need a letter that he will not notice is missing. I have to make sure it does not contain anything he is waiting for. It is a very hard task to accomplish. He keeps his letters under lock, and I had to break that to get to them in the first place.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open. “He will not notice the broken lock?” 
 
    The earl waved his hand. “I can repair it. I have been doing so since I was a small child.” He gave her a mischievous grin. “It is how I manage to get what I want most of the time.” He slipped back into the room and pulled the door closed again. Eliza slumped against it, blowing out a breath. This was turning out to be harder than she thought. 
 
    Footsteps pulled her upright, making her turn as the duke clomped up the stairs. She tapped her foot on the door before rushing to the duke, grasping his arm and giving him a worried look. “Your Grace, thank goodness. The earl and I got separated in the garden and I cannot seem to find him. Could you please help me?” She swallowed the bile that rose in her throat at the thought of being alone with the duke, but it couldn’t be helped.  
 
    He patted her hand and gave her a gentle smile. “Why, yes, my dear, of course. I do love the maze that I had built out there but it can be quite confusing. Come; let us see where the boy has gotten off to.”  
 
    They went back down the stairs and out to the garden, where the bushes towered over Eliza’s head. The duke led the way, pointing out flowers as they went, or statues that they passed. “My first wife loved this garden. I had it planted for her. She would wander through here for hours, enjoying the greenery.” He looked back over his shoulder at Eliza, waggling his eyebrows. “She gave me three strong and healthy girls.”  
 
    Eliza clasped her hands before her, growing more nervous by the minute. She prayed the earl would find them soon and rescue her from his father. “I bet she was a lovely woman.” 
 
    The duke shrugged. “She did her duty. A shame she passed when she did. My second wife did not appreciate the garden. Refused to come out here unless she had to. Claimed it was haunted.” He let out a breath. “Such a pity she gave only me girls as well.”  
 
    He continued walking, practically pulling her along with him. She glanced back at the house, but saw no movement and no one coming to her rescue.  
 
    “Now my third wife, she was special. She appreciated everything I did for her. Simple girl, mind you, but she did give me a son, and for that, she will always have a special place in my heart. Too bad she died shortly after giving birth to him.” 
 
    Eliza stopped, her mouth dropping open. “The earl did not know his own mother?” 
 
    The duke looked back at her, an eyebrow raised. “No, he did not. He was raised by my fourth wife. Lovely creature, a little strict, but she kept that boy in line. Gave me a couple of girls herself before she passed.” 
 
    Eliza gulped as she caught up to him. It sounded like a curse to be married to him. They all ended up dying. “It is a shame that your wives have all passed, Your Grace. It must be a sad thing to experience so many times.” 
 
    He agreed, patting her hand as she slipped it back through his arm. “It is. I miss some more than others. I see some of them in you, you know.” 
 
    She turned her head, narrowing her eyes at his statement. “You do?” 
 
    He gave her a wide smile. “Oh, yes. You have a fiery spirit like my first wife, a gentle smile like my second, beautiful looks like my third, and a sense of purpose like my fourth. She ran this whole household with nary a problem. That will be you someday. I can feel it.” Eliza was surprised by the way he was speaking to her. Normally, he could be very degrading.  
 
    “Thank you for saying so, Your Grace.” 
 
    He scoffed, waving his free hand. “Ah, only saying what I see. My son is a lucky man.” 
 
    Eliza licked her lips, her nerves ramping up again. “Your Grace, if I may be so bold as to ask, did you consider any other girls for your son? There are several other eligible ladies this season. Did any others catch your fancy?”  
 
    She held her breath as he seemed to contemplate her question. “Your friend, Lady Bethany, struck me as a good candidate. Quite pretty, that one. The Duke of Hartwell’s cousin, Miss Victoria, also seemed intriguing, and she comes with a rather nice dowry to boot. I may consider her for myself.” He winked at Eliza, sending chills down her spine.  
 
    “What of the Lady Anne? She is a sweet girl, has a good disposition and good standing. Did you consider her?” 
 
    The duke scrunched up his face in thought. “Lady Anne? Now, which one is she? Is she the one with the freckles or the one with the crooked nose?”  
 
    Eliza felt her face heat. She was embarrassed for her friend. “I believe Lady Anne would be the one with the freckles. She has the copper hair to go with them.” 
 
    He chortled, slapping his stomach with his free hand. “Ah, yes, that is right. Not a bad-looking girl, but the copper hair is not my favorite. Also, she is quite small. Might not be built for childbearing.”  
 
    Eliza bit her tongue to keep from lashing out at him. Not fit for childbearing—as if that was all a woman was good for. No wonder the earl hadn’t mentioned his attraction to his father. The man would’ve dissected the girl right there until the earl no longer had an interest in her.  
 
    The duke continued to walk, talking about other young ladies around the ton and who he thought would be acceptable besides her. It made Eliza wonder what he had to say about her. However, she was not curious enough to ask.  
 
    They rounded the corner near one of the many fountains scattered in the maze and almost stumbled into the earl. He was bent over, hands on his knees as he gasped for air, his face splotchy. 
 
    The duke leaned over to pat him on the back, shaking his head. “Where on Earth were you, boy? I found her in the house looking for you.”  
 
    The earl stood and took a few deep breaths before replying. “I have been here the whole time looking for her. I do not know how we got separated to begin with. One minute she was with me, the next she had disappeared.”  
 
    The duke let out an exasperated sigh. “You should know this maze better than anyone, boy. I cannot understand how you could lose your betrothed.”  
 
    The earl took her hand, pulling her to his side and away from his father. “I will not let it happen again, Father, I assure you.” 
 
    The duke grunted and turned away, heading back to the house. Eliza watched him go, tension leaving her shoulders the farther away he got.  
 
    The earl looked down at her, concern marring his features. “You are okay, are you not? He did not do anything untoward?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head. “He was surprisingly nice. Talked about the garden and his wives. Then went off on a discussion about all the other girls in the ton and what he liked and did not like about them.” She shot the earl a sharp look. “He is not very flattering to many of them. Especially Anne.” 
 
    The earl gave her a sad smile. “He is not fond of redheads. My stepmother, his fourth wife, was one, and she had a steeliness about her that he could never control. I really do believe she is the reason he has not remarried.” 
 
    Eliza couldn’t contain her curiosity. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The earl sighed, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket and rubbing his forehead with it. “I think that even though he could not control her, he loved that about her. Finding another woman like that is hard to do because, in his mind, she was one of a kind.” 
 
    “So others do not compare to her.” Eliza puffed out a breath. “I never thought the duke would fall in love with any of them. The way he talks about women, you would never suspect.” 
 
    The earl smiled. “Yes, he can surprise you sometimes.” He glanced around before stopping and pulling something from his jacket pocket. “I got what you wanted. I hope it is enough.” He handed her the letter and waited for her to hide it. Then they continued walking, talking about the weather and the garden until she decided it was time to leave. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
   E liza paced her room, the duke’s letter clutched in her hands. She had to get the letter to Edward, but how could she accomplish that? Whom could she trust to make sure he got it? She couldn’t send one of her father’s people. If anyone was watching, they would know which household the messenger had come from. It would be easier if she could meet with Victoria and give it to her, but she already knew, from her unanswered letters, that Victoria wasn’t speaking to her.  
 
    Then she thought of Anne. Victoria may not have been speaking to Eliza but she most surely would speak to Anne. Anne hadn’t done anything to make Victoria mad or break Edward’s heart. Eliza rushed out of her room and down to the front hall, grabbing her hat and gloves as she raced out. If she knew Anne, she could expect to find her at one of the dress shops.  
 
    Eliza scanned the first two shops, not finding any sign of her friend. After brief discussions with the shop owners, she learned that Anne had been there just moments before. Eliza headed to the third shop, which Anne seemed to favor, and sighed with relief when she saw Anne step from the building, her footman’s arms loaded with fabrics. Eliza had to hand it to Anne. She knew her fashion.  
 
    Eliza hurried across the street and grabbed Anne before she climbed into her carriage. “Anne, Anne, wait.”  
 
    Anne spun around, her mouth set in an annoyed line before she realized it was Eliza who had grabbed her. “Eliza, what are you doing?” 
 
    Eliza glanced around them, then pulled Anne close for a hug, whispering in her ear, “I have something I need you to do for me. Can I ride with you?” 
 
    Anne nodded and pulled Eliza into the carriage with a loud, “Come with me, Eliza. I can show you the fabrics I purchased.” The footman closed the door behind the two ladies, leaving them alone. Anne leaned back, her hands clasped before her as she watched Eliza trying to catch her breath. “What do you need? Is this about the duke?” 
 
    Eliza nodded. She took the letter from her satchel and thrust it at Anne. Anne accepted the letter, noting the unbroken seal. She looked up at Eliza, confusion crossing her face.  
 
    “Edward needs that,” Eliza gasped out. She fanned her face, blowing out a breath. “It is part of our plan. Edward needs the letter to act as proof that his father was in correspondence with the duke.” 
 
    Anne traced the seal with her fingertip. “And the seal acts as proof?” 
 
    Eliza nodded. “Along with his signature. Edward will have to open the letter so that it looks like his father had read it. The earl did not do that, I assume, because he felt guilty about reading his father’s correspondence.” She wandered how he knew the duke would not miss this letter but decided that was something the earl himself could worry about. 
 
    Anne smiled at Eliza with a look of pride. “Because he is a good man.” 
 
    Eliza couldn’t argue that point. The earl had proved himself to her in more ways than one. “I think so, too. I truly hope that you can work things out with him once all this is resolved.” 
 
    Anne tucked away the letter and gave Eliza a reassuring smile. “I am sure we will be able to.” She glanced out the window. “Now, where would you like me to drop you off?” 
 
    Eliza chuckled, tucking back the hair that had come loose behind her ears. “Bethany’s home should work.” She leaned back and rested her head against the carriage seats. “It might be better if you pass the letter to Victoria to pass to Edward. That way, it will not look suspicious.” 
 
    Anne narrowed her eyes. “You think we are being watched?” 
 
    Eliza frowned. “I think the duke is a powerful man who very closely watches those he considers a threat. He would surely have eyes on Edward but I do not think he would feel the same about Victoria. She is just a woman, after all.”  
 
    Anne hit the top of the carriage, bringing it to a halt. She opened the door to tell the driver where to go, and then closed it again, giving Eliza another smile. “Good point. I will get this to her as soon as I can.” They rode the rest of the way in silence, each lost in her thoughts and plans for the future.  
 
    *** 
 
    Anne drank her tea slowly, glancing out the window of the little shop for what felt like the millionth time. The aroma of ginger and vanilla swirled around her, and she inhaled, trying to calm her frazzled nerves. She had sent a quick note to Victoria, asking her to meet for tea. Anne figured that the young woman would be too curious to refuse. They had never really talked, not beyond the one time in the retiring room with Eliza, but they knew of each other and neither had anything bad to say about the other. Anne admired Victoria’s fire and confidence.  
 
    When Victoria finally walked through the door, Anne slumped against the chair in relief. She had been waiting for so long, she feared the girl wouldn’t show. The place was tucked between two shops where Anne liked to get fabrics and have dresses made, with one window facing the street. The tables were small wooden ones with two chairs. Each was set with a white china tea set. Anne clutched the delicate cup in her hands, watching as Victoria approached and took a seat.  
 
    “My lady, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Victoria asked. 
 
    Anne poured Victoria a cup, handing it to her with a smile. “Call me Anne. There is no need to be so formal.” 
 
    Victoria took a sip, eyeing Anne over the cup. “Anne, then. Is there something I can do for you? Pardon my saying, but we do not really know each other.” 
 
    Anne cracked a smile, liking the way Victoria got straight to the point. “True, but I have heard some good things from a mutual friend and thought I would see for myself whether what she said was true. You really are quite a woman, Miss Victoria.” 
 
    Victoria’s eyes narrowed. “Mutual friend?” She set down the cup, moving to stand. “If you are speaking of the Lady Eliza, we have nothing else to discuss.” 
 
    Anne reached out a hand to stop Victoria, setting down her own cup in the process. “Please, wait. This is important.” She let out a sigh as Victoria sank back into the seat, although she refused to touch the cup again. “Our mutual friend has asked a favor of me, but I am afraid that I cannot do it. Not by myself, anyway.” She glanced around before pulling the letter from her bodice. She set it on the table between them. “The Duke of Hartwell requested this. I need to get it to him, but I am afraid that if I do so directly, suspicions will be raised. I was hoping you could give it to him for me instead.” 
 
    Victoria eyed Anne closely before looking down at the letter, noting the seal on it. “Edward requested this, you say. From whom?” 
 
    Anne licked her lips and glanced at the door again. “I think you know who. Our mutual friend, of course.” She knew Eliza had wanted to keep the number of people who knew about the plan to a minimum but Anne suspected that Victoria would help only if she knew at least part of the truth. “Our mutual friend decided to try to help from the inside, if you know what I mean.” Anne pleaded with her eyes, begging Victoria to understand.  
 
    A looked of confusion crossed Victoria’s face. Then her eyes brightened as a wide smile appeared. “Of course. That makes perfect sense. Much more sense than the story they are telling around the ton.” She snatched up the letter, stashing it away before anyone could look twice at her. “I will make sure Edward gets the letter, Anne. Do not worry.” 
 
    Anne sank back into the chair, relief evident on her pale face. “Thank goodness. She asked me to get it to His Grace and you were the only person she could think of who could do it.” 
 
    Victoria frowned, reaching out a hand to lay on top of one of Anne’s. “Is she okay? It never occurred to me that she did not truly want this engagement, not after the show she and Edward put on.” 
 
    Anne turned her hand so that she could squeeze Victoria’s. “She is fine for now. But Edward needs to move quickly. The duke will get suspicious if she puts off the wedding for much longer.”  
 
    Victoria nodded in understanding. She rose to her feet, pulling up Anne with her. She gave Anne a tight hug before leaving, her skirts swishing as she went. Anne sat back down to finish her tea as she wondered what would happen next and how they planned to catch the duke in his lies. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
   E dward halted at his office door, stunned to find Victoria at his desk, a triumphant smile on her face. “You sly fox.” She winked, making his brow furrow. 
 
    “What are you going on about, Victoria?” 
 
    She stood, gliding toward him with her hands spread. “You and Eliza are quite crafty, are you not?” 
 
    Understanding dawned on him. Victoria knew. Somehow, she had figured out what he and Eliza were up to. “How do you know? And what do you know?” 
 
    She chuckled, resting her hands on his chest. “I know that Eliza is working on the inside, that her engagement to the earl is a farce. You are quite the actor, dear cousin.” She returned to the desk, picked up a letter, and held it out to him. “I believe you requested this.”  
 
    He took the letter, smiling as he noted the seal. “She got it?” 
 
    Victoria nodded. “Passed it off to Anne to give to me. Anne knew she could not give it to me without some sort of explanation. What I want to know is, why was I kept in the dark? Do you think I cannot keep a secret?” She crossed her arms, giving him a small pout.  
 
    He chuckled, still clutching the letter in his hand. “No, dear cousin, it was never about that. Eliza said we had to limit the number of people who knew. That meant only me, her, the earl, and Anne at the time. I am sorry but I could not think of a good time or reason to tell you before now.” 
 
    “The earl knew before I did?” Victoria’s voice rose to a screech.                
 
    Edward held out his hands, reaching for her own. “For necessity, you understand? Eliza could not get the letter herself. The earl had to get it for her.” 
 
    Victoria let out a huff, but settled down. “And he did that for nothing? I do not believe that for a minute. He is a slimy little man. He would never do something for free.”  
 
    Edward snorted, unable to stop himself. She had the earl pegged perfectly, in his opinion. “No, he wants something. Or, in particular, someone.” 
 
    “Not Eliza?” Victoria’s voice held horror and fear.  
 
    “No, not Eliza. Anne. The earl is interested in the Lady Anne. And it seems she is interested in him.” 
 
    Victoria wrinkled her nose in distaste. “She likes him?” 
 
    Edward strode to his desk, sat down, and placed the letter in the top drawer, where he kept a locked container. He tucked the key back into his pocket before looking up at Victoria. “From what I gathered, she does not find him as abhorrent as some of the other men who have shown interest in her.” 
 
    Victoria groaned. “That is unfortunate. She has to know that he is like his father.” 
 
    Edward shook his head. “My father was not like my grandfather. Maybe outside of his own father’s shadow, the earl can be better, do better. He just needs the chance.” 
 
    Victoria frowned. “I guess. We will soon find out, will we not?” 
 
    Edward glanced at the drawer with a smile. “That we will.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
   E liza sat in the park, a book in her lap as the sun beamed down on her. Having noted the surprisingly sunny day, she had decided to take advantage of it and take her reading outside. The hat she used to cover her hair had a brim that kept the sun out of her face. Her dress fanned around her in the grass, the green shade hiding any grass stains she might acquire.  
 
    When she turned the page, a shadow fell over her. She looked up to find Victoria towering over her, a smirk on her face. Eliza glanced around, worry eating at her. If the duke had spies on them and saw her talking to Victoria, he may become suspicious. She had to get rid of the girl fast. “Miss Victoria, a pleasure to see you.”  
 
    Victoria shook her head, unable to keep the smile from her face. “I cannot believe what you have done to poor Edward, Eliza. I thought you truly cared for him.” She leaned closer, her eyes sparkling with merriment. Something didn’t seem right. Eliza couldn’t figure out why she was acting so funny. 
 
    “As I told you before, the things Edward said are not something I can forgive." 
 
    “But he worries about you, even now. He is afraid for you.” Victoria winked and it dawned on Eliza that Anne must have had to tell Victoria something to get her to take the letter. Knowing Anne, she had stuck to the truth. 
 
    Eliza looked around again, before whispering, “I take it you know and this is just a show?” 
 
    Victoria chuckled. “Why, of course! I want to be able to spend time with you again, so let us make this look good.” In a louder voice, she proclaimed, “I wish you had come to me first. I thought we were friends.” 
 
    Eliza let out a dramatic sigh and threw back her head. “We were friends. We still can be, if you like. But if we are to be friends, I do not want to hear any more about your awful cousin. I have found someone I want to be with more, thank you.” 
 
    Victoria slumped to the grass, where she picked at some of the blades and twisted them between her fingers. “You really mean that? We can still be friends?” The laughter in her eyes made it hard for Eliza to keep a straight face. 
 
    Eliza gave her a solemn nod. “Yes, we can still be friends. Let us put this behind us, shall we?” She reached out a hand, waiting for Victoria to take it. Victoria shook Eliza’s hand, then reclined on her arms, a sunny smile crossing her face.  
 
    “Good. I did not like being mad at you. Now, tell me about the earl.” For the next hour, the girls talked about the earl and Eliza’s upcoming marriage. They discussed Victoria’s prospects, but not for long, as she claimed she didn’t have any. Eliza doubted that but let it go, knowing that Victoria would say something when she was ready.  
 
    Finally, the two stood and headed to Eliza’s awaiting carriage. Once inside, behind the closed door, they hugged and laughed together. “That was quite the show,” Eliza said, giving Victoria an extra squeeze. 
 
    “It took me all night last night to figure out how I would be able to talk to you again. Do you really think the duke is keeping an eye on you?” 
 
    Eliza nodded, peeking out the curtain-covered window. “I really do. There was a man in the park today, I have seen him before. When I go out, he tends to be where I am. I can only assume he is the duke’s man, sent to watch me and report back to His Grace.” 
 
    “He does not trust you, does he?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head. “Not one bit. I think I remind him too much of his fourth wife. She is the one who raised the earl, his mother having passed right after he was born.” 
 
    Victoria narrowed her eyes. “You sound sorry for him.” 
 
    “I am sorry for him. He has a passion that his father laughs at. All of his opinions are laughed at. The duke still calls him a boy. The one thing he has done to impress his father is win me and that is a farce. Not that he cares about that. He truly is more interested in Anne than in me.” 
 
    “So that is real. I could barely believe it when Edward told me. What does she see in him?” 
 
    “He treats her like any other person. When he talks to her, he does not act like she is an idiot. I guess Anne does not get treated like that at home.” Eliza leaned back against the seat, letting out a tired sigh. “I will be so happy when all this is over. I want to start my life with Edward. It just feels like everything is on hold right now.” 
 
    “So you do intend to marry him?” 
 
    Eliza smiled at her. “Of course I do. That is why I am doing all of this in the first place.” 
 
    “And you miss him terribly?” The hopefulness on Victoria’s face made Eliza laugh. 
 
    “Yes, of course I miss him.” 
 
    Victoria rubbed her hands together. The gleam in her eyes worried Eliza. “Then I have a plan so that you two can see each other. Leave it to me.”  
 
    Eliza thought to protest, but changed her mind. If Victoria could make it so that she could see Edward, she wasn’t about to stop her.  
 
    *** 
 
    Eliza stood outside the building, taking in its clouded windows, worn steps, and rotting door. When Victoria had told her that she had a plan, it had never occurred to Eliza that it would be something like this, sneaking off to the middle of nowhere. She glanced around, not seeing her shadow for once. Before departing the carriage, Victoria had asked her to point out the man. Now Eliza suspected it was so she could waylay him.  
 
    The door creaked open and Edward stood before her, a smile on his face. Eliza rushed into his arms, forgetting the dirty floors and lack of furniture. She inhaled his scent of smoke and Earth, letting it envelop and calm her. “Oh, Edward, I have missed you so.” 
 
    Edward clutched her to him like she would disappear if he let go. He bent and kissed her, his lips seeking hers with a hunger she had never experienced. “I have dreamed of kissing you every night,” he whispered. 
 
    He pulled her farther into the building, letting the door close behind them. In the near-dark, Eliza could barely tell where they were. “Edward, what is this place?” 
 
    He lit a lantern, whose soft glow filled the room. A musty smell permeated the air, but it was similar to the smell of disuse. “This is where my father found Victoria and her parents.” 
 
    Eliza walked around the room, taking in the rotted remains of blankets in a corner. A pot sat at the other end of the room, as far from what must have been the bed as possible. “This was their home?” 
 
    He nodded, setting the lantern on the floor. “A one-room home. It was all my uncle could afford. He was not making much money and when my aunt fell ill, he had even less.”  
 
    Eliza stepped up to Edward, took his hand, and held it between her own. “I am so sorry. It must be hard talking about them.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair as he glanced around. “It is. My father regretted not being able to find them sooner. He always felt that if he had, he may have been able to save them.” He smiled down at her. “Kind of how I feel about you. If I had made my offer sooner, we would be married by now.” 
 
    Eliza laughed, the cheery sound filling the room. “And how would I help you clear your father’s name then?” 
 
    He pulled her to him, cupping her face with his hands. “We would have figured it out.” Then he kissed her, hard and passionate. Eliza melted into him, soaking up his touch, taking it in and relishing it. His hands seemed to be everywhere, touching every part of her, awakening her.  
 
    Then he pulled back, taking a step away. “We do not have much time. I wanted to see you, make sure you are okay. Victoria will not be able to distract that man forever.” 
 
    Eliza giggled behind her hand. “So she is keeping him busy.”  
 
    Edward joined her in laughing. “Yes, she is. She wanted to give us some time together but I am afraid we cannot do all that we would like. Not yet, anyway.” He reached out and ran a finger along her lips. “But soon we will belong to each other and have all the time in the world. I promise.”  
 
    Eliza nodded, fully believing him. She gave him one more kiss before slipping from the building, praying that Victoria had been able to throw the man off her trail. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
      
 
   E dward rewrote the letter to the duke for the third time, read it, and growled. He crumpled the letter, tossed it to the floor, and started again. This had to come out perfect, had to draw in the duke without making him suspicious. Otherwise, he would never come. Edward thought about mentioning inviting others but knew that if he did that, the duke would bring an entourage. In that case, Edward would never be alone with him long enough to get the confession he needed. 
 
    Henry knocked and stepped into the room. “Your Grace, you have a visitor.” 
 
    Edward looked up, the strain on his eyes giving him a headache. “Send them in.” Henry stepped out and Edward leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples. 
 
    He sat up when Albert stepped into the room, a wild look in his eyes. “I need your help, Edward. Please.” 
 
    Edward cursed under his breath. Something must have happened to Bethany. “What is it, man? What is going on?” 
 
    “Bethany’s parents are tired of waiting for me to do something. They do not realize how much time it takes for plans to be made. Especially if they are plans that involve going around one’s own parents.” He took a ragged breath, clutching his hat in his hands. “They are marrying her off. To the Duke of Kensington.” 
 
    Edward felt his stomach clench. “Are they out of their minds? Do they know how he treats his wives? And what of the baby?” 
 
    Tears filled Albert’s eyes now. “They are forcing her to get rid of it. As soon as it is born, the duke has deemed that it will go to an orphanage.” Albert stumbled farther into the room, slumping into one of Edward’s chairs. “My child, Edward. They are going to get rid of it like a piece of trash. I cannot allow that to happen.” 
 
    “Then it sounds like we need to act now. Before it is too late.” 
 
    Albert shook his head. “I am not ready. I have not secured a position. I do not have a place to live ready for her yet.” 
 
    Edward rubbed his chin, eyeing his best friend. “When are they to wed?” 
 
    “Two weeks. Her parents want it done before she begins to show.” Albert gulped. “They acquired a special license.” 
 
    Edward couldn’t keep the smile from his face. “Do not worry, old friend. He will not be marrying her in two weeks. That, I can guarantee.” 
 
    Albert looked up at him, hope springing into his eyes. “Are you serious? How do you know?” 
 
    Edward steepled his hands, trying to decide how much to tell Albert. Eliza’s words rang in his head. “Let me just say that I have plans for the duke and leave it at that. Rest assured Bethany will not be wife number five.” He stood, walked around the desk to Albert, and pulled him to his feet. After giving him an once-over, he sent Albert with Henry to get cleaned up. Edward offered to let him stay for dinner and sleep in one of the guest rooms before going back to his training. He prayed that everything went the way he hoped, so that he could keep his promise to his friend. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
 
      
 
   E liza sat at the table with the duke and his son, having another breakfast with the two of them. When she had arrived that morning, she had been stunned to find Bethany in attendance, sitting on the duke’s right. The earl and Eliza sat on the left, Eliza between the duke and his son, putting her directly across from Bethany. Eliza tried to make eye contact with her friend several times, but Bethany refused to look in Eliza’s direction. At a loss for what was going on, Eliza ate her food in silence, hoping the duke would enlighten them soon. 
 
    Once the meal was over, the duke sat back and rested his hands on his ample stomach. He smiled at Eliza, the look making her cringe. “I am sure you are wondering, my dear, why your friend has joined us this morning.” 
 
    Eliza nodded, her eyes darting to Bethany again. “I am, Your Grace. I do not know what to make of it.” 
 
    He chuckled, reaching out to pat Bethany’s hand. “I am sure. You see, the Lady Bethany has found herself in quite the predicament and her parents came to me for help. As I am looking for another wife, I agreed to marry her.”  
 
    Eliza barely contained the gasp as she looked at her friend. Bethany’s face was pale against the dark blue dress she wore. Dark bags under her red-rimmed eyes gave away how she really felt. From where she sat, Eliza felt her friend’s distress and her heart broke for her. Had Albert failed in his promises? Had his parents found out and whisked him away? Eliza desperately wanted to ask her friend what was going on but knew she couldn’t do that in front of the duke. Finding her voice, she asked, “And when will this wonderful event take place, Your Grace?” 
 
    “Two weeks from now. I decided that since we were already having one wedding, we could make it two. I hope you do not mind sharing your special day, my dear.” The look he gave her told her that it didn’t matter whether she minded or not. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Eliza put on the best smile she could muster. “No, Your Grace, I do not mind. I think it is wonderful that I will get to share the day with my dearest friend.” Pausing for a moment, Eliza gathered her thoughts. She had to get Bethany alone. “Your Grace, would you mind if I took Bethany for a walk through the maze? I believe she will enjoy it as much as I did. We can talk about wedding planning as we go.” She gave him her sweetest smile while clutching her hands together under the table, praying he would agree. 
 
    “That is a wonderful idea. You ladies enjoy yourselves.” The duke stood from the table, leaving them alone with the earl.  
 
    Eliza turned to the earl, fire in her eyes. “Did you know about this?” 
 
    He shook his head, holding up his hands. “No. He never said a word to me. I am as surprised as you are.” 
 
    Eliza glanced at her friend, who sat hunched over her food, a look of misery marring her face. She stood and walked around the table to pull Bethany to her feet. Without another word, Eliza led her out to the garden, taking her hand and pulling her along. Once they were a safe distance away from anyone, she turned to look at Bethany, taking in her limp hair and pale face. “Oh, Bethany, I am so sorry. What happened? I thought Albert had this all worked out.” 
 
    Bethany shrugged, looking at her feet. Her shoulders started to shake, the tears falling to the ground. “I have not heard from Albert in some time. I am afraid he was caught. If he was still intending to marry me, I would have heard something by now.” She looked up at Eliza, trying to blink the tears out of her eyes. 
 
    Eliza took her hands and held them tight. “But what if he is just working hard, hoping to get everything in place as quickly as possible? You know he loves you. He may be busy.” As she spoke, Eliza realized how silly she sounded. If Albert truly did want to be with Bethany, wouldn’t he have kept her apprised of his progress? Unless he didn’t want anyone to find out. “What if he cannot contact you?” 
 
    Bethany shook her head. “He knows where I am. He could contact me if he wanted.” 
 
    “Wait, hear me out. What if he fears that any letters he sends to you will be intercepted? And that his family will discover his plans and try to stop him? So he must keep silent until he is ready to come for you.” To Eliza, it made perfect sense. But then, she was the one who was being followed night and day.  
 
    Bethany blinked several times, Eliza’s words penetrating her sadness. “Do you really think so? Do you think he is still preparing for me?” 
 
    Eliza bit her lip, hoping against hope she was right. “I do. I really do.” 
 
    Bethany fell into her arms, sobs racking her body. “Oh, Eliza, I was so afraid. My parents swooped in and dragged me here this morning with no warning. I knew they were planning something. Messengers have been coming and going from the house all week. I didn’t realize it was this.” 
 
    “And they do not care whom they are marrying you off to?” The thought struck Eliza as odd. Everyone knew what kind of person the duke was. 
 
    Bethany shook her head, pulling away from her friend to wipe her face. “Not when I am like this. They are angry at me, to say the least.” 
 
    Eliza searched her friend’s face, noting that the color was starting to return to her cheeks. “Do not lose hope, Bethany. It will all work out.” She pulled her into another hug, wanting to say more but knowing that even here, in the garden maze, someone could be listening. She couldn’t let Bethany know that the duke wouldn’t be able to marry anyone in two weeks. Not when they were so close to catching him. Instead, she held her, comforted her, and reassured her that Albert was doing all he could to come for her. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   V ictoria looked at Eliza’s letter, then back up at Edward, her brow furrowed. “Bethany is going to marry the duke?” 
 
    Edward sighed, rubbing his face. “That is her parents’ plan. Apparently, Albert is not working fast enough for their liking. The duke has decided to make his son’s wedding a double wedding.” He shrugged. “It would save him money.” 
 
    Victoria groaned. “How do we stop this?” 
 
    Edward grinned. “We will not have to. Once the duke confesses, he will have to give his title to his son. He will not be in a position to marry the Lady Bethany.” 
 
    “Thus giving Albert the time he needs. Thank goodness.” Victoria flopped into the nearest chair, fanning herself with the letter. “I was so worried. That poor girl is going through enough already. And they wanted to send their own grandchild to an orphanage?” 
 
    Edward waved a hand in dismissal. “That is the duke’s idea. He will marry her, but he will not raise anyone else’s child.” 
 
    Victoria grumbled for a moment, her feelings for the duke evident on her face. “Have you set up the dinner with the duke?” 
 
    “I have. Two nights hence. He will come over and I will get him to admit to what he did to Father. Then I can move on from this and marry Eliza.” He smiled to himself, the prospect of finally having her all to himself sending excitement through his body.  
 
    Victoria scanned the letter again. “Eliza wants to see me. We publicly reconciled, you know. That way we can share information.” She winked at him, making him bark out a laugh. 
 
    “Reassure her, please. Let her know that Albert is doing all he can as quickly as he can.” He wanted to ask her to say something on his behalf as well, but held back. Anything he wanted to say to Eliza he would say in person, once he had the chance.  
 
    Victoria stood, tucking away the letter. “I will let her know. Make sure Albert does not worry himself to death.” She strode from the room, her back straight. Now was not the time to let obstacles stop them.  
 
    *** 
 
    Eliza rushed to greet Bethany at the doorway of her drawing room. She pulled her farther into the room, toward the hearth. There, she had lit a fire, unable to get warm since her breakfast with the duke. “Victoria, please tell me you have good news.” 
 
    Victoria smiled at her, making Eliza’s heart finally slow down. “I do. Let us sit and have some tea.” Victoria settled Eliza into the chair, reaching over to pour the tea that had been set out for them. She handed a cup to Eliza, taking one for herself before sitting next to her. She took a sip, letting the warmth flood her before continuing. “Albert came to Edward last night in distress. It seems that he had also learned of Bethany’s parents’ plans.” 
 
    Eliza gripped her cup to keep her hands from shaking. “They are being ridiculous. Albert promised to have everything ready. I do not know why they are rushing this.” 
 
    “The lack of communication may have something to do with it. But rest assured, Albert told Edward he would be ready for her soon. Thankfully, with your plan in place, she will not have to worry about marrying the duke for much longer.” 
 
    Eliza nodded, relief flooding her. “True. Has Edward set up a date yet?” 
 
    “Two nights from now. He has sent the dinner invitation to the duke. Told him he could bring whomever he liked, so please act surprised when he invites you. We suspect he will want to flaunt you in front of Edward.” 
 
    Eliza frowned. “I will let my father know, have him gather other lords to listen in on the conversation. We will have to get them there before the duke arrives.” 
 
    “Yes. Their carriages will need to be hidden or sent away until after it is all over. We cannot cause the duke to be suspicious and not confess like we need him to do.” 
 
    Eliza reached over and patted Victoria’s knee. “It will all work out. You will see.” Eliza sipped her tea, her thoughts swirling. Now she had to tell her father the truth about what had been going on. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
      
 
   T he following morning, Eliza stood in front of her father’s desk, her hands clasped before her. She glanced at the hearth. The heat from the fire made sweat roll down her back. She hadn’t realized how worried she’d been about telling her father until she stood before him. He leaned back in his desk, a letter open before him, but his eyes were trained on her.  
 
    She gulped, trying to find the right words. “Father, did you know the previous Duke of Hartwell?” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow at her. “I did.” 
 
    “So you knew his personality, his beliefs, and how he raised his son?” 
 
    “Yes.” Suspicion entered his voice.  
 
    Eliza licked her lips, gathering her courage. “Did those things seem to change in his last year? As in, he acted differently? Treated people differently even?” 
 
    Her father rubbed his chin, eyeing her. “Now that you mention it, yes, he did. We all thought it was odd at the time, but chalked it up to his age and not feeling well. Why?”  
 
    Eliza started to pace, unable to keep still one moment longer. “Edward found out that the Duke of Kensington tricked his father into being paranoid. As you said, he was sick and so he relied on an old friend to help him out. Except the duke used that to his advantage. He used his influence over the old duke to make him think someone was out to get him.” She stopped, looking up at her father. “It is part of the reason why I did not want to initially marry his son. I did not feel I could trust him.” 
 
    “And you are telling me this now, why? You have agreed to marry the Duke of Kensington’s son. Do not tell me you have changed your mind again.” 
 
    Eliza stopped pacing and held up her hands. “Not changing my mind again. My engagement to the earl is fake.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up and he stood, his hands pressed against the top of his desk. “Say that again.” 
 
    Eliza let out a breath. “Edward confronted the duke, wanting to prove that his father had been tricked. While the duke admitted it to Edward, he will never admit it to anyone else. Edward needed my help to clear his father’s name. And the earl, well, he needs to get out from under his father’s thumb. It is not me he wants to marry, but Anne. And his father would never consider her.”  
 
    Her father sat back down, running a hand down his face. “So you cooked up this scheme to have you on the inside, trying to get what exactly? What does you pretending to be engaged to the earl accomplish?” 
 
    “Edward needed proof, something that would show what the duke was doing. Except that we could find none. So instead, we decided to take one of the duke’s letters and lead him to believe we have proof. I had to get the earl to help me, as I could not get the letter myself. He agreed to help if, at the end of all of this, he could court Anne. She agreed and I agreed, so he got me the letter. Victoria took it to Edward. Now we just have to set up the last part of our plan.” 
 
    Her father leaned forward, clearly intrigued. “And that is?” 
 
    “Gathering a few lords at Edward’s townhome so they will hear it when the duke admits to what he has done. Then he will be forced to give up his title to his son.” She gave her father a hopeful smile. 
 
    He sighed, rubbing his temples. “You think the lords can force him to do this?” 
 
    “I am sure if this was taken before the crown, it could be.” Eliza felt worry coiling in her stomach. If her father didn’t think it would work, all hope was lost.  
 
    “Even if he were stripped of his title, it would not go to his son. Is the earl aware of this?” 
 
    Eliza swallowed. Suddenly, her palms were sweaty. “It should, should it not? He is part of the peerage, after all.” 
 
    Her father’s mouth thinned. “Eliza, you are risking a lot on the idea that an earl is willing to hand over his father’s dukedom if brought before the crown. I think you owe it to this young man to make sure he knows what could happen. He could lose that title altogether if this is taken before the crown.” 
 
    Eliza dropped her eyes, feeling her shoulders slump. One more thing that had to be done before the following evening. And she would have to talk to the earl alone. She felt overwhelmed by what needed to be done. “If I confirm that the earl is okay with this and understands, will you gather some of the lords for me?” 
 
    “I will do what I can, my dear.” Her father went back to his letter, letting her know that she was dismissed. She trudged from the room, feeling like the weight of the world was on her shoulders. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
   H er nerves frayed, Eliza sat across from the earl in the carriage he had come to collect her in. The talk with her father had left her feeling wrung out. What if the earl hadn’t thought about his family losing the title? She cleared her throat, looking over at him. Twisting her skirt in her hands, she said, “You realize that if the lords take this before the crown, your family could lose the title? It could be stripped from your father?” 
 
    The earl glanced at her, his face betraying nothing. If he was surprised, he was good at hiding it. “I have considered it. Regardless, I cannot assume the title until my father passes. I am not worried about that right now. My worry is about not getting caught by him before we get his confession.” 
 
    “You do not care about your title?” 
 
    He shrugged. “There are other things I could do. I love ships, remember? Being a sailor would not be so bad.” He smiled. “I mentioned it to Anne and she did not seem bothered by the idea.” 
 
    Eliza leaned back, relief and hope mingling. “You have made me feel so much better. I was worried you would balk at the title being stripped.” 
 
    The earl’s eyes hardened, his face taking on a look of determination. “My father has gotten away with far too much for far too long. It is time he paid for some of the things he has done.”  
 
    Eliza nodded, agreeing with his sentiments. She settled back into the carriage, her mind wandering. If the earl was okay with this, her father would gather the lords for her, as she asked. She itched to get home and tell him, but knew that she and the earl had to keep up appearances until the following evening.  
 
    “Where are we going again?” She glanced out the carriage window, not recognizing where they were. 
 
    “A surprise. You will see.” He patted her hands, giving her a reassuring smile. Eliza smiled back, trying to relax.  
 
    Eventually, the carriage came to a stop and she waited for the footman to open the door. When she leaned out, the face that looked up at her brought a smile to her own. “Edward!” She glanced back at the earl, who chuckled at her reaction. “What is going on?” 
 
    Edward helped her from the carriage, pulling her close. The earl stepped out, moving to where Anne waited with a basket on a blanket. “The earl suggested we meet for lunch,” Edward said. “He wanted to see Anne and I obviously wanted to see you.” He smiled down at her, filling her heart with hope.  
 
    “That is amazing.” She glanced around, biting her lip. “I have had a shadow for the last several days. What if he is here and sees us?” 
 
    Edward led her away from the carriage and the other couple, pulling her closer to the old church near which they had stopped. The stone walls were crumbling, with vines growing in the cracks. The door was missing and every window lay broken, the glass sparkling in the sunlight. “The earl made sure your shadow was well compensated for his afternoon. As far as the duke is concerned, you are still being followed and are having a lovely lunch with the Lady Anne.” He winked down at her, making her giggle. 
 
    “Well, that means we have some time to ourselves.” She let him lead her around the back of the church, where a small stream bubbled, the sound making it seem like they were there by themselves. Now that she was alone with Edward, all her fears disappeared. “My father brought up some good points this morning. The only way to strip the duke of his title would be to bring this before the crown. Do you think this would even matter to them?” 
 
    “A member of the peerage was lied to and tricked. I would think that would be quite important.” He sounded confident, but Eliza was still unsure.  
 
    “The earl knows that his family could lose the title. He does not seem to mind, which is a relief, but I am still worried. What if this is all for naught?” 
 
    Edward cupped her face and gazed into her eyes. “Then we will cut our losses and get married anyway.” 
 
    “And the earl? If he cannot get away from his father-” 
 
    “We can help with that, too. Make sure he and Anne can do as they wish.” He dipped his head and brushed his lips against hers, sending a tingle through her body. “Enough worrying. Let us just enjoy being together.” He pulled her closer, kissing her harder.  
 
    Eliza melted into him, enjoying the feel of his body pressed against hers. She reached up and ran a hand through his hair, enjoying the feel of it on her fingers. His hands ran down her arms, heat following wherever he touched her. She wanted to never leave his embrace, to stay like this forever. He pressed her against the nearest tree, the bark poking into her back. There, he held her in place, letting his fingers trail down the front of her bodice, causing goosebumps to pop up on her skin. She arched toward him, wanting him to touch her. Her breath came out in gasps, her need for him the only thing on her mind.  
 
    All too soon, they heard a cough that tore them apart. Turning, they found the earl standing near the church, trying to look at anything but them. “It is time we head back.” 
 
    Eliza slipped under Edward’s arm. They walked back toward the earl and the carriage. She turned around, smiling at Edward before slipping away. Soon, they wouldn’t have to hide and sneak around anymore. Soon, they could be together forever. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
   E liza rushed into her father’s office, barely closing the door behind her before blurting out, “The earl already knows. He does not care about the title.” She gasped for breath, her eyes wide. 
 
    Her father glanced up, a smirk on his face. “Is that what the young man told you?” 
 
    She nodded. “He does not want his father’s title. He is the only son, so it falls to him anyway. If his father lost the title, he could do as he pleased. This works in his favor.” 
 
    Her father sat back, tapping his chin with a finger. “Then I will contact a few trusted lords and have them at the Duke of Hartwell’s house before you all arrive.”  
 
    Eliza’s eyes widened. “All of us?” 
 
    He held out a letter to her. “The Duke of Kensington sent a letter to me, letting me know that he required your presence tomorrow night. He did not stipulate why, but of course, I know.” 
 
    “Edward was right. He wants to flaunt me in front of him.” 
 
    “Of course he does, Eliza. He believes he was won something from the young duke. To him, it was inevitable. So far, it seems your plan is working.” He paused, pulling the letter back to him. “But I warn you now. If I think you are in danger, I will remove you. Understand?” 
 
    Eliza nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Father.” She rushed around the desk and kissed his cheek before leaving the room, a spring in her step. Now she had to make sure she looked her best the following evening. 
 
    *** 
 
    Her mother fluttered around the room as Eliza pinned up her hair. “I cannot believe you were lying to us.”  
 
    Eliza looked into her mirror, her eyes following her mother as she ran around, wringing her hands and shaking her head.  
 
    “Sneaking around, putting yourself in danger. What were you thinking?” 
 
    Eliza turned to look at her mother. “Mother, please. I was trying to help Edward. This means a lot to him. And I care for him, so it means a lot to me, too.” 
 
    “But you are a woman, and a lady at that! You should have left these things to the men.” 
 
    Eliza stood, taking her mother’s hands in her own. “That is just the thing. The men could not handle it without me. They needed me to help.” She smiled. “Edward did not see a problem asking for my help. He did not mind asking Victoria for help, either.” 
 
    Her mother’s mouth thinned in displeasure. “Yes, well, that girl is not you, Eliza.” 
 
    Eliza pulled her hands back, placing them on her hips and leaning forward. “That girl is my friend. If you have a problem with her, I advise you to keep it to yourself.” She turned back to glance in the mirror again. Her mother left the room in a huff, slamming the door behind her. The maid, who had remained quiet, let out a snicker and winked at Eliza. Several inches shorter than Eliza, she had nimble fingers that were quick with hairpins and needles alike. Soft brown eyes held great intelligence and she kept her pale hair tucked up under a cap.  
 
    “She will come around, My Lady, you will see.” 
 
    Eliza checked her appearance one more time before saying, “When I marry Edward, she will not have a choice, will she?”  
 
    The girl grinned, then handed Eliza her gloves and hat before opening the door for her. Eliza patted her shoulder as she passed, excited to get this night over with.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 
 
      
 
   E dward met them at the door of his home, looking like he was about to lose his lunch. Sweat beaded his brow, and he kept clasping and unclasping his hands. He took in the number of lords and frowned. “This is it?” 
 
    Eliza’s father looked behind him, then back at Edward. “This is all I could gather on short notice. Remember who we are dealing with. Many are afraid of him.” 
 
    Edward noticed Eliza behind her father and his eyes widened. “Why is she here? I do not want the duke to suspect her.” 
 
    “She is here only to make sure she knows what to do. She will be arriving with the duke several hours from now. Please show us where we need to wait.” Her father pushed past Edward, with the other men following him. Eliza smiled at Edward and followed them, watching as Edward closed the door, then raced to get ahead of the men and lead them to the place he had set up for them. 
 
    “This room is closest to the dining room where I will confront him. I will bring him in through the other entrance, so you all can wait here.” Edward stepped through the door into the dining room and closed it, making sure it was tight. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “We can.” Eliza’s voice reached his ears through the door. Slowly, he backed away, calling out at intervals. Halfway across the room, they could no longer hear him. He went back to the door and pulled it open.  
 
    “So he needs to be as close to the door as I can get him. I think I can manage that.” He motioned Henry over, who had been waiting by the door, watching with interest. “Henry, make sure the table is set on this side of the room this evening.” 
 
    Henry bowed. “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
    Edward turned back to the group. “I can offer you food and refreshments until the duke arrives. After that, it will need to be completely silent in here.” 
 
    The group of men nodded, exchanging nervous glances. They all knew how risky this was. The duke was a very powerful man. If he decided to go against them, they may not be able to stop him. This worried Edward because it could put Eliza at risk if the duke suspected she had helped. He pulled her aside as the men sat and drank brandy, clutching her hands. “You need to be careful. Take care of yourself. The duke is a smart man. He will suspect everyone.” 
 
    Eliza rolled her eyes. “Except I will be right next to him the whole time. It will be fine.” She cupped his face and traced his lips with her thumb. “We will succeed.” She squeezed his hands, glanced in her father’s direction before turning around and heading back to the waiting carriage that would take her home, where she would wait for the duke to come collect her. Edward prayed it would be enough to keep the duke in the dark about her involvement. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eliza stepped into the duke’s carriage, noting that the earl was with him but Bethany was not. She furrowed her brow, certain that her friend had been invited as well. “Is the Lady Bethany not joining us this evening?” 
 
    The duke sighed, rubbing his hands together. “The Lady Bethany is under the weather this evening. Her mother would not even let me see her.” He sounded like it was an insult to keep his ill bride from him, but Eliza knew better. Bethany’s headaches could lay her up in bed for several days. Her mother tended to be very protective when one struck her.  
 
    “Well, I hope she feels better in time for the wedding. She was just telling me that she was looking forward to it.” Eliza struggled to get out the lie but managed, praying the duke believed her.  
 
    “I am sure she is. I know how women can be about those things.” He chuckled like he had told a joke. Eliza looked out the window, watching as the scenery passed. The duke leaned forward, his eyes raking down her body. “I cannot wait to see Edward’s face when he sees you.” 
 
    Eliza scrunched her nose at him. “What makes you think he is not anticipating this? He is a smart man. He probably expected you to bring me.” 
 
    The duke grumbled but didn’t argue, instead turning to speak to the earl. Eliza rode the rest of the way in silence, praying that everything went according to plan. They couldn’t afford any mistakes.  
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief when the carriage pulled up in front of Edward’s home and she saw nothing out of place. No extra lights were on. As far as she could tell, it looked like it did at any other time.  
 
    The duke led the way inside, his steps sure and confident. Henry scrambled to catch up to the duke, muttering something about Edward asking for a minute. The duke puffed out his cheeks as he stopped in front of the dining room doors. Eliza glanced around, thankful he hadn’t tried to come in the other way, through the room where her father and the other lords were hiding. As soon as Henry moved aside, the duke pushed open the doors, a smile spreading across his face as he marched into the room.  
 
    Edward stood near the other end of the room, his hands behind his back as he spun to face them. He attempted to smile, but the expression fell when his eyes landed on Eliza. “You brought her with you?” The anger he flashed at them looked real.  
 
    The duke chuckled, his belly bouncing with it. “Yes, yes I did, my dear boy. I just wanted you to remember what you are losing.” He rested a hand on Eliza’s shoulder. “Such a wonderful girl.” 
 
    Eliza took a step back, aligning herself next to the earl. The duke smiled, taking this as her acceptance, and tossed a wink at Edward.  
 
    Edward marched forward, his hands clenched at his sides. “You like to torture me, Your Grace. Why would you do this?” 
 
    “You said to invite whoever I wanted.” He motioned the pair forward. “I wanted to invite them.” 
 
    Edward let out a sigh and ran a hand through his hair. “Apparently. Please, Your Grace, have a seat.” He motioned to the table, where the place settings were closest to the door behind which her father and the lords were hiding.  
 
    The duke strode forward, not noticing the letter on Edward’s plate. Eliza glanced around, hoping for a way to escape. The duke wouldn’t confess if she and the earl remained in the room.  
 
    The earl noticed her fidgeting and looked over at his father. “Father, I believe Eliza needs to freshen up.” He nudged her with his shoulder, making her blink. 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace, I need just a moment.” She turned to Edward. “Where could I go, Your Grace?” 
 
    Edward motioned Henry forward, sending Eliza out of the room with him. Once the door was closed, Eliza thanked Henry before hurrying away to the room where her father was waiting. She couldn’t be in the room when the duke was approached but she did want to hear what was said, and this was the best place to do that. She slipped inside and closed the door behind her, holding a finger to her lips. Her father glared at her, then turned back to the door, standing as close to it as he dared. 
 
    From the other side, Edward’s voice rang out. “Before we get started, Your Grace, I wanted to ask you something.” Eliza held her breath. The moment of truth was upon them. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
   F or the hour preceding the duke’s arrival, Edward had paced, his nerves making him shake. He had placed the letter on his own plate so that he could hold it up as they sat down. The duke wouldn’t notice it until then. He considered pouring himself some brandy, but held off, knowing that he had to keep his wits about him if he was going to pull this off. He could hear the men on the other side of the door adjusting in their seats and he prayed that they would be quieter once the duke arrived.  
 
      
 
    Upon the duke’s arrival, Edward turned his back to the door and braced himself. He knew Eliza would be there with them, but seeing her beside the duke would be difficult regardless. He didn’t want her anywhere near the man. When the door behind him opened and he heard them enter, he turned, schooling his face into one of surprise, then distress and anger. He had to play his part.  
 
      
 
    The duke smiled in glee at the look on his face. Edward knew, as the man talked about winning, that he relished this. He relished causing others pain. As soon as Eliza left the room, Edward wanted to run to the table and wave the letter in the duke’s face. Instead, he offered him a drink. “Brandy?” 
 
      
 
    "Yes, of course." The duke stepped over to take the proffered glass. "This room is very elegant." 
 
      
 
    Edward smiled behind his own glass, taking a small sip for courage. "Yes, it is one of my favorites." His mother had decorated the room years ago, but tonight he had added his own touches, exchanging her blue drapes for crimson and changing out her table runner for one with gold patterns in the red cloth. He set down the glass and picked up the letter, needing to speak before he lost his nerve. "I found it, Your Grace." He didn’t bother to keep the smile from his face. The moment had come. 
 
      
 
    The duke turned to him, confusion wrinkling his brow. Then he spotted the letter and the color drained from his face. "Found what? What is that you are holding?" The duke took a step forward but the earl reached out to hold him back. 
 
      
 
    Edward brandished the letter in front of him like a weapon. "This, good sir, is the proof I have been searching for. The proof of your treachery against my father." 
 
      
 
    "Bah! There is no way you have proof. Your father was instructed to destroy it all." Confidence filled his voice but the drink in his hand shook. 
 
      
 
    "I would not be so sure. Father must have suspected something, for he left me one of your letters in a place where only I would know to look." Edward struggled to keep from smiling as the duke's face purpled. He had thrown in the fictitious hiding spot in case the duke had been the one to destroy the letters himself. After spending the last weeks having the duke throw Eliza’s engagement in his face, this felt utterly satisfying. 
 
      
 
    "That old gasbag! How dare he betray me," the duke sputtered, spittle flying from his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Edward took a step forward, anger filling him. "Watch your tongue in my house." He had never struck a man but that could easily change. 
 
      
 
    "Your father did this to himself. He was addled in his last year, depressed. Manipulating him was easy. He believed everything I told him. I had him so paranoid and scared that he reacted without me even telling him to.” 
 
      
 
    Edward clenched the letter in his hand, trying to take deep breaths before speaking. "And this did not bother you?" 
 
      
 
    The duke shrugged, seeming to relax. His shoulders lowered and he leveled a steely gaze at Edward. "Not at all. It was a means to an end." He cleared his throat and set down his glass. "Now, I'm sure you and I can come to some arrangement. Do you want payment for your silence? How much?" A look crossed his face. “Or maybe the Lady Eliza? I am sure that could be arranged.” 
 
      
 
    Edward had expected this and shook his head. "All I wanted was the truth. And you have given me that." He glanced at the door, smiling as Eliza's father stepped into the room, with Eliza and several lords behind him. 
 
      
 
    The duke turned, his face going purple once again. "John, old boy, what are you doing here?" He set down his glass, patting at his clothes, his hands shaking. 
 
      
 
    "Learning that you tormented and manipulated a sick old man. When the Crown hears of this, how do you think they will feel?" He leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. "I’ll tell you how. They’ll be enraged. You should step down now, save yourself the trouble." 
 
      
 
    The duke threw up his hands, shaking his head. "Never. I did what had to be done to achieve my goals. You can't blame me for that." He looked at the men before him, his eyes passing over Eliza like she wasn't even there. He turned to Edward, lowering his hands. "This is all your fault. Why did you have to meddle?" 
 
      
 
    "Because you tried to ruin my father's good name. I couldn't allow it. You could have cost me the woman I love." Edward’s eyes shot to Eliza as he said the words. He noted her smile. 
 
      
 
    The duke scoffed, reaching into his coat. "Well, now you won't have to worry about any of that." He pulled out his hand, brandished a gun, and pointed it at Edward. Edward took a step back, holding up his hands. Eliza's father took a step forward but the Duke of Kensington shook his head. "Do not do anything stupid, John. Or you will be next." 
 
      
 
    Eliza rushed forward, tears in her eyes. "No, please. Do not do this." Her father grabbed her around the waist, holding her back. 
 
      
 
    Smirking, the duke shot her a glance. "Now you will have no choice but to marry my son." 
 
      
 
    Eliza surged forward, straining against her father’s arms. “Your son does not even want me.”  
 
      
 
    The duke paused, looking over at her. “And why would that be? You are his perfect match. My son knows this.” 
 
      
 
    Eliza kept her gaze on the duke, hoping to distract him enough that Edward could move out of the way. “He wants another. Not me. If you would ask him, you would know.”  
 
      
 
    The duke sputtered, shaking his head and mumbling about stupid sons. He turned back to Edward, who had managed to crawl a bit away from the duke, but not far enough. As the duke pulled the trigger, Edward surged forward, his arms flying out in front of him to shield his face. Smoke filled the air. Eliza's father pushed her down and the duke fell to the ground, another crack having sounded shortly after his. Eliza pushed away from her father and ran to where Edward had landed. She gasped at the sight of his blood, the red staining the floor underneath him. "Edward. Are you okay?" 
 
      
 
    He groaned, rolling over and raising his head to look at her. "I think I will make it." She pulled him into a sitting position, which made him hiss in pain. His shoulder felt like it was on fire, throbbing where the bullet had hit him. Eliza grabbed a napkin off the table and pressed it to his wound. 
 
      
 
    "Someone call a doctor!" Henry, who had entered the room at the sound of gunfire, scrambled back out without another word. 
 
      
 
    Eliza's father joined them on the floor. He pulled back the napkin to check the wound. "Looks like it went through. Should need only a couple of stitches." At the surprised look on his daughter's face, he chuckled. "I've seen a gunfight or two in my time." Edward couldn't help but join in the laughter, the adrenaline high leaking away, leaving him feeling tired and shaky. He reached out his hand to take Eliza's, the trembling shaking his whole arm. Her father watched the gesture and smiled. "I take it you two have reached an agreement?" 
 
      
 
    Edward looked to Eliza, hope filling him. All she had to do was agree. All their plans had led up to this point. He had been sure going into this that she was ready to be his, but what if she changed her mind? 
 
      
 
    Eliza smiled and bent over to lay a hand on his cheek. "I believe we have. We love each other and want to be wed. Isn't that right, Your Grace?" 
 
      
 
    Edward let out the breath he didn't know he was holding. "Yes. We do." He pulled her in for a kiss, whispering, "I love you," as her father chuckled behind them. 
 
      
 
    Her father gave them a sad smile before glancing over to where the duke’s body lay. Several feet away, the earl stood, the gun in his hand now pointed at the floor. “It seems the earl will not have to worry about losing his title after all.”  
 
      
 
    Eliza nodded, her eyes trailing over to the duke. “I suppose. I am not sure he intended to shoot his father this night.” 
 
      
 
    Her father glanced down at her. “He came prepared either way.” He stepped over to the young man and took the gun from his hand. Several men gathered around the duke, turning him over and checking for signs of life. One of them looked up and shook his head at the earl. The young man nodded at Eliza before turning away, never looking back at his father.  
 
      
 
    Eliza sighed, bringing Edward's attention back to her. "Looks like you're stuck with me." 
 
      
 
    He pulled her close, wincing at the pain. "The best words I've heard in a long time." He kissed her, infusing it with all the love and promise of the future to come. 
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