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      Eliza Wells was utterly heartbroken after Lord Avondale, the love of her life, turned away from her and chose to marry another.

      

      Now he’s back…and Eliza is nothing less than horrified.

      

      He is widowed, sorrowful and desperate to explain what happened all those years ago.

      

      Determined not to give in and holding tightly onto her pain, Eliza refuses to give him even a moment of her time and instead tries to develop an attachment with Lord Montrose.

      

      Lord Montrose is both suave and amiable, but Eliza is struggling to make herself feel as much for him as she does for Lord Avondale.

      

      Then, when Lord Avondale discovers a terrible truth, Eliza is forced to look deep into her heart, questioning everything she thinks she knows about both gentlemen.

      

      Is Lord Montrose truly the man he seems? Or  will her engagement to him all come crashing down once the truth is revealed…

      

      Author’s Note

      London Season Matchmaker is a five-book series about four sisters and their cousin all being reluctant when it comes to love. But of course, in the end, they all fall madly in love!
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      August 1813

      The wind no longer seemed to be as warm and welcoming as it had when Eliza first stepped out. Now it was cold and tinged with ice as it attempted to wrap itself around her shoulders.

      Miss Eliza Wells, eldest daughter to the Marquess of Whitehaven, shivered violently and wondered, not for the first time, where Avondale had gone.

      It was not like him to be tardy, for their meetings were often only a precious few minutes together before Eliza had to return to the house or he to his duties back at his estate. Of course, Lord Avondale often spent time with Eliza’s family, coming to take tea with them or going out riding with Eliza and one of her sisters, but these clandestine meetings were the most wonderful of them all.

      It was a time when they held each other’s hands, where whispered promises were given and taken, and where hope began to come to life within her. Avondale had promised her a good many things and, most recently of all, had promised her his love.

      A love that she knew she returned. There was no other lingering in her heart, no other that had captured her affections. She felt as though she and Lord Avondale were almost one and the same person, such was their intimacy. They had known one another as children, laughing and running around in Lord Whitehaven’s gardens, until their childish teasing had begun to turn into something more. Now as a lady in her own right, out and free to make her choice of suitor and choice of husband, Eliza knew that there could be no other. Jeremy, Duke of Avondale, was the only gentleman with whom she could share her future. How delightful it was to know that he felt the very same as she.

      Of course, Lord Avondale had been more than proper in his attentions to her, although their meetings at the folly were becoming more frequent and their passion less and less hidden. His kisses had been to her hands or to her cheeks and yet Eliza felt herself grow desperate for his lips to land upon hers. He would not do so, however, until he proposed, until their betrothal was made known. Lord Avondale’s respect for her was both obvious and entirely honorable, although his words of love and of affection sent warmth into her very soul.

      Twisting her fingers together, Eliza meandered up and down the well-worn path, her stomach tight with tension and mounting concern. Where was Avondale? He was never tardy, and she could not linger out here alone for long. A sudden thought struck her, forcing her to a stop. A small smile began to etch its way across her face, her heart beating with a hope and a delight that she had not experienced before. Mayhap Lord Avondale has every intention of proposing to her this very day. Mayhap he was ensuring that everything he required for such a proposal was at hand. Would there be a bouquet of flowers in his hand as he approached her? Would there be a new light in his eyes as he held her gaze?

      Eliza’s hand pressed lightly to her heart, her hopes suddenly flaring to life and chasing her concerns away. They had spent many a minute discussing their future together, had they not? She had known that he wished to propose, had known that there was nothing to stop them from marrying aside from Lord Avondale’s requirement to speak to her father. Mayhap he was doing so now, knowing that she would be waiting for him in the folly and that she would not be at home to see him do so. Her hands clasped together in excitement and she could not prevent herself from whirling around, the cool April breeze no longer seeming to shroud her in cold.

      “Eliza.”

      Turning, Eliza saw Avondale appear just behind her, coming through the small copse of trees. Her eyes lingered on him, feeling the same rush of affection that always came with his presence. “Avondale,” she breathed, hurrying towards him and surprised that he did not seem eager to rush towards her as he so often had done before.

      Perhaps he was anxious about what was to come.

      “You are late,” she stated, teasing him as she reached out to take his hands. “I have been here alone, fretting over your tardiness, Avondale.”

      Lord Avondale studied her with his bright, blue eyes that so often lingered in her thoughts. She could almost always tell what he was feeling simply by looking into those blue pools, for they could sparkle like the sun on the sea or become as cold and as dull as a dark autumn day.

      Now, however, Eliza realized that she could not make out what it was that he felt, for his expression was hard and closed. Her heart began to sink towards her toes, all hope of his proposal going from her at once. This was not the expression of a gentleman seeking to offer his hand in marriage to the lady he loved. This was the expression of a gentleman who had something of great seriousness resting on his shoulders.

      “Avondale,” Eliza murmured, reaching up to press one hand lightly against his cheek. “Whatever is wrong?” She studied him carefully, feeling the slight roughness against her hand as she allowed her fingers to brush down his face. He was, to her, the most handsome gentleman in all of England. Lord Avondale was tall, with broad shoulders and a strong back. His blue eyes, square jaw and long, proud nose made him appear quite distinguished, although Eliza knew that it was his character that she considered more than anything else. As a Duke, he had a great deal of responsibility to his name and to his family, and he always did everything with a good deal of consideration first. The way he treated people, including his staff and servants, spoke of a care for others that Eliza sometimes found lacking even in her own self. All in all, she considered, letting her hand fall to her side, Avondale was more than wonderful. She could not imagine ever being separated from him.

      “I am to marry another, Eliza.”

      Eliza’s smile fell from her face, shattering at her feet. Her heart seemed to stop entirely, her whole body going cold with fright.

      “I am sorry, but it must be so.”

      Avondale’s words were cold and hard, his eyes no longer fixed on hers but looking somewhere over her shoulder as though he could not quite bring himself to look at her.

      “Avondale,” Eliza whispered, feeling her heart begin to break apart within her chest and wanting to scream aloud with the agony of it. “No, this cannot be.”

      “It is,” he stated, firmly, still refusing to look into her eyes. “I am sorry, Eliza.”

      She closed her eyes, swaying unsteadily. “You are turning from me, Avondale?” Her eyes opened, seeing the way that he had lowered his head. “Why?”

      There was a moment of silence. The very air seemed to grow still, waiting for Avondale’s answer.

      “Because I must.”

      His words were heavy, his shoulders slumping as he spoke. No longer able to lift his head, he turned on his heel away from her, filling Eliza with a terrible, desperate fear.

      “No, no!” She hurried after him, clinging onto his arm, tears starting in her eyes. “No, Avondale, you cannot do this! You were promised to me.”

      Avondale made a strangled sound in his throat, his eyes finally meeting hers. “I never proposed to you, Eliza,” he whispered, his words slicing through her like a sharp knife piercing her skin. “And now, I can never do so. I must marry another.”

      Eliza shook her head, tears now dampening her cheeks as she clung to him. “It cannot be so, Avondale,” she begged, not understanding what he was doing or why. “You say you love me, and you know that I cannot do anything but love you. Will you now turn your back on that? Will you stomp on my heart and leave it in pieces?” Seeing him still, Eliza did the only thing she could think of to do, reaching up to wrap her arms around his neck, she pressed her lips to his.

      Avondale froze in place as she kissed him, her tears pressing against his cheeks as she pulled herself tight against him. For a moment, Eliza thought he might step away, that he might loosen her arms from around his neck, but then he softened beneath her embrace and kissed her back, hard.

      Joy began to ring through her, the sound of bells beginning to peal over them both as Eliza allowed her passion to rise. There was hope yet. Avondale could not turn from her now.

      And then, Avondale let out a loud groan, breaking the kiss and pushing her back.

      “No,” he said, harshly, swiping the air with his hand. “No, Eliza. We cannot. I cannot. I am promised to another. It is too late.”

      She crumpled, her pain forcing her to the ground. She sat on the grass, looking up at Avondale helplessly, her body beginning to shake with sobs.

      “You must forget me, Eliza,” he continued, not reaching for her, not trying to help her to her feet. “I will be gone from my estate tomorrow, to marry my bride at her family’s parish. Nothing can change my mind. I must be gone from your heart and mind, Eliza . . . just as you are gone from mine.”

      Those final words were spoken with a harshness that Eliza could not quite take in. It was as though Avondale was doing all he could to separate himself from her, as though he were trying to force her to hate him so that her love for him would dissipate entirely. Eliza could not understand it, bowing her head and allowing her pain to take over completely.

      She was quite broken. Tears poured from her eyes, her body racked with sobs as she plunged her face into her hands. She did not understand what Avondale was doing, nor why he was treating her with such disfavor when he had, only a few days ago, confessed his love for her. Why had he told her such things, why had he spoken such promises, if he was already planning to marry another? That was not the actions of the Lord Avondale she knew! He was kind, considerate and caring. He would not trample her underfoot simply for his own pleasure . . . would he?

      Looking up, Eliza expected to see Avondale waiting there for her, even though he had not come to comfort her. Surely he would not have left her alone in the folly, broken and weak? But, as she looked about her, Eliza realized that Lord Avondale had done precisely that. He had walked away and not looked back at her, had not come to her aid, or even thought to assist her home. It was as though he had never cared for her at all.

      “I do not know him as I thought I did,” Eliza whispered to herself, the wind pulling her words from her mouth and flinging them high into the air. “I do not think I have ever truly known him at all.”

      Sitting on the grass still, Eliza dropped her head and closed her eyes tightly. There was too much to contend with, she realized, unable to sort out one tumbling emotion from the other. All she wanted to do was weep, allowing her pain to tear out of her so that she might be free of it. Free of the love she still had for Lord Avondale, free from the passion and the hope that still lingered on within her.

      “I must forget him,” she told herself, attempting to get to her feet. “I must rid myself of him.”

      Her heart refused to listen, holding tightly onto all that she and Lord Avondale had shared. It refused to let him go, refused to forget him.

      Perhaps she would never be able to release him from her heart.
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      Two Years Later, May 1815

      “Lord Avondale.”

      Eliza could not speak, could not move, only barely hearing her mother’s cool voice as it echoed across the room to where Lord Avondale now stood.

      She could not quite believe that he had returned, could not quite take in that he now stood in her mother’s drawing room, looking at her with those same brilliant blue eyes that had so often haunted her dreams.

      Her mother’s hand tightened gently on Eliza’s shoulder, helping her to remove herself from the strange reverie that seemed now to surround her.

      “Might I ask, Lord Avondale, why you have forced yourself into my drawing room?” Lady Whitehaven asked, her voice rather high and certainly sharp. “It is most untoward.”

      Lord Avondale bowed again, giving Eliza a moment to catch her breath as his eyes were lowered from hers. His voice was rich and warm, although Eliza was quite sure it held a slight strain.

      “I must apologize, Lady Whitehaven, but your butler stated that you were not taking visitors this afternoon and I could not allow myself to be so restrained,” he replied, with a slight lift of his chin. “I have had a good deal of trouble during the time I have been apart from your family and I could not hold with the idea of being held back again, not even for a moment.”

      Lady Whitehaven cleared her throat delicately, as though she did not quite understand what Lord Avondale was saying but that she also did not care to understand either.

      “May I say that it is very good to see you both again,” Lord Avondale said softly, his eyes lingering on Eliza again. “It has been some time, has it not?”

      Eliza somehow managed to find her voice, her anger beginning to flare as she looked at the man who had betrayed her so, who had broken her completely, and now, in the very same way he had disappeared from her life, had chosen to reappear, simply due to his own desires and wishes. Had he no understanding of the torment she had endured by his hand? Had he no knowledge of what he had inflicted upon her?

      “It has, Lord Avondale,” she replied, tautly. “And yet, it has not seemed prolonged to me.”

      She did not know what he would make of this remark, knowing that it was nothing more than a lie but not wanting to reveal the depth of her emotion to him. Her heart was raw and bleeding, anger and fury and discontent burning through her. She had only just set her mind and her heart against him and now here he stood, seeming to think that he could intrude upon her life again?

      How foolish she had been to believe that she loved him still! She did not, not when he was so hard and cruel as to simply reappear at her mother’s house, forcing his way into the drawing room instead of remaining outside as propriety dictated. Anger like she had never known before burned within her, her cheeks growing hot with fury as she regarded Lord Avondale, refusing to allow his unsettling gaze to affect her.

      Lord Avondale cleared his throat and shifted his feet a little, his discomfort evident.

      “I have returned to London, as you can see,” he stated, in a somewhat strangled voice. “I – I had hoped that you might allow me a few moments alone with Miss Wells, Lady Whitehaven.” His eyes turned towards Lady Whitehaven, filled with hope and expectation.

      Thankfully, Lady Whitehaven did not appear to be as unbending as Lord Avondale would have wished her to be.

      “You wish to speak to my daughter alone, Lord Avondale?” she repeated, sounding more than astonished. “I hardly think that is in any way proper.”

      Lord Avondale inclined his head, although Eliza noted that he did not look ashamed in any way. “Be that as it may, Lady Whitehaven, I had hoped that with the friendship that was once between us, you might permit me to do so regardless. I have nothing but good intentions for your daughter.”

      “As you once did?” Lady Whitehaven replied, icily, arching an eyebrow. “You can hardly believe that we have forgotten what occurred between yourself and Eliza now, can you?”

      Eliza smiled darkly as Lord Avondale shook his head, his eyes lowering to the ground at his feet. Finally, it seemed, he felt a little shame over his actions towards her. At least there was some comfort in that.

      “I – I am aware that it is much too late to make amends, Lady Whitehaven, but I do wish to speak plainly to Miss Wells.”

      “Why are you here, Avondale?”

      The words ripped from Eliza’s throat before she could prevent them, finding her hands planted firmly on her hips, her back stiff with tension.  She glared at Lord Avondale as he looked back at her, seeing the way his jaw worked, his eyes fixed upon hers. He lifted his head, standing tall and strong, just as she remembered him.

      And yet she felt as though she had never truly known him at all. Even now, he was shrouded in secrecy and confusion, and Eliza discovered that she did not wish to know the truth about him any longer. She had made her mind up, had she not? She had decided to accept Lord Montrose’s offer of courtship and was not about to turn her back on him now, simply because Lord Avondale had returned! The thought was quite preposterous.

      “I – I have come in search of you, Eliza,” Lord Avondale said, spreading his arms out wide as though this gesture of truth might make her believe he was being honest. “There is a good deal that was left unsaid, a good deal that I did not clarify before and now the time has come for me to do so.”

      Before she could stop herself, Eliza let out a snort of derision, tossing her head. “You must believe, therefore, that I have spent these last two years desperately waiting for your return, Lord Avondale. You must believe that I am still in agony over your behavior, clinging to a hope that you will one day return to explain it all to me.” She poured scorn into her words, declaring it as much to herself as to Lord Avondale. Her own foolishness mocked her but she continued on regardless, seeing Lord Avondale’s eyes lose the tiny spark of hope that had been held within. “I have quite forgotten you, Lord Avondale. I am already being courted by another.”

      She saw him stiffen, as though her words had truly pierced him.

      “I think, Lord Avondale, that my daughter has made herself quite clear on the matter,” Lady Whitehaven said, softly, dropping her hand from Eliza’s arm as though she recognized that Eliza no longer required her support. “You may leave us.”

      Lord Avondale shook his head, looking down at the floor and making no attempt to do as Lady Whitehaven had asked. Eliza felt herself grow even more frustrated, horrified that tears were pricking at her eyes. She did not wish him to see anything but anger and disfavor in her eyes, knowing that to allow him to see her tears would do her more harm than good. It might allow him to see just how truly hurt she was by his rejection of her, how much of a burden she still carried – and she could not allow that to occur.

      “You may return to your wife, Lord Avondale,” she said, bluntly, waving him away with one hand. “I am sure that she will be missing your presence already.”

      Something began to crackle in the air between them. A deep, unsettling tension began to wash over them both, making Eliza’s stomach churn uncomfortably, as though she knew that something was wrong in what she had said.

      Lord Avondale’s expression grew haunted, his face appearing to pale as he regarded her. Eliza pressed one hand lightly against her stomach, forcing herself to take deep, even breaths.

      “My wife is gone,” Lord Avondale replied, heavily, his voice dropping low. “I have been in mourning for some time. It has come to an end now, of course, but…..” He trailed off, looking away from them both, his jaw working furiously.

      “I am very sorry for the loss of your Duchess,” Lady Whitehaven replied, her voice holding a good deal more sympathy than Eliza had expected. “We too have experienced such a loss.”

      Lord Avondale nodded, turning his head back towards them both. “Of course,” he said, shaking his head. “Do forgive me for not expressing my condolences to you earlier.” He inclined his head. “Lord Whitehaven was a great man and a most respectable gentleman. I am certain that you must feel his loss most keenly.”

      There was a heavy silence for a moment and Eliza glanced up at her mother, seeing the lines of pain forming around her eyes.

      “We do,” Lady Whitehaven replied, thickly. “It is with me every day.”

      Eliza reached out and pressed her mother’s hand gently, wanting to comfort her as best she could. This was, perhaps, the reason for her mother’s gentle compassion towards Lord Avondale upon hearing that his wife had passed away, for their grief could be shared and understood, even though their marriages had been of differing durations.

      “May I ask when you lost your wife?” Lady Whitehaven questioned, letting go of Eliza’s hand as her voice grew a little stronger.

      Lord Avondale’s expression tightened. “It was seven months after our wedding, Lady Whitehaven,” he said, surprising Eliza with the short time he had been wed. “Most unexpected and deeply saddening also.”

      Lady Whitehaven nodded, whilst Eliza trained her eyes onto Lord Avondale, trying to make out his expression. There was a deep sadness in his face, his voice betraying the pain of the loss he felt, but there was something more there. An anger, mayhap? An anger that could not be truly expressed, an anger that he was doing his utmost to hide.

      For a moment, Eliza was caught up in a cloud of questions, wondering why Lord Avondale appeared so and questioning what it was he wished to say to her in light of his wife’s death, but then she recalled her own fury and turned away from all thoughts of speaking to him further.

      “We have completed our mourning, as you can see,” Lady Whitehaven finished, gesturing towards Eliza. “We have come to London for the Season and, thus far, my daughters are doing rather well. Dinah, of course, is the exception.”

      This was spoken with a good deal more friendliness than before, sending Eliza’s stomach twisting with frustration. She did not want her mother to allow the sympathy and understanding that she felt over Lord Avondale’s loss to begin to encourage the friendship that had once been between their families.

      Lord Avondale nodded, although he did not appear particularly interested in hearing about Dinah. His gaze returned to settle on Eliza, his expression fixed as though he were preparing himself for her complete and thorough rejection.

      “You will not allow me to speak with you then, Miss Wells?” he asked, no longer addressing her as ‘Eliza’, as he once had. “Not even to allow me to explain what has gone before?”

      She looked at him steadily, her answer already certain. “I fear, Lord Avondale, that it is much too late for explanations. I have no need of them, and you have no requirement to give them to me.”

      He shuffled his feet, his head low. “I have never forgotten you, Miss Wells. I have been quite unable to do so.”

      Shocked at his free way of speaking, particularly in front of her mother, Eliza caught her breath and looked away, hating the climbing heat that was already making its way into her face.

      “Lord Avondale.” Her mother’s reproach was soft yet determined.

      “You must forgive me,” Lord Avondale replied at once, although he did not sound in the least bit apologetic. “I have been quite tormented ever since my parting from your daughter, Lady Whitehaven, and now that there is the opportunity to explain myself to her completely, I find myself longing to do so, even if it is only for the most selfish of motives.”

      Lady Whitehaven arched an eyebrow, throwing a glance at Eliza. Eliza shook her head sharply, making her decision quite clear. She wanted nothing to do with Lord Avondale any longer.

      “Selfish, Lord Avondale?”

      “I wish to assuage my guilt, somewhat,” Lord Avondale confessed. “I wish I had never spoken so cruelly or treated Miss Wells so disparagingly, but the circumstances at the time required me to separate myself from her entirely. What I would not do for the opportunity to return to that moment and beg her forgiveness for my actions!” His voice became strained with emotion and, much to her frustration, Eliza felt her own heart begin to soften just a little, losing some of the anger that burned within her.

      “There is a good deal more to explain, Miss Wells,” Lord Avondale finished, looking at her beseechingly. “If only you would give me the opportunity to do so, then there might be an end to the anger and frustration you bear towards me.”

      Eliza shook her head, refusing to allow anything she felt to hold sway over her decision. “Lord Avondale, as I have said before, things between us are quite at an end. You chose to do so, did you not? How can you now claim that you have always been desperate in your urgency to share an explanation with me when the opportunity was there some two years ago?” She tossed her head, her dark ringlets bouncing. “I shall not change my mind, Lord Avondale. I have chosen to leave you in the past, which is where you shall stay. I have other gentlemen to consider now.”

      Much to her surprise, she saw that Lord Avondale’s face fell at these words, appearing quite crestfallen that she had forgotten him entirely. What had he expected? Had he expected her to still be clinging onto his memory, even in the knowledge that he was married and settled? Eliza had to admit that she was more relieved than ever that she had chosen to allow Lord Montrose to court her, glad that she could now state, quite clearly, that she was by the side of another gentleman. That was proof that she had determined to forget Lord Avondale entirely, was it not?

      “My daughter is being courted by Lord Montrose,” Lady Whitehaven said, by way of explanation. “The Earl of Montrose, I should say.” She smiled and patted Eliza’s shoulder. “We are all very pleased for her, of course, for he appears to be a wonderful gentleman.”

      Eliza set her face and looked steadily back at Lord Avondale, who was shaking his head as though she had imparted some truly dreadful news. For some minutes, nothing was said, the air growing thick with tension as it clouded the room. Eliza felt her heart begin to quicken, praying that Lord Avondale would not be able to hear what she was sure was an audible thumping.

      “I am much too late, then,” Lord Avondale replied, heavily, not looking at either Eliza or her mother. “It is just as I expected, of course.” He shrugged and began to turn away, hopelessness wrapping itself around him like a thick, dark cloak. “I should never have treated you as I did, Eliza, but there was nothing else for me to do. I had no choice. Mayhap one day you will seek an explanation from me, and I must tell you, Eliza, that I will always be glad to give it.”

      Eliza could not speak, her heart in her throat as she heard her name upon his lips. It sounded so familiar and yet so foreign in equal measure. Her whole being was flung back headlong into the memories of the two of them together – the laughter, the joy and the happiness they had once shared.

      He was the one who tore that from you, she reminded herself, sternly. Do not permit him to use those memories to soften your heart now.

      “I do not think I shall ever do so, Lord Avondale,” she replied, firmly, as his steps led him to the door. “As I said, I have chosen to set the past aside and turned my heart towards another.”

      Lord Avondale nodded miserably, his eyes barely making it to hers before dropping to the floor again.

      “You will be more than welcome to call again, however, Lord Avondale,” Lady Whitehaven said, much to Eliza’s dismay. “You have friends here, as you know. We shall not reject you entirely, nor give you the cut direct.”

      Lord Avondale gave Lady Whitehaven a small smile, although it did not reach his eyes. “That is most gracious of you, Lady Whitehaven, and certainly shows a good deal more kindness than I have ever deserved,” he replied, sadly. “Would that I had shown your daughter the same consideration two years ago. I will express to you both again my deepest regret and my humble apologies, with the only explanation being that I had no other choice. My hands were bound completely, and I was not free to do anything but turn from Miss Wells entirely. Had I been able to make my own decisions, then you would have found me here as Miss Wells’ betrothed, and not as her enemy.”

      Eliza swallowed hard and looked away, refusing to let his words touch her heart. Her anger was billowing towards her mother, unable to understand why Lady Whitehaven had offered such kindness towards Lord Avondale when it was more than apparent that Eliza wanted nothing more to do with the gentleman. She waited until the door closed firmly before rounding on her.

      “Whatever were you thinking, Mama?”

      Lady Whitehaven looked back at her, a little surprised. “What do you mean, Eliza?”

      “You invited Lord Avondale back to our household!” Eliza exclaimed, rippling anger coursing through her. “Why should you do such a thing when you know what he has done and how he has treated me?”

      Lady Whitehaven gave Eliza a soft smile, which did nothing to dampen Eliza’s fury.

      “He is suffering, Eliza, can you not see that?”

      The gentle words penetrated through Eliza’s ire, giving her the first inkling into her mother’s consideration towards Lord Avondale.

      “He has lost his wife, Eliza,” Lady Whitehaven said, softly, turning towards her daughter with a look of grief in her eyes. “Even if you are angry with him, even if you are truly set against him – which I fully understand – can you not feel even the slightest compassion for what he has lost?”

      Eliza hesitated, not wanting to answer and yet finding that the truth of her mother’s words was already settling over her heart.

      “You will never need to be present should he be invited to afternoon tea or the like,” her mother promised, reaching for Eliza’s hand and holding it tightly. “I should never force you to do such a thing. However, it may be that he requires someone to speak with who will truly understand his grief and pain.” She lifted her shoulders. “Whom else can understand but another who has lost a spouse?”

      Eliza shook her head, her tension draining away from her despite her desire to cling onto it, to allow it to add fuel to her anger.

      “You are much too generous, Mama,” she admitted, slowly. “I have no such sympathy for him.”

      Her mother sighed and let go of Eliza’s hand. “That may well be so,” she answered, gently, “and I would not hold such things against you. But you may recall, Eliza, that forgiveness is something that we are often encouraged to take a hold of. Your prayers end with such a request, do they not?”

      A small pang of shame burst through Eliza’s heart and she turned away. She did not want to be reminded of such things, nor of her Christian duty to forgive the wounds and pains of the past. It was all much too fresh, much too soon for such things.

      “This will take time, Eliza,” her mother finished, calmly. “You will not have to even converse with him, if you do not wish to. I will not say that you need never see him again, for most likely, you will be at some of the same social occasions as one another, and you therefore must be prepared for that.”

      Sighing inwardly, Eliza nodded, making for the door. She no longer wanted to be in the same room as her mother, no longer wanted to hear what she would have to endure, now that Lord Avondale would be in town.

      “I shall, Mama,” she muttered, half-heartedly. “And in the meantime, I shall look forward to Lord Montrose’s visit to you, so that our courtship might finally begin.”

      Lady Whitehaven held Eliza’s gaze for a long moment, not saying even a single word.

      “I am quite certain that this is what I want,” Eliza continued, a touch defiantly, as though she could see her mother’s thoughts. “You will not refuse him, Mama, will you?”

      “Of course I will not,” Lady Whitehaven replied, steadily. “Just as long as you are certain that it is still what you wish.”

      Eliza nodded, pulling open the door and making to quit the room. “I am quite certain, Mama,” she replied, her voice echoing into the room behind her. “More certain than ever before.”
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      Jeremy, the Duke of Avondale, felt his heart drop to the floor as he left Lady Whitehaven’s townhouse. That had been the most disastrous encounter of his life.

      Making his way back to his own townhouse, Jeremy felt his steps drag, the heavy weight of his heart seeming to pull him down. There was no happiness in this. There was no joy in his heart. That had gone the moment he had been forced to step away from Eliza and do his family duty.

      Eliza would never forgive him. That was more than apparent. The anger and upset in her eyes had said more than her words could ever explain. As much as she had stated that she cared nothing for his explanations, that she no longer felt even a single modicum of emotion for him, Jeremy could not believe it was true. There had been too much raw agony in her expression, too much ire spitting through her words for him to believe that.

      All he had wanted was the opportunity to explain, now that he was able to do so. At the time, he had been desperate to tell her the truth but his loyalty to his family had held him back. He had been forced to make promises that had subsequently torn Jeremy’s life apart, and broken Eliza’s heart completely.

      Climbing into his carriage, Jeremy sat back against the squabs and closed his eyes. The way that she had looked at him as he first entered the room was something he would never forget. Her face had paled, her eyes widened, and then color had burned in her cheeks. Her brows had lowered, her dark ringlets darkening her appearance as she had folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her gaze at him.

      He had not been welcomed in that house.

      Bursting into the room in the first place had been a mistake, of course, but the butler had insisted that, even though Lady Whitehaven and Miss Eliza Wells were at home, they could not see him – and his desperation had forced him to react. He had hurried into the drawing room, all sense forgotten, in the desperate hope that Eliza would give him just a few minutes of her time.

      Goodness, she had been even more beautiful than he remembered. She was strong and determined, resilient and unafraid. But, worst of all, apparently already being courted by another.

      Groaning, Jeremy shoved his head into his hands, his heart aching with frustration and regret. What had he expected? Had he truly thought that Eliza would continue to wait for him, for years and years, until somehow his marriage had been brought to an end? That was more than foolish, especially given just how poorly he had treated her, giving her no explanation for his departure. To lose his wife had been truly terrible, but to lose his wife and the woman he loved was more torturous than anything he had ever known before.

      The carriage door opened and Jeremy was forced to leave his dark thoughts for a moment, stepping out into the warm London air that the Season brought. This year, the year 1815, was meant to be one filled with hope. Napoleon, it seemed, was on the cusp of defeat and with that defeat would come an end to the war. There would be a peace that had been absent for some time, an end to the fighting and the brutality. Those in London seemed delighted with such news, bringing a fresh joy to their hearts as they waited expectantly – and yet Jeremy felt nothing of the sort within himself. Yes, he would be glad to know of the war’s end and the fighting that went with it, but it would do nothing to soothe the agony within his own heart. He did not know what would do so, other than simply allowing the passage of time to numb him somewhat.

      “Lord Avondale.”

      Jeremy looked up to see his butler inclining his head, his hand outstretched to take Jeremy’s hat and gloves.

      “You have a visitor, my lord.”

      “Oh?” For a moment, Jeremy was filled with the bright hope that Eliza had decided to set her anger aside and had come to talk with him about what had occurred, only to realize just how foolish an idea that was.

      “Lord Northgate is waiting for you in the study, my lord.”

      Jeremy hesitated, thundering memories crashing into him. The last time he had seen Lord Northgate had been some months ago, at the funeral of Jeremy’s wife.

      “Should I have a tray sent up, my lord?”

      Dragging himself back to the present and sending up a silent prayer for courage, Jeremy nodded and walked quickly towards the study, pushing open the door without even pausing to catch his breath.

      Lord Northgate unfolded himself from the chair and rose to greet him, having been sitting by the fire that had obviously been stoked for him. He was a tall, thin man who always gave the impression of being rather cold. Little wonder, then, that the staff had tried to ensure that the room was warm!

      “Northgate,” Jeremy murmured, shaking Northgate’s hand and finding himself somewhat surprised by the sheer amount of strength that came from what appeared to be so thin and gaunt a person. Lord Northgate had a long, thin nose, small grey eyes and a thatch of white hair that seemed to float a little above his head. Jeremy did not know him a good deal, but then that came with having a large, extended family. The Earl of Northgate was his uncle, eldest brother to Jeremy’s late mother.

      “I do hope you do not mind my calling upon you here,” Lord Northgate began, as Jeremy waved him back into his seat. “I know that it is entirely unexpected and perhaps a little untoward to have my calling upon you without writing to you first, but I did not expect to see you in town.”

      “It is quite all right,” Jeremy reassured him. “I am more than glad to see you, Northgate. Are you here for Beatrice?”

      Beatrice was the third and last of Lord Northgate’s children, who, having been out last Season, had been required to wait until her period of mourning was at an end. Now, of course, she could grasp a hold of the Season with both hands.

      “Indeed,” Lord Northgate sighed, a small smile playing about his mouth. “My dear girl is doing her very best, of course, to be as entirely proper as she can be, without losing any of her elegance and poise.” His smile became sad. “She is determined not to do as Rebecca did.”

      Jeremy’s heart dropped to the floor. “I know that the Season may bring its own fears to her heart,” he replied, softly. “I can well understand her worries and her determination, but I am quite certain she will not be pulled into anything similar.”

      Lord Northgate nodded, a sigh escaping him. “I can return home once Beatrice is settled,” he stated, shrugging, as Jeremy got up to pour them both a small measure of the finest brandy. “Harrington is, as you know, already married and his wife will soon enter her confinement.”

      Jeremy looked up in surprise, hearing Lord Northgate speak of his eldest son and heir to the title. “Is that so?”

      “Indeed,” Lord Northgate replied, smiling. “We are praying it is a boy, of course.”

      “Of course,” Jeremy agreed, waving in the footman as a tray was brought in. “But if it is not, I have heard that daughters can be most agreeable.”

      Lord Northgate did not say anything in response, not until the footman had left and the door was closed tightly.

      “Might I ask, Avondale, whether you are in London for any particular reason?”

      Jeremy sat down opposite his uncle and shrugged. He did not want to speak of Eliza but knew that there was no reason to hide the truth from his uncle. “Miss Wells is also in London.”

      A flicker of sympathy crossed Lord Northgate’s face. “I see,” he said, slowly. “And might I ask how your meeting went?”

      A harsh laugh ripped from Jeremy’s throat, and he shook his head. “She is not willing to speak to me.”

      Lord Northgate looked entirely sympathetic. “As I can understand. I am truly sorry, Avondale, for what was asked of you.”

      Jeremy closed his eyes and took in a long breath, memories swarming around him. He could still recall the day that his uncle had appeared at Jeremy’s estate, breathless and grey faced.

      That had been the day that Jeremy’s entire world had gone awry. Lord Northgate had told him that his daughter, Rebecca, had found herself in trouble. She was, it seemed, with child. The girl had refused to say anything about who had done such a thing to her, but Lord Northgate had been desperate to find a way to hide his daughter’s shame as best he could.

      Should the truth have come out, then all of Lord Northgate’s children would have been smeared by scandal. Lord Northgate’s eldest, Harrington, was due to wed in a few weeks’ time, and Northgate feared that the engagement would come to an end should news of Rebecca’s predicament reach society’s ears. Beatrice too, his youngest daughter, would never be able to find a suitable match, should the world know of Rebecca’s pregnancy.

      It had all been set onto Jeremy’s shoulders and he had not had any other choice but to accept the responsibility of it. Family came first, did it not? And, of course, he could not tell even Eliza the truth of why he had to suddenly go to marry another, why he had to bring an end to what had been between them.

      He had married Rebecca, his cousin, so that his family might be spared the shame and disgrace that came with her being with child outside of marriage. She had barely said a word to him in all the months they had been husband and wife, becoming almost a wraith as she floated around the estate, pale and silent. Little wonder, then, that when the time had come for her to give birth, she had not had the strength to do so.

      Both she and the babe had died.

      “You need not think that I shall discourage you from pursuing what you have long desired, Avondale,” his uncle murmured, breaking through Jeremy’s colliding thoughts. “I know all too well that you cared deeply for Miss Wells.”

      Jeremy shook his head. “Be that as it may, she is not willing to either see nor speak to me,” he replied, gruffly, hiding his emotion. “Which I can understand entirely. It is not to be, it seems. I am not to have any hope of reconciliation.”

      Lord Northgate sighed heavily and sipped his brandy. “I would speak to her on your behalf if I could,” he stated, honestly, “but I fear it would bring shame onto our good family name, shame that we have tried so hard to hide.”

      Jeremy nodded, feeling utterly miserable. “Miss Wells herself would not say a word, I am certain of it, but as I have already promised that I would not declare what had occurred with Rebecca to any other….” He trailed off, picking up his own brandy glass and draining it.

      Lord Northgate watched him for a long moment, setting his now empty glass back down upon the table. “You are a gentleman of honor, Avondale. We are, of course, desperately grateful for your sacrifice and for your willingness to come to Rebecca’s aid when she needed you.”

      Jeremy waved a hand, not wanting to accept any accolades. “I did nothing for your daughter, Northgate,” he stated, honesty pouring into his words. “We were not friends. We were barely companions. She did not speak to me during those short months, seeming to lose herself in memories and in regret.” He shook his head, sitting forward and placing his elbows on his knees. “She was my dear cousin, of course, but I confess that I felt nothing for her.” Guilt assuaged him for a moment, wrapping its arms around his neck, until Lord Northgate’s voice broke in and pushed it aside.

      “We have never expected that from you, Avondale,” he replied calmly. “You did your duty and for that, we are grateful.” He held Jeremy’s gaze, a quiet look of appreciation in his eyes. “And I wish you the very best this Season. I shall pray that Eliza might return to you again.”

      Jeremy shook his head, sighing heavily as he thrust one hand into his hair in a gesture of exasperation. “I highly doubt your prayers will be answered, Uncle.”

      His uncle smiled. “But still, I shall pray regardless.” A seriousness flickered in his eyes. “What of my daughter’s things? Are they still at the estate?”

      Jeremy nodded. “I must tell you that I have failed somewhat in my duties and have not yet looked through all of her belongings,” he said, sadly. “I have still to do so, even though my time of mourning is complete.” He flung a hand towards Lord Northgate. “But you may do so, if you wish it. Simply say the word and I shall write to my staff and inform them that you are soon to be present at the estate.”

      Lord Northgate shook his head. “No, indeed not. You were her husband and therefore the duty lies with you. I shall not do so until you have done so first.” He smiled at Jeremy, who did not quite manage to return it. “I am not chastising you nor urging you to do so now. It will be done when you are ready, will it not?”

      “Yes, it shall be,” Jeremy agreed, heavily.

      “And mayhap you shall find something that will tell us which dastardly gentleman did such a thing to my dear Rebecca.”

      The anger that flooded Lord Northgate’s voice had Jeremy looking up in surprise, seeing the grim expression writing itself onto his uncle’s face. In all the time he had been married to Rebecca, he had never heard her mention what had occurred and now, it seemed, she had not said anything to her own father either.

      “You did not know that I was at as much of a loss as you,” Lord Northgate commented, seeing Jeremy’s surprised look. “My daughter refused to say a single word about the gentleman in question, not even when she was spoken to at length on the subject.” He shook his head, his white hair bobbing about furiously on the top of his head. “I could not get the truth from her. She was deeply ashamed and frightened of what would happen to her. She shut herself away, both inwardly and outwardly. No, Avondale, I have never been able to discover which gentleman it was that put my daughter into such dire straits.”

      An idea began to flicker in Jeremy’s mind. “Then mayhap I should set my mind upon discovering who it was,” he stated, softly, letting his gaze travel towards the flickering flames of the fire, as though they might confirm his suggestion.

      His uncle, however, frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You have always told me, Northgate, that the gentleman responsible for your daughter’s predicament refused to wed her. That he abandoned her and set her aside. Is that not so?”

      Lord Northgate nodded. “It is.”

      “Then it is only just and fair that I should discover who did such a terrible thing, so that amends might be made,” Jeremy continued, quickly. “Or at least so that this gentleman might be shown to be entirely unsuitable for any other young lady of the ton.”

      Lord Northgate nodded slowly, rubbing his chin with one long, bony finger. “So that no other young lady is in danger of enduring what Rebecca was forced to endure,” he said, slowly, his mind obviously still chewing over the suggestion. “But how can you do so if you have no particular idea as to whom this fellow might be?”

      Jeremy shrugged. “I can make discreet enquiries, can I not? I can talk of my cousin Rebecca, who was in London for the Season some two years ago and see who might remember her. Someone might know the name of the gentlemen eager to be in her company?”

      Sighing heavily, Lord Northgate closed his eyes. “If only that wretched woman had done what she had been paid to do,” he said, with a touch of anger in his voice. “Then my daughter might still be with us at this very moment!”

      Jeremy stopped talking, seeing the frustration and the pain and allowing his uncle time to endure it. Lord Northgate was talking of the companion he had hired to take care of Rebecca during the Season, for his own dear wife had departed this earth some years before. The companion, Mrs. Stately, had done very little for Rebecca, it seemed, allowing her more freedom than she ought. And, of course, Lord Northgate had stated that Rebecca would have thought this truly wonderful instead of telling her father that her companion was failing in her duties.

      “But enough, enough now,” Lord Northgate continued, heavily. “I shall not let it linger within me any longer.” A tight smile pulled his lips across his face. “To live in the past is to let it eat away at your very soul, I think.”

      Jeremy nodded, feeling the same heaviness within his own heart. “I fear that I cannot remove myself from the past entirely as yet.” He got up and went in search of the brandy, feeling the need to pour them both another measure. “Mayhap in trying to discover who was responsible for Rebecca’s situation, I might be able to free myself of it entirely.”

      Lord Northgate nodded, accepting another brandy. “Indeed,” he agreed, quietly. “And mayhap you will have the opportunity to tell Miss Wells the truth about the entire matter, in the hope that her heart may yet return to you.” He arched one white, bushy eyebrow in Jeremy’s direction. “I would see you happy, Avondale.”

      Jeremy shook his head as he sat back down. “I fear happiness is long gone from me, Northgate,” he stated, unequivocally. “And I have accepted as much. Whatever occurs over the next few weeks, whether or not I am able to find the gentleman who treated Rebecca so callously, I have very little hope of ever recovering what was once between myself and Miss Wells.” The truth was like burning coals being spewed from his mouth, the fire and heat and pain of it seeming to burn all though him. “That is gone entirely, I believe,” he finished, sitting back in his chair as though that might relieve some of his agony. “And I will not allow myself to hope any longer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you actually going to be looking at any of the books or are you simply hoping to catch the eye of any gentlemen who might see you as we walk there?”

      Eliza was cross, hating the way that Titania was meandering along the pavement as they made their way towards the bookshop. It was, of course, quite the thing to be seen by others during the social Season, but Eliza found herself entirely underwhelmed by the idea. She simply wanted to get to the bookshop, where she might be able to peruse the books at her leisure, in the safety and quiet of the shop.

      “I like being seen,” Titania complained, her red curls bouncing by her temples. She had not, it seemed, been able to capture all of her curls and pin them back underneath her bonnet unless, of course, she had allowed some of them to escape on purpose.

      Eliza sighed heavily, restraining herself from rolling her eyes as evidence of her displeasure. Her sister knew all too well that she did not like to be out within society, did not like to garner everyone’s attention, but Titania was not one to care what others thought.

      She was simply doing as she pleased, as she almost always did.

      “You are not angry with me, Eliza,” Titania said, cheerfully. “So I will not take your frustrations to heart.”

      “Angry?” Eliza repeated, crossly. “I am growing tired of walking at such a slow pace that I fear we shall never reach the bookshop before we must return home again!”

      Titania caught her eye, a knowing smile on her face. “I hardly think so, Eliza,” she replied. “You are upset because Lord Avondale has returned and you have not wanted to see him.”

      Closing her eyes, Eliza stopped dead, drew in a breath and opened her eyes to glare at her younger sister. “I do not wish you to even mention the name of Lord Avondale to me, Titania,” she said, forcefully. “DO you understand me?”

      Titania’s only response was to laugh and wave a hand. “Nonsense, Eliza. I shall talk of whatever and whomever I wish.”

      Groaning inwardly and wishing that she could return to the house and leave her sister behind, Eliza forced herself to keep in step with Titania, knowing that she could not allow such a situation, no matter how much she wished it. “I do not want to speak of Lord Avondale, Titania. Please.”

      “Why ever not?” Titania exclaimed, her eyes twinkling. “I think you are being more than foolish, Eliza. You should allow him to speak to you.”

      Silently wondering how her youngest sister knew precisely what had occurred between herself and Lord Avondale, Eliza eyed her sharply. “It is not your business, Titania.”

      Titania laughed again, the tinkling sound grating on Eliza’s nerves. “But I only want your best, Eliza,” she promised. “And is that not what you wish for me also? We are sisters, are we not? Therefore, it is quite understandable that I speak of Lord Avondale, so that I can do my best to help guide you through such a difficult matter.”

      Gritting her teeth, Eliza forced herself to take in three long, steadying breaths, settling her flaring temper. “You are my youngest sister, Titania,” she said eventually. “Whilst your offer of guidance is appreciated, I shall not be accepting it.” She waited until Titania had finished nodding and smiling at a few gathered gentlemen who were all speaking hastily outside some shop or other, before she continued. “As for Lord Avondale, I have made up my mind not to speak to him about any such matter. I have made my decision. I have accepted Lord Montrose.”

      Titania sighed heavily, shaking her head as her emerald eyes flickered from one passer-by to the other, in the hope that she might be acquainted with them. Eliza, grateful that there was no immediate response, simply began to quicken her pace and, much to her relief, Titania came with her.

      Her mind unwillingly went back to Lord Avondale. It had been a sennight since he had first called upon her and since then, she had not so much as glanced him in a crowd. Perhaps, she had considered, he had returned home, in which case, she was glad he would not be in London. It did not mean, of course, that her thoughts did not often turn towards him, that she did not often find herself wondering what it was he had wanted to tell her, but Eliza had remained fiercely determined to stay detached. Her mother, thankfully, had not said anything more about the matter although she had not written to rescind her invitation to Lord Avondale, which was a cause of frustration to Eliza.

      “Oh, look! Tis Lord Franks!” Titania exclaimed, looping her arm through Eliza’s, her steps becoming a good deal quicker. “And Lord Hollard, and Miss Stapleton!”

      Eliza, who had only ever been introduced to Lord Franks, wanted to discourage her sister from greeting these three acquaintances and to insist that they continue onto the bookshop – which, she now feared, they might never reach – but Titania was quite determined. She half dragged Eliza towards the small group, a wide smile on her face as she caught Lord Hollard who did, Eliza had to admit, appear quite pleased to see Titania. In fact, his face lit up at the sight of her, making Eliza wonder why she had never been introduced to this particular gentlemen who was so enamored with Titania.

      Very quickly, introductions were made and Eliza curtsied and inclined her head just as she was expected. Miss Stapleton, she learned, was the sister of Lord Hollard which explained how Titania had become introduced to Lord Hollard in the first place. She allowed herself to engage in polite conversation for some time, noting that Titania continued to dominate the conversation almost entirely, although Lord Hollard did not appear to be frustrated by this in any way.

      “And you are acquainted with Lord Montrose, are you not, Miss Wells?”

      A little startled by the abrupt change in conversation, Eliza nodded towards Miss Stapleton. “Yes, I am.”

      “You see,” Miss Stapleton murmured, jabbing her brother in the ribs with her elbow. “I told you that I saw him out walking with a lady.”

      Lord Hollard chuckled, shaking his head in evident surprise. “I did not think it possible that Lord Montrose would eventually come to seek out refined company, Miss Wells,” he explained, as Miss Stapleton giggled beside him. “But it seems that the impossible has occurred!”

      Eliza frowned, not entirely certain what they meant and finding herself growing rather anxious over such a remark.

      Titania, of course, ploughed in with further questions, saving Eliza the trouble of finding the correct way to ask for further information.

      “He is not a well-respected, gentleman, then?” Titania asked, eagerly. “I confess I know him very little.”

      Lord Franks chuckled. “He is a remarkable gentleman, that is for certain,” he replied, easily. “Up to all sorts of things these last few years, although I will say that I am glad he has decided to settle down and pursue more…..important matters.” He smiled at Eliza who only just managed to smile back. She did not understand what any of them meant regarding Lord Montrose, beginning to wonder if they were speaking about an entirely different gentleman and had mixed him up in their minds with Lord Montrose. The gentleman she knew was not foolish, nor irresponsible. He was well-mannered, genteel and more than proper.

      “I think we must take our leave of you now,” Titania said, dragging Eliza back to the present. “My sister is more than desperate to find a new book and I have promised her that we shall make it to the shop by the day’s end!” This was said with a twinkle in Titania’s eye and a light peal of laughter, which Miss Stapleton echoed.

      “You shall never reach the bookshop if you continue to greet everyone you know, Miss Wells,” Lord Hollard replied, looking at Titania with a broad smile on his face. “Although I am very glad that you chose to stop and greet us.”

      Eliza was surprised to see a slight dusting of pink rise in Titania’s cheeks at this remark, watching her younger sister take her leave of the two gentlemen and the young lady, before doing so herself. It was most unlike Titania to blush.

      “That young fellow seems quite taken with you,” she commented, praying silently that this would be enough of a distraction to prevent Titania from discussing either Lord Avondale or what had been said about Lord Montrose. “How long have you been acquainted with him?”

      Titania shrugged, not looking up at Eliza. “Not particularly long at all,” she replied, as though it did not matter. “He is very amiable, is he not?”

      Eliza hesitated. “I cannot say, for I only spoke with him a short while,” she confessed. “Although if you find him so, then I am glad for you.”

      Titania laughed and shook her head, although Eliza noted a slight sadness to her voice. “Lord Hollard is a much sought after gentleman, Eliza,” she stated, a hint of resignation in her voice. “He is rich and titled, handsome and kind in his character. I think he has a good many acquaintances, of which I am only one.”

      “I see,” Eliza murmured, still a little surprised that her sister was so taken with the gentleman. “I do not think that such a thing puts you at a disadvantage, however. You are quite memorable in your own way, Titania.”

      To her surprise, Titania looked up, nodded and then began to blink away her tears that had rapidly sprung into her eyes. She said nothing for some minutes but walked in silence, leaving Eliza questioning what she had said or done to upset her sister so.

      “I did not mean to –”

      “I am not upset, Eliza, with anything you have said,” Titania interrupted before Eliza could finish. “It is more that I find myself growing frustrated with my own thoughts, my own hopes and dreams.”

      “Oh?”

      Titania sighed heavily and tucked one red curl back under her bonnet. “I am fully aware that I can be overly loud, much too opinionated for someone of the gentler sex and, whilst I attempt to garner as much attention as I can, I am forever deciding against certain gentlemen simply because they do not fit the dream that I hold in my mind.”

      Eliza was surprised, having never heard Titania speak so openly before. “I do not think that to have a dream about one’s future is an entirely bad thing, Titania.”

      “It can become so, however,” Titania replied, firmly. “I fear that I often lack the sense and wisdom that you and Mama display with such ease.” She glanced up at Eliza, a rueful smile on her face. “Not that I should ever wish to become like Dinah, however.”

      “No, indeed,” Eliza replied, seeing the hint of the smile on Titania’s face and knowing that Titania and Dinah did not have even the slightest friendship. “Although, if I may give you my opinion, Titania, I do think that Lord Hollard was a little taken with you.”

      Titania scoffed at this, however. “I fear that Lord Hollard can be something of a rake,” she replied, shaking her head. “I think that he delights in the attention of others, that he seeks it out and revels in it instead of forcing himself to remain attentive to one particular lady. He will not settle down any time soon, I do not think. At times, I am quite angry with my reaction to his presence, to my eagerness to be in his company.” She glanced up at Eliza, a curious look in her eyes. “Although I do wonder what Lord Franks meant when he spoke of Lord Montrose.”

      Groaning inwardly, Eliza pulled open the door of the bookshop and stepped inside, hoping that the quietness of the shop and the delight of hundreds of new titles to be explored would prevent her sister from asking her any further questions – but it was not to be so.

      Even after they greeted the shopkeeper and began to quietly peruse some books, Titania’s determination to continue speaking on the subject became evident.

      “Lord Montrose is not, mayhap, the gentleman you believed him to be?”

      Eliza sighed. “I do not know of what they were speaking, Titania.” She gestured to the books. “But I am too busy to consider it at this present time.”

      “But I am not,” Titania replied, rolling her eyes as though Eliza was being quite ridiculous to put her books before thinking of Lord Montrose. “Come now, you cannot pretend you are not a little concerned about what was said?”

      Eliza hesitated, turned towards Titania and sighed. “What is it you wish me to say, Titania? That I was surprised to hear what Lord Franks said about Lord Montrose?” She lifted one shoulder. “Indeed, I was more than surprised, for that is not the gentleman I know but, then again, I do not know him particularly well.” Turning back towards the books, she heard Titania sigh heavily.

      “Shall you ask him?”

      “Ask him what?” Eliza said, quietly, frowning at her sister. “Ask him if what Lord Franks said was true?”

      Titania nodded eagerly. “What if he is a terrible rake and you have no knowledge of it? What then?”

      Eliza stifled a laugh. “I hardly think that Lord Montrose is a rake, Titania. If this were true, he would not behave as he does.” She smiled at the thought of Lord Montrose behaving like a rogue, knowing that he would not have treated her with such respect and consideration if he truly were such a man. “And if he has been so in the past, then what does that matter to me?”

      Titania’s mouth fell open and she stared at Eliza in horror. Eliza did her best to ignore this expression for some moments, forcing herself to stare blankly at the books on the shelf in front of her, although she did not even read their titles.

      “Titania,” she hissed, when it became too much. “You must stop.”

      “Stop?” Titania breathed, still sounding horrified. “I cannot stop, Eliza. I am deeply concerned for you.”

      Eliza closed her eyes and let out a long, slow breath. “I do not need your concern nor your guidance, Titania,” she stated, firmly. “I am well able to take good care of my own heart and my own future also, with whomever that it is to be with.”

      Titania shook her head, her expression troubled. “I think, Eliza, that you are allowing your upset with Lord Avondale’s return to cloud your view of Lord Montrose,” she replied, sending a wave of irritation crashing down over Eliza. “You are so set against even listening to Lord Avondale that you have decided that Lord Montrose must become everything to you.”

      “It is in his past, whatever it is!” Eliza exclaimed, rounding on her sister. “Do you not understand that, Titania? Lord Franks said so himself! He stated that he was glad that Lord Montrose had chosen to fall into respectable company, that he appeared to be considering his obligations and the like.” This was not precisely what Lord Franks had said, Eliza knew, but she dearly wanted her sister to stop thinking about what had been said about Lord Montrose, so that Eliza could, in her own time, begin to consider it carefully.

      “And you believe that one’s past can never influence one’s future,” Titania murmured, not looking at all chastised. Her eyes bored into Eliza’s, sending a flurry of frustration and guilt into Eliza’s belly. “You truly believe that the way one has behaved for years has no bearing on what that same person may do in the future?”

      Eliza lifted her chin, knowing what Titania was trying to say but refusing to let it enter her heart. “I will not pretend that my own past has not influenced the lady I am this very day, nor the decisions I have made, but the difference is, Titania, I have ensured that I will not allow Lord Avondale’s presence nor his past behavior to be a part of my life now.”

      Titania considered this, whilst Eliza turned back to study the book assiduously.

      “You think, therefore, that there is no merit in pursuing these particular comments about Lord Montrose, because, to your mind, they are a part of his past and should not be considered to have any bearing on the gentleman he is today.”

      Eliza nodded, not removing her eyes from the books. “That is it precisely.”

      “Then I may look into such comments myself.”

      Spinning around to face her sister, Eliza shook her head fiercely, her hands gripping tightly to the book in her hands. “No, you will do no such thing, Titania!” she exclaimed, her voice garnering her looks from some of the other occupants of the shop. Flushing with embarrassment, she lowered her voice but did not remove her stern gaze from her younger sister. “That is not required of you.”

      Titania arched one eyebrow, a faint smile dancing about her lips. “I did not suggest that it was required of me, now, did I?”

      Eliza glared at her, a deep twist of anger and frustration growing in the pit of her stomach. “I do not need your help, Titania.”

      “And yet, I am to give it regardless,” Titania said, steadily. “For if you will not take care to warn yourself of whatever dangers might await you, then I must be diligent enough to do so myself. After all, I would be greatly distressed if some harm came to you that I could have prevented.”

      For a few minutes, Eliza battled with her turbulent emotions, wishing to goodness that she had never agreed that Titania could accompany her to the bookshop, or that they had not met Lord Franks, Lord Hollard and Miss Stapleton. She did not want Titania to seek out further information about Lord Montrose’s past, not when she was not the one to be courted by him! It was entirely in Eliza’s hands, was it not? And yet, no matter how much she argued with Titania, Eliza knew that her sister would not bend. She was entirely unyielding, fierce and determined. If Eliza continued to argue with her, Titania would only stake her claim all the more, determined to do precisely what Eliza wished her not to.

      “Very well,” she said, stiffly, trying to pretend that it did not matter to her. “Do as you wish, Titania, but know that I shall not set any store by what you tell me thereafter. I wish to get to know Lord Montrose in my own way and in my own time and I will not be swayed simply because you think that there might be something about his past behavior that has some bearing on his current character.” She sniffed and turned away, ignoring Titania’s wide, triumphant grin. “Do as you please.”

      “I shall,” Titania replied, her voice carrying towards Eliza as she moved away from her sister, wanting desperately to have a few moments alone to regain her composure. “And it shall be done out of my love and concern for you, Eliza.”

      Eliza closed her eyes and leaned heavily against the end of a bookshelf, where her sister could not see her. It was the kindness of Titania’s words that was beginning to tug the anger away from her, leaving her standing almost breathless as she tried to come to terms with what her sister was intending to do.

      Titania was, in her own way, trying to show Eliza the same kindness that she had attempted to show each of her sisters upon their entry to London some weeks ago. That could not be faulted, Eliza knew, for Titania clearly wanted to do all she could to ensure that Eliza was not falling in love with another gentleman who would treat her as cruelly as Lord Avondale had done.

      Yet, Eliza was quite certain that Lord Montrose was not in any way similar to Lord Avondale. If he had a past filled with misdemeanors and roguish behavior, then that was one thing, but if he no longer displayed such behaviors, then did that not say something about his change in character? About his determination not to behave so any longer? Eliza considered that to be more important than to ask questions about his past, to worry herself that a gentleman could not change, for surely how he behaved now was evidence that he could turn from his past.

      “And most gentlemen throw themselves into society with wild abandon,” she reminded herself aloud, pushing herself away from the bookshelf and feeling a sense of determination fill her again.

      Titania could do as she wished. It would not matter to Eliza. She would not allow even a single word spoken against Lord Montrose to influence her heart. As she had planned, she would continue to get to know Lord Montrose and see whether or not they could be truly compatible, as she hoped they might. What a happy future could await her then!
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      “Lord Avondale!”

      Jeremy tried to smile as he walked into Lord Porter’s townhouse, feeling as though he were a veritable stranger instead of a gentleman who had only been absent from town for two short years.

      “Good evening, Lord Porter,” he replied, bowing as he greeted a gentleman he had once considered to be a good friend. “Thank you so much for your invitation to your musicale this evening. I am truly touched by your kindness.”

      Lord Porter – short, round and almost always jolly, laughed and shook Jeremy’s hand firmly, his cheeks already a little red which, as Jeremy recalled, always betrayed that his friend had been at his port. “No, no, it is my pleasure to have you here! May I present my wife?”

      Jeremy turned towards a thin, waspish looking lady who was clad in a gown of emerald green which did not seem to suit her pale complexion and fair hair at all. Bowing politely, he took the lady’s presented hand as he did so, wondering when Lord Porter had wed.

      “Delighted to meet such a dear friend of Lord Porter’s,” Lady Porter said, her voice high and thin. “Although you have not been in town for some years, I understand.”

      Jeremy let go of Lady Porter’s hand and nodded, seeing her pale grey eyes settle on his. He found that he did not quite take to Lady Porter, surprised at how very different she appeared to be from Lord Porter.

      “No, I have been at my estate,” he said, quietly, not wanting to hide the truth from anyone. “My dear wife died, unfortunately, soon after we wed and I found myself in mourning. I am only released from it recently and, as such, sought a little company in London.”

      Lord Porter’s jolly smile faded at once and he set a firm hand on Jeremy’s shoulder, his eyes troubled.

      “I did not know, old boy,” he stated, quietly. “I heard a rumor that you were wed but nothing came of it that I knew. Of course, I should have written to you or the like but I found myself rather tied up in courtship and all that goes with it.” He sent a sidelong glance to Lady Porter who, much to Jeremy’s astonishment, blushed faintly. Apparently there was some sort of attraction between husband and wife, which Jeremy would never have expected.

      “I chose not to announce my marriage,” Jeremy replied, honestly. “Being a Duke, as you know, can bring a good deal of interest from others in whatever one does.” He shrugged, knowing that Lord Porter could well understand, given that he bore a high title also. “My Duchess, however, passed away only a few months into our marriage.”

      Lord Porter shook his head, his expression grave. “I am truly sorry, Lord Avondale,” he said quietly. “But you are returned to London, at least, and I must hope that you can, therefore, find a way out of your grief and back to some semblance of happiness.”

      Jeremy nodded, appreciating his friend’s consideration. “Thank you, Porter. It has been some time since I have been in London and your welcome has certainly eased the transition back into society!”

      Lord Porter chuckled, his somber aura lifting at once. “I fear that your arrival may soon be well known, Avondale,” he grinned. “For, as you say, you are a Duke and there will be a great deal of interest in your presence here this evening. By tomorrow, the news of your return will be all around London and you shall have invitations pouring through your door.”

      Jeremy grimaced, well aware that this would occur and finding that, as he had done some years ago during his visits to London, the thought did not fill him with any sort of delight. He did not want to garner any sort of attention from anyone other than Eliza, although that was, of course, quite impossible.

      “I should allow you to greet the rest of your guests,” he murmured, making to step away. “Good evening, Lord Porter, Lady Porter. I am sure I shall have a most enjoyable evening.”

      Lord Porter grinned and nodded, before turning to another guest, although Lady Porter’s eyes lingered on Jeremy’s for a moment longer. It was as though she were trying to discern what it was that saddened him so, as though she knew that the loss of his wife was not what was tearing his heart into small, jagged pieces.

      Sighing inwardly, Jeremy turned back towards the rest of the guests who had already gathered in Lord Porter’s home, wondering if he knew anyone within. He did not expect to be quickly assailed by a young, red headed creature with glittering, emerald eyes.

      “Lord Avondale!” the young lady exclaimed, one hand grasping his arm as she seemed to bounce up and down on her toes in front of him. “Oh, goodness, I am so very glad to see you. It has been some time, has it not?”

      Jeremy frowned, trying to place her – only for the knowledge of who she was to strike him, hard. “Good gracious!” he exclaimed, taking a step back so that he might take her in completely. “Miss Titania Wells!”

      She giggled, her eyes bright. “Indeed.”

      It had only been two years since he had set eyes upon her last but in that time, she seemed to have blossomed from child to young woman. She was as feisty as ever, he realized with a smile, for what other young lady of the beau monde would simply hurry over to a gentleman and press their hand to his arm?

      “You are out, I see,” he commented, her happy smile lifting his somber thoughts somewhat. “And enjoying society?”

      “Of course,” she replied, grinning. “I am enjoying as much of it as I am able, although I cannot say the same for my other sisters, nor for my cousin.”

      Jeremy allowed himself a soft chuckle, recalling how Miss Catherine Wells had often declared her dislike of town, of the highest fashions, of dancing and all such things. “I can imagine,” he said, making Titania laugh. “Although I am glad that you are all present now after what must have been a very difficult time for you all.”

      Titania’s expression clouded. “It was, yes,” she stated, honestly. “Although I believe Eliza found it a good deal more trying than the rest of us.” Her eyes fixed upon his, allowing him no room to escape. Jeremy had no doubt about what Miss Titania was trying to say, shame bursting through his chest almost immediately.

      “I am well aware of the part I have had to play in her distress,” he said, softly, not wishing to deny it in any way. “I wish that I could make amends in some way, that I might be permitted to explain, but she will not allow it. And I cannot and will not force her to do so.”

      Titania considered this, looking at him steadily. Jeremy allowed her to do so without interrupting her thoughts, seeing a light flickering in her eyes.

      “You are very good not to force your will upon her,” Titania said, eventually. “Although I did hear that you burst into our drawing room without any introduction!”

      Jeremy flushed and looked away. “That, Miss Wells, you may put down to my desperation to see your sister,” he replied, truthfully. “But I will not allow myself to be so hot headed again.”

      “Oh, but if only you would!” Titania exclaimed, surprising him. “I am quite certain that my dear sister cares for you very deeply still, Lord Avondale, but such is her grief and hurt that she had allowed it to cloud the truth of what she feels. Although…” She tipped her head to the left, her eyes narrowing. “Although, I must admit that I was greatly distressed to hear what you had done, Lord Avondale. Is there some sort of reasonable explanation?”

      “There is an explanation, of course,” Jeremy admitted. “The choice was not given to me. I had no other option but to marry another, even though my heart still belonged to Eliza. It belongs to her still.” He shrugged, looking away from Titania as his heart began to ache all over again. “If I had the chance to share with her the truth of my actions, then my guilt might be assuaged. I would not even dare to dream that I might have her in my arms again for I understand completely the gravity of what I have done, but it would settle my conscience to know that Eliza was aware of the truth of the matter.” A sudden thought had his heart leaping in his chest. “Is she here this evening?”

      Titania’s dark look was gone, her bright smile back upon her face. “Of course,” she said, as though he ought to be filled with joy at the prospect. “Although Lord Montrose is here also.” A scowl bit at her features, sending her smile from her face. “I confess that I am not entirely certain of Lord Montrose.”

      The moment Titania had told him that Eliza was present at Lord Porter’s small gathering, Jeremy had felt his heart drop to the pit of his stomach before slamming back into his chest again, leaving his breathing ragged and his whole body alive with a mixture of anxiety and anticipation. Now, he stared at Titania, hardly able to take in what she was saying to him.

      “Lord Montrose, Lord Avondale,” Titania continued blithely, unaware of all that he was experiencing. “What do you know of him?”

      Jeremy cleared his throat, curling and uncurling his hands into fists in an attempt to gather himself. “Lord Montrose,” he repeated, knowing just how much that name had haunted him of late. “Ah, yes, your sister did mention him to me.”

      Titania’s scowl remained. “I thought him quite charming and Eliza did seem quite taken with him – although she still spoke of you, Lord Avondale.” Her brows rose, as though to confirm that yes, she was speaking the truth. “You have often been in her thoughts, Lord Avondale. It has only been in the last few weeks that she had chosen to set you aside and turn towards Lord Montrose – and yet I have the impression that he is not as genteel and amiable as he pretends to be.”

      “And what reason do you have for such thoughts?” Jeremy probed, trying to recall the gentleman from the few times he himself had been in London. “Has he said or done anything untoward?”

      Titania shook her head, appearing frustrated. “No, he has not, but an acquaintance of mine spoke of how Lord Montrose used to be something of a rake, and I fear that he still may be so.”

      Jeremy frowned, seeing the concern in Titania’s eyes and knowing that she was truly trying to do her very best for her sister. “I wish I could be of some aid to you, Miss Wells.”

      Titania’s eyes lit up. “Oh, but you can be, Lord Avondale!” she exclaimed, suddenly caught up with delight. “I have the most marvelous suggestion! You may, in your own way, discover what you can about Lord Montrose and I shall do the same! After all, we both have dear Eliza to concern ourselves with and, if Lord Montrose is not the gentleman he appears to be, then we shall have saved her from a truly terrible fate.”

      Jeremy shook his head. “I think that your sister would not be particularly pleased to hear any criticism of the gentleman who is to court her, particularly from me.”

      A tinkling laugh came from Titania. “Then, you shall simply inform me and I shall speak to her of it,” she replied, patting his arm in that familiar way. “You see? There is no need to concern yourself in that regard. You shall simply be doing your best for Eliza.”

      In the hope that she might throw Lord Montrose aside and return to you, Jeremy told himself, knowing that, as much as he tried to rid himself of it, such thoughts continued to dog his mind.

      “I – I do have other matters that also must take some of my attention,” he said, slowly, remembering Rebecca and his newfound determination to find the gentleman responsible for her utter disgrace. “I am not quite certain that I….”

      His eyes were suddenly caught by the sight of Miss Eliza Wells walking into the room with a gentleman by her side. They both held a glass of champagne and the gentleman was pointing something out to her that Jeremy had to resist the urge to turn to look at. He let his gaze rest on Eliza, finding her dark hair, green eyes and gentle curves as beautiful and as delightful as he had before. She looked utterly breath-taking, in a gown that drew attention to the creaminess of her skin and her emerald eyes.

      Jeremy felt himself suddenly overwhelmed by jealousy, his face growing hot as he saw Eliza look up at the gentleman and laugh, her eyes alight with good humor.

      He wanted to be the only gentleman who could make her laugh so. He wanted to be the only one permitted to put his arm about her, to draw her close to him….and yet, he knew, she was gone from him forever. Her face would not be alight with smiles when she looked at him. No, instead, her expression would darken, her brows would lower and ice would fill her eyes. There was no warmth left for him.

      “That is Lord Montrose,” Titania murmured, seeing the way Jeremy was looking at Eliza. “Tell me, Lord Avondale, do you recognize him?”

      Jeremy had not yet looked closely at the gentleman and finally forced himself to do so. The man was fairly tall and appeared quite distinguished although not particularly handsome, Jeremy considered – although he was well aware that such thoughts could easily stem from his own prejudice against the fellow.

      “I vaguely recall him,” he said, remembering faintly a few evenings in Whites when Lord Montrose had been both loud and overly indulgent in the liquor that was always available. “From what I recall, he was something of a rake, as you yourself have said.” He shrugged. “Not that that is any measure of a man, for those with titles and wealth are more inclined to behave in such a reckless manner for the first few years in London.” Seeing Titania’s eyes glitter darkly, he struggled to explain himself. “I confess that I never permitted myself to do so, but it is not uncommon for gentlemen to become utter rogues until they have lost that wildness and chosen to look at matters with a much more serious eye.”

      “And yet, you never did so,” Titania commented.

      “No,” Jeremy replied, his eyes back on Eliza. “No, I did not permit myself to do so. Why should I? I had everything I required in Eliza.” The only reason he had come to London – albeit briefly, each and every one of his visits short – was simply to further some acquaintances and to have a taste of what society had to offer. He had enjoyed the balls, the soirees, the card games and the liquor, but his heart had always yearned for Eliza.

      “Did you tell her so?” Titania asked, softly.

      “I did,” Jeremy replied, heavily. “I told her the truth of what was upon my heart, never thinking that I should have to break my word and turn from her. If only I had not given her my promise, then she might not have been so broken by my sudden refusal.”

      Titania sighed heavily, her shoulders slumping. “It is done, however, is it not? And instead of looking to the past and allowing regret to fill us, we must, I think, choose to press forward.”

      “Indeed,” Jeremy replied, hearing the determination in Titania’s voice and allowing it to fill him. “In that case, Miss Wells, I shall consider what you have said and attempt to do what I can to aid you.”

      A grin spread across Titania’s face, as though she had always known that he would agree in the end. “I am delighted to hear it,” she said, practically. “And you simply must join us for dinner tomorrow. We are to have a small gathering at the house and I insist that you attend as my guest.”

      Warning rose in Jeremy’s chest. “I do not think that Eliza would be pleased to see me present,” he replied, hoping he was not about to offend Titania. The invitation was kind, of course, but he did wonder if she was a little unaware of just how much pain her sister would be in to see him seated there. “Although I do thank you for your invitation.”

      “No,” Titania replied, with a toss of her head. “No, you shall not refuse me, Lord Avondale. You and I shall work together to discover the truth about Lord Montrose – and how are you meant to do so if you will never even speak to the gentleman?”

      “He will be present also?”

      “Of course,” Titania laughed. “But if you are there too, Lord Avondale, then my sister may find herself a little distracted from Lord Montrose’s attentions, do you not think?”

      Inwardly, Jeremy battled with the choice set before him. He could not deny that going to dinner and pulling Eliza’s attention from Lord Montrose in some way was something of a pleasurable thought, but then again, he did not want to distress Eliza further.

      “I will attend,” he said, eventually, “but only if your mother agrees and only if you ensure that your sister is aware of my presence before the dinner commences.” He saw Titania’s eyes widen and she began to nod profusely, but Jeremy remained unconvinced. “If there is to be any difficulty, then I must know of it at once,” he continued, sternly. “I will not attend if there is to be any sort of disturbance over my presence. As I have said, I do not wish Eliza to be troubled in any way, not after what I have done. I have caused her enough difficulty already, have I not?”

      Titania smiled, shrugged and looked away. “I do not think, Lord Avondale, that you are entirely to blame for what occurred,” she said, softly. “After all, you stated that you had no choice in the matter. I trust your word completely and I must continue to hope that Eliza will, one day soon, allow you to explain to her the truth in its entirety.” Her head turned and her eyes secured on his. “I believe that she still loves you very dearly, Lord Avondale.”

      So saying, she turned on her heel and slipped away, leaving Jeremy feeling as though a horse had kicked him hard in the chest. Love. Eliza still loves him? Could it be true?

      Gasping for air, Jeremy quickly moved to a darker corner of the room, pressing one hand against the wall for support as he attempted to regain control of his breathing. He had not allowed himself to hope for anything such as this, for the love Eliza had for him must surely have gone from her by now. He had been quietly convinced of that fact, believing that Eliza would have thrown all thought of him aside after he had abandoned her.

      And now, Titania had not only told him that Eliza still thought of him, still considered him, but that she might also still love him. It was almost too wonderful to take in, almost too incredible to believe.

      Suddenly, the choice about attending the dinner tomorrow evening began to clear itself into one obvious decision. He had to attend, regardless of what he had said to Titania. Even if Eliza was to be upset with his presence, he had to show her that he was still willing to be present in her life, was still waiting for her to give him the opportunity to speak the truth. With Lord Montrose present also, it would, most likely, be rather awkward with perhaps a good deal of tension clouding around the table but, in time, that would lessen and they might be able to have an enjoyable evening.

      Then again, he considered, managing to breathe a good deal easier as he stood tall again, Eliza might not have told Lord Montrose about what had occurred between herself and Jeremy, which meant that the gentleman might not even be aware of the strain. Perhaps this would be a good deal easier than he had expected.
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      “Did you enjoy last evening?”

      Eliza nodded, looking out of the carriage window so that she would not have to gaze into Lord Montrose’s dark eyes.

      “You have not said anything particular about it,” Lord Montrose pressed, reaching forward and taking her hand in his for a moment, a tuft of brown hair falling across his forehead. “You did not find it particularly interesting, mayhap?”

      Casting a quick look at the maid who was sitting to the right of the carriage, her eyes fixed on the window instead of looking towards her mistress, Eliza slowly extracted her hand from Lord Montrose and, by way of apology, gave him a bright smile. “I confess, Lord Montrose, that I was distracted by my own thoughts last evening,” she said, honestly. “Although I did enjoy the music, of course.”

      At this, Lord Montrose looked a little relieved, as though he had been deeply concerned about her. He sat back in his seat and regarded her carefully, his eyes warm and a light smile on his face. “Just so long as you are content, my dear Miss Wells.”

      Eliza nodded, smiled and let her gaze drift back towards the window. She did not want to tell Lord Montrose that her thoughts had been solely settled upon him for the first half of the evening, worrying about what Lord Franks had said of him and fearing that, even though she had been fiercely determined not to allow such things to tear at her mind, she might begin to doubt his intentions.

      And then, whilst she had been battling her tumultuous thoughts, her eyes had rested upon Lord Jeremy Avondale.

      Even now, she could still feel the shock ricocheting through her, the astonishment of seeing him pinning her to the floor for a moment. Her heart had begun to thud wildly, torn between delight and anger. He was as handsome as she remembered him, his face no longer contorted with regret or pain. In fact, he had been smiling, his eyes alight and his expression open. How often had she found herself caught up in that smile? How often had she found her heart beating wildly with the intensity of his eyes?

      And why, even now, did she feel herself falling back into the love she’d tried so hard to forget?

      What had been all the worse was that Lord Avondale had been talking to Titania. He had been reveling in her conversation it seemed, laughing at one point at something Titania had said. She had been unable to prevent herself from watching them for some time, her sharp eyes taking in every single movement he made. She had seen him frown, his eyes focus entirely on Titania, how he had shaken his head, then rubbed at his forehead. And then, at the very end, when Titania had grinned, he had given her a slightly hesitant smile, as though he had agreed to something he was not quite certain of.

      But when Titania had walked away, Eliza had been caught up in Avondale’s reaction. He had stared after Titania, stunned, before staggering away to a darkened corner of the room as though all of his strength had been pulled from him in one painful moment.

      How she had longed to go to Titania and demand that she tell her everything that had occurred between herself and Lord Avondale! How desperately she found herself wanting to know what had been said, the small, dark fears beginning to take a hold of her already.

      It was quite foolish to believe that Lord Avondale would ever care for Titania, but yet her mind continued to push her towards that possibility. Titania did not hold grudges and seemed quite willing to talk with the Duke, whereas she herself had forced him to remain silent, to keep his explanations unspoken, whilst telling him the lie that she cared nothing for him any longer when it was quite the opposite.

      Her foolish heart, Eliza realized, was betraying her all over again.

      “Oh, do look there!” Lord Montrose exclaimed. “Can that be Lord Hollard and his dear sister?”

      At this exclamation, Eliza’s ears pricked up and she turned to where Lord Montrose was pointing.

      “Yes, indeed,” she replied, softly. “That appears to be Miss Stapleton. Shall we stop?”

      The carriage, which had been meandering its way around Hyde Park during the fashionable hour, was already going slowly enough that Eliza thought she might be able to hop to the ground without any difficulty whatsoever. However, she reached up to rap on the carriage roof so that it might come to a complete stop, only for Lord Montrose to stay her hand.

      “We need not,” he said, easily, settling back into his seat. “I am quite contented with your company at present.”

      Eliza tried to smile but her thoughts were already turning towards what Lord Franks had said of Lord Montrose some days ago. “I should quite like to greet Miss Stapleton, however,” she said, as warmly as she could. “You would not mind a brief stop, would you? You might talk with Lord Hollard for a short time.”

      Lord Montrose’s smile did not quite reach his eyes. “I could do, but we are bound to see them again very soon,” he replied, with a small shrug. “The ball tomorrow evening, for example.”

      Eliza laughed softly and, before he could stop her, reached up and rapped sharply on the roof. “Oh, Lord Montrose, you are quite ridiculous sometimes,” she said, teasingly. “You know very well that balls can be a terrible crush and make it almost impossible for anyone to be seen!” She shook her head at him in mock amusement, letting her lips curve into a laughing smile. “Come now, it shall be quite wonderful to see Miss Stapleton again.”

      Lord Montrose had no opportunity to protest, for the carriage had already come to a stop and the door had been opened for Eliza to climb down onto the grass. She did not wait for Lord Montrose but hurried towards Miss Stapleton who, much to Eliza’s relief, greeted her with a warm smile.

      “Good afternoon,” Miss Stapleton said, once she had greeted Lord Montrose who had hurried behind Eliza. “How very good to see you again, Miss Wells.”

      “And you, Miss Stapleton,” Eliza replied, smiling. “Are you enjoying the afternoon?”

      Some small pleasantries passed between the four of them for a few minutes, leaving Eliza a little frustrated. She did not know what she had been intending by insisting that they greet Miss Stapleton and Lord Hollard, but it had been Lord Montrose’s obvious unwillingness that had encouraged her to do precisely that.

      “You have not taken Lord Franks’ warnings on board, then, I see, Miss Wells,” Lord Hollard said, grandly, nudging Lord Montrose’s arm. “Unless he has easily been able to take you in with his fine words and grand excuses, as I am certain he has done with many others before – and certainly his own dear mother!”

      Eliza sank into her relief, seeing the way that Lord Montrose’s eyes flared for a moment with surprise. “Indeed,” she said, blithely, trying to pretend she did not see Lord Montrose’s astonishment. “I confess that I have not spoken to Lord Montrose of what was said, so he has not had any need to try and find any ‘grand excuses’, as you say.” She smiled up at Lord Hollard, a twinkle in her eye. “Indeed, I think that a gentleman’s past indiscretion may not be a true reflection of his present character. Do you not think that fair, Miss Stapleton?”

      Miss Stapleton laughed, her eyes dancing as she took in Lord Montrose’s uncomfortable stance. “I think, Miss Wells, that you are more generous than I,” she replied, honestly. “Although Lord Montrose must be more than grateful for your consideration of him.”

      Lord Montrose cleared his throat, sending a sharp glance towards Eliza. “Yes, of course,” he stammered, obviously entirely uncertain as to what was specifically being said. “More than grateful.”

      Eliza hid a smile and nodded at Lord Montrose as though she approved of his response. In her heart, however, she began to wonder just precisely what kind of gentleman Lord Montrose had been and just how much he would attempt to hide the truth from her. “We must not continue to embarrass Lord Montrose in this way, however,” she continued, allowing a quiet laugh to escape from her. “What shall we talk of next?”

      Thankfully, the conversation quickly moved onto other things, such as who was throwing the next ball and whether or not a masquerade ball was quite the thing to be attending or not this year. Eliza listened with half an ear, her attention still caught by Lord Montrose’s slightly pale face, aware that his usual easy smile no longer came quickly to his lips.

      Once they had taken their leave and were making their way back to the carriage, Eliza heard Lord Montrose mutter something under his breath, her thoughts beginning to churn through her mind in earnest. Would he be the one to bring up what had been said? Or would she have to do so, when it became clear that he was attempting to set it aside completely?

      “We should return you home, Miss Wells,” Lord Montrose said, the moment he climbed into the carriage. “That is, I confess, why I did not wish to linger in conversation. I would much prefer to be in your company and, therefore, not waste the precious time I have with you  by spending it with others.”

      This compliment was, Eliza was sure, meant to make her blush prettily, but she had no intention of doing such a thing. Eyeing Lord Montrose carefully, she sat back in her seat and folded her hands in her lap.

      “I quite enjoyed our conversation,” she said, with a slight lift of her shoulders. “I am sorry you did not.”

      Lord Montrose looked away quickly, just as the carriage began to roll forward again. “It is not that I did not enjoy it, Miss Wells, but more that I found myself wishing that I was in your company alone.”

      Eliza smiled at him, aware that this was meant to be her response, finding his unwillingness to talk about what had been said to be a trifle concerning.

      “You have not asked me what Lord Hollard meant by his comment about what Lord Franks mentioned,” she said, keeping her eyes trained on Lord Montrose so that she might not miss even the smallest of reactions. “Does it not interest you?”

      Lord Montrose shrugged, keeping his eyes trained on the passing scenery out of the window. “I confess, Miss Wells, that I care very little about what others say of me.” His eyes slid back to hers. “It is only your opinion that interests me, my dear.”

      Eliza nodded but did not smile. “I met with Lord Franks, Lord Hollard and Miss Stapleton previously,” she explained. “Lord Franks had some interesting comments as regards your character, Lord Montrose.” She did not know why she was suddenly so eager to discover what Lord Montrose would have to say about such a revelation, especially when she had been so determined not to allow her mind to be troubled by such a thing, but she felt almost obliged to continue. “You do not wish to know what such remarks might be?”

      Lord Montrose sighed, clasped his hands in front of him and looked at her with a slight hardness to his brown eyes. “As I have said, Miss Wells, I care very little for the opinions of others and I confess, I am a little surprised that you have found yourself so interested in such a thing also.”

      His slight rebuke had Eliza flinching, a warm glow of shame beginning to wash over her. “It is only that I find myself wondering if their view of your character and my view can truly be so far apart,” she replied, trying her best to put into words the fear that she felt growing slowly within her. “When Lord Franks described you, I felt as though I did not know the person he was discussing.”

      Lord Montrose frowned, his mouth pulling into a hard line. “Why do you feel the need to listen to and discuss my character with anyone other than myself, Miss Wells?” he asked, his voice growing deeper. “Am I not here before you now? Have I not evidenced the sort of gentleman I am with every passing second that we share together?” He shook his head, his breath coming out in a hiss, as though he was truly upset with what she was attempting to do. “I am disappointed that you would give so much consideration to another gentleman’s remarks about my character, Miss Wells, particularly when you yourself do not know the gentleman in question very well at all!” His gaze grew stern, one eyebrow lifting slightly. “Is it that you do not trust your own judgement?”

      Eliza lifted her chin, refusing to give into the guilt that was biting at her. “It is more than reasonable for me to listen to remarks made by those who have known you a good deal longer than I,” she stated, firmly, not allowing herself to be cowed by Lord Montrose’s harsh remarks. “That is understandable, is it not? It is, for example, quite reasonable for you to speak to my mother or my sisters so that you might understand me a little better.” Inwardly, of course, Eliza prayed that he would not, a little afraid what some of her sisters might say about her – or that one might mention Lord Avondale to him. “What Lord Franks stated was, I confess, a little worrisome.”

      Lord Montrose seemed to rise up in his seat, expanding in the carriage until she was forced to shrink back. His color rose steadily, his obvious anger becoming more and more apparent as he looked back at her.

      “I do not care what Lord Franks had to say about my character, Miss Wells,” he exclaimed, furiously. “If I were to speak to your sisters or to your mama, as you have stated, then I am certain that some of them may tell me of mistakes or upsets that you caused at one time. That should have no bearing on my consideration of you now, should it? It should simply be evidence of my own weak character, of my own weak considerations that have my mind tumbling over questions and fears and concerns instead of simply allowing my heart to know the true measure of itself.” One hand, curled into a fist, slammed down into the other, making Eliza jump. “I am not a gentleman of either weak character or uncertain mind, Miss Wells. The question, however, is whether or not you have such traits within you and, if so, what it is you intend to do about them? Are you going to continue to question others as regards my suitability or will you allow yourself to be guided by your own heart and by what you know of me?”

      His voice had filled the carriage, startling both the maid and Eliza. Eliza could hear blood roaring in her ears, her face filling with color as Lord Montrose continued to glare at her, his questions remaining unanswered. She felt ashamed and confused, not knowing what to say or what to do. It was more than a little mortifying.

      “I can see,” Lord Montrose continued, harshly, “that I am required to give you a little more time to consider matters, Miss Wells. We shall continue as before, of course, but if you have any more doubts about me, if your mind is filled with questions about my character, then I would have you confess it to me at once, so that we might bring this charade to an end.”

      “Charade?” Eliza repeated, quietly, surprised at how soft her voice was. “What do you mean, Lord Montrose?”

      Lord Montrose settled into his seat, the glare of anger slowly beginning to dim. “I mean, Miss Wells, that I have been true and honest in my intentions when it comes to courting you. I had thought that we had started out tremendously well, but if you are continuing to have doubts and questions over me, then I would know immediately, so that I might bring this to an end.” A long breath left him, blowing the rest of his anger away. “I will not allow my heart to become entangled with one who has so little confidence in both myself and in what might be,” he finished, leaving Eliza with yet another heaping of guilt settling over her shoulders. “Do I make myself clear, Miss Wells?”

      Eliza nodded, wishing desperately that she had never allowed herself to speak, had never insisted that they go to talk with Miss Stapleton and Lord Hollard. If only she had pushed aside her questions! If only she had fixed her mind on her belief that she did not need to know what Lord Franks meant, if only she had pushed aside the troubling thoughts that had begun to prick at her. This current situation might never have occurred, if only she had been able to do so.

      “I must apologize, Lord Montrose,” she murmured, lowering her eyes to rest on her hands folded in her lap. “You are quite right. I have been foolish.”

      Lord Montrose cleared his throat, his arms unfolding from across his chest. “Indeed.”

      “I must ask your forgiveness,” she stated, plainly. “I will not allow the remarks of others to dog my mind, as I have been doing thus far.” Her eyes remained on her lap, finding herself unable to lift them to his face such was her mortification. “Might you find a way to forgive my stupidity?”

      Much to her surprise, Lord Montrose leaned forward and pressed his hand to hers. Eliza started in surprise, her head lifting to see Lord Montrose looking at her with a broad smile on his face. His anger seemed to have gone completely, his dark look now replaced with one of what appeared to be a deep sense of joy. Was he truly so easily able to forgive her?

      Unless he is pleased that he has been able to remove such thoughts from your mind, as Lord Hollard suggested, said a small voice in Eliza’s head. Unless this smile is one of triumph and victory.

      Throwing aside such thoughts, Eliza tried to focus on Lord Montrose, aware that heat was crawling up her spine and was soon sure to fill her cheeks yet again.

      “You need not beg for forgiveness, Miss Wells,” Lord Montrose said, gently, his eyes glowing with apparent tenderness. “I have already given it. It is understandable, as you have said, that one might seek out or simply listen to, the comments of others, but I beg you not to allow them to linger in your mind. They are not worthy of your consideration.”

      Eliza nodded, swallowing hard. “Thank you, Lord Montrose,” she replied, slowly becoming aware that, despite the fact his hand was resting on hers, she was not reacting to his touch in any way at all. In fact, she was not at all excited or even delighted by his hand on hers. It brought her no happiness, no relief, no joy.

      “Although I was interested to hear comment of your mother,” she continued quickly, before she quite lost her nerve. “You have never spoken of her.”

      Lord Montrose shrugged, his fingers tightening a little. “I do not often see her and she certainly takes very little to do with my endeavors,” he replied, with a gentle tone to his voice that Eliza was certain was meant to reassure her. “She never comes to town and I have no intention of encouraging her in that way. You will be introduced to her at some point, but do not concern yourself with her for the present. If she chooses to come to town then I shall, of  course, make sure to inform you long before she arrives.”

      His touch, his smile and the tender tone of his voice did nothing to encourage Eliza in any way. Instead, she felt a twisting of her stomach, her skin crawling as his thumb rubbed absently over the back of her hand.

      What had occurred? Only recently, she had been quite certain that she felt something sincere for Lord Montrose. She had told herself that she found him both amiable and handsome and her heart had, she was quite certain, skipped a beat on one or two occasions. His smiles always had a way of edging their way into her heart, his conversation and ease of manner encouraging her to think of him affectionately.

      And yet now, she felt nothing of the sort. There was no reaction to his nearness whatsoever. Her heart was not fluttering within her chest as it had done before. Instead, Eliza realized that she was beginning to shirk away from him, wanting him to remove his hand and sit back in his seat so that they might be quite separate again. She had no desire to continue such intimacies and certainly no eagerness to have further such things either.

      Goodness, this truly was most concerning.

      “We should return to the house,” she said, slowly, wanting to set their conversation to one side for the moment. “There is our dinner party this evening and I must prepare.”

      Lord Montrose’s smile grew, his eyes lingering on her. “You shall steal everyone’s eye,” he replied, letting go of her hand and sitting back into his chair. “And yet I shall be the only gentleman present who can speak of an intimacy with you that none there have ever experienced.”

      He sounded almost proud of this and, even though Eliza knew that he was doing his best to compliment her, she found it difficult to respond to him in kind.

      “I am looking forward to this evening a great deal,” Lord Montrose continued, evidently unaware of Eliza’s lack of response. “It shall be quite the occasion, I am sure.”

      “Indeed,” Eliza murmured, thinking of each of her sisters and praying that none would say anything out of turn that might embarrass her further. “I do hope it shall go well.”

      Lord Montrose laughed heartily, as though she had said something quite ridiculous. “It shall be more than wonderful, Miss Wells. After all, what could go wrong with something as simple as dinner?”
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      As it turned out, a very good deal could go wrong.

      Eliza, who had taken her leave of Lord Montrose and hurried up to her bedchamber at once to prepare, found herself both agitated and upset. Without truly being aware of what was causing her angst, Eliza found herself wanting to bury her head in her hands and weep, to let the pain and frustration and embarrassment come from her so that she would not have to bear the burden of them any further.

      What had occurred on her carriage ride with Lord Montrose had been entirely unpleasant and, even now, as Eliza took her bath in preparation for this evening, she found that her mind was still greatly troubled, still trying to make sense of what had been said and shared.

      What was even more difficult to understand now was her lack of response to Lord Montrose’s gentle affections. She had gone from believing herself to have a growing affection for the gentleman to now discovering that she had wanted nothing more than to return home, so that she might be able to remove herself from his presence.

      When he had removed his hand from hers, when the gentle touch had come to an end, Eliza had been filled with relief instead of regret. Her breath had come a little easier, her shoulders had eased back down, her mind silently begging the carriage driver to spur the horses on a little more.

      When Lord Montrose had taken his leave, with the warm promise that he would see her again in a few hours time, Eliza had found her skin crawling as he had bent over her hand. There had been no joy in her knowledge that she would be in his presence once more very soon, no happiness in the expectation of seeing him dressed in all his finery for such an occasion. Instead, she had found herself desperate to be alone, to be away from him, almost wishing that the time until the dinner party would lengthen itself instead of shortening.

      “You are being quite foolish,” Eliza muttered to herself, allowing the rose scented water to wash over her skin as she sank back against the copper tub. Her eyes closed tightly, her mind struggling to find a peace that she had seemed to lose entirely of late.

      It was all to do with Lord Avondale’s return, of course. That was the most obvious explanation. His return to London had thrown her into confusion, even though she had been certain of her decision to refrain from his company and instead, pursue a furthering of her acquaintance with Lord Montrose. There was nothing more to concern herself with as regarded Lord Avondale, for she was not about to be in his company particularly often and therefore, all that was required of her was to chase away any thoughts of him that came to her mind.

      Closing her eyes, Eliza gritted her teeth and determined that she would not allow thoughts of Lord Avondale to ruin her intimacy with Lord Montrose. Even though her heart had slammed into her chest painfully on seeing him laughing and smiling with Titania last evening, she would not permit such emotions to run wild through her. Lord Avondale could speak to whomever he wished and she ought to do all she could to ensure it did not affect her in any way.

      Her heart, however, was quite unwilling to accept such a determination, for it began to quicken at just the memory of seeing Lord Avondale again. At times, Eliza had found herself wondering about what Lord Avondale’s explanation for his sudden and unexpected decision to marry another would have been, her mind trying to untangle her thoughts about what might have occurred, even though she had very little idea.

      It was deeply sorrowful, of course, that his wife had died so soon into their marriage, but Eliza did wonder whether Lord Avondale had truly felt a good deal of grief over her loss, given that they had been wed for such a short time. She knew nothing about the lady in question and had very little idea about her family or the like. Eliza certainly had asked herself, over and over again, what this particular lady had offered Lord Avondale to have him marry her instead of remaining with Eliza, but of course had never been able to find the answers.

      The answers were waiting for her now, however, if only she could permit Lord Avondale a few minutes to explain himself.

      Splashing the water impatiently with her hand, Eliza shook her head and rose from the water, calling the maid to come and help her dry and dress. She could not continue to be so tumultuous in her thoughts, going from a determination to refuse to even speak to Lord Avondale to then deciding that she might wish to know what it was he wanted to say to her. She had to be firm in her decision. Lord Avondale was a part of her past and, since she was determined to set her back to it, that meant that any explanation was not worth even listening to. After what she had said to Lord Montrose and after the embarrassment and shame that had been heaped onto her shoulders thereafter, Eliza knew she could not even permit herself to question his character again. She had to set her heart on one gentleman and be completely decisive in all that she did thereafter.

      Lord Avondale would be dismissed from her heart and mind entirely.
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        * * *

      

      “Good evening, Lord Avondale. I am delighted that you were able to accept at such short notice.”

      Eliza closed her eyes tightly, feeling a swirling sense of both fear and shock writhing its way through her. She could not quite believe what she had heard but yet found herself rooted to the spot, unable to even turn her head to confirm what her mother had just said.

      “Ah, Eliza.”

      Titania hurried to her side, a small smile on her face and a bright look in her eyes that betrayed a certain mischievousness.

      “I must apologize to you, Eliza, for I quite forgot to inform you that Lord Avondale would be joining us for dinner this evening,” Titania continued, as Eliza forced herself to draw in air. “Again, my deepest apologies for not doing so beforehand. I have quite failed in my responsibilities, I know.”

      Eliza could barely speak, one hand pressed against her stomach in an attempt to calm herself. The dinner party was only to be sixteen and with herself, her mother, her three sisters and Dinah, that only made for ten guests.

      Now, it seemed, there was to be eleven.

      “I did not….I do not…..” Eliza shook her head, screwing up her face for a moment in an attempt to regain herself. “You invited Lord Avondale to join us?”

      Titania nodded blithely, a smile still on her face. “Of course. He is almost like family, is he not?”

      “But you know what he did, Titania,” Eliza whispered, hoarsely, angry tears burning in her eyes. “How could you do such a thing?”

      Titania studied her sister carefully, her smile fading although her eyes grew serious.

      “Eliza,” she said, softly. “Eliza, I have spoken to Lord Avondale at length and I truly believe that he is deeply regretful over what occurred. He has told me that he had no choice but to turn his back on you and I must say that I do believe what he has said.”

      Shaking her head, Eliza felt herself tremble. “That is not your choice to make, Titania.”

      “But it is my choice as to whom I invite to dinner,” Titania replied, lightly. “I have no particular issue with Lord Avondale, Eliza, and Mama herself feels a deep sympathy for his loss. I spoke with her and she stated that, so long as you were not troubled by his presence, there was no reason he could not join us.”

      “And you assured Mama that I would not find his presence difficult in any way,” Eliza spat, bitterly. “Is that what you are trying to tell me?”

      Titania shrugged. “I may have said something akin to that, yes,” she replied, without even a hint of shame. “As I have stated, Eliza, he is here as my guest. I must say, however, that I hope there may also be the opportunity for you to speak to him a little more than you have done previously.”

      Wishing she could box Titania’s ears, such was her anger and deep upset, that Eliza found herself shaking violently. Forced to take a few steps away from her sister to a small alcove, Eliza remained there for some minutes, taking in long breaths in an attempt to steady herself. She could not believe that Titania had done such a thing, for to see Lord Avondale here, present, when she had not been expecting him, had come as a great shock.

      “I can see that Miss Wells did not inform you of my company this evening, as she promised.”

      Eliza’s eyes flew open to see none other than Lord Avondale standing in front of her, his gaze fixed on hers.

      “No,” she stated, softly, not quite sure where to look or what to say. “No, she did not.”

      “Then I shall depart,” Lord Avondale replied, inclining his head. “I can come up with a decent excuse, but I should not have you uncomfortable for any reason, Miss Wells. Do forgive me.”

      He made to step away but before she could stop herself from doing so, Eliza reached out and grasped his arm.

      Heat rippled up her arm and she let go of him at once, her face flaming.

      “You need not do that, Lord Avondale,” she replied, throatily. “Please, there is no need. I am in control of myself, truly.”

      Lord Avondale considered this for a few moments, before taking a few steps back to where he had first been standing.

      “I am sorry,” he said, honestly. “I should have refused Miss Wells’ invitation but I confess that my heart has been burning with longing.”

      Eliza closed her eyes and dropped her head. She could not hear this from him, not when her heart began to quicken with both delight and astonishment.

      “I have longed to see you again, Eliza,” Lord Avondale continued, her name on his lips sending waves of delight running through her despite her determination to ignore him. “I should not have allowed my own desires to overtake what I know would have been best for you, but I could not help myself.”

      Eliza held up one hand. “Please, Lord Avondale,” she whispered, unable to hear any more. “That is quite enough. As I have said, I am already being courted by another.” Her eyes finally lifted to his and, much to her surprise, she saw a faint smile playing about his lips.

      “A courtship is not an engagement,” he stated, spreading his hands. “The more I have thought of you, Eliza, the more I have allowed myself to hope. It is foolishness in itself, of course, but it lingers there nonetheless.”

      Her breathing was ragged now, waves of heat tumbling over her until Eliza felt she could take no more. “Hope?” she repeated, pressing one hand against the wall so that she might support herself and praying that the dinner bell would soon sound so that she might free herself from this conversation. “What hope is it that you speak of, Lord Avondale?”

      Lord Avondale’s smile was soft, his eyes lingering on her gently. “Hope that you might permit me to speak to you about what occurred two years ago,” he said, softly. “Hope that you might, through all the pain and the sadness, find a way to understand. Hope that forgiveness will flood your heart, that you can discover a new sense of peace about the dreadful way I treated you.” He took a step closer and Eliza’s breath caught. “Hope, as foolish as it is, that there might be something between us once more. I swear to you, Eliza, that if I were granted such an opportunity, it would not be squandered. I would not wait a moment to make you mine for the rest of our days.”

      Eliza could not lift her eyes from Lord Avondale, aware of what he was offering her and finding that she could not quite take it in. He wanted her to listen to his explanation so that the chance for their joint happiness might once again be a possibility.

      “I know you have not forgotten me, as you stated,” Lord Avondale murmured, his breath brushing her cheek and sending her heart into a tormented flurry. “I know that you are not immune to my presence. Oh, Eliza, I have thought of you every day. I have been wed to another and yet my heart and mind have constantly been settled on you. If only you would allow me to explain, then you might be able to see the torment that I have been in. The choice was not mine, Eliza. The choice was not mine. I had to do what was asked of me, no matter the consequences. No matter the cost.”

      Eliza shook her head and took a small step out of the alcove, knowing that she could be discovered at any moment and not wanting to have anyone question her for having such an intimate conversation with a gentleman that was not Lord Montrose.

      “I – I must greet some of the other guests,” she stammered, not able to look up into Lord Avondale’s eyes any longer. “Do excuse me.”

      His hand caught her elbow and she gasped in surprise, turning her head to look at him.

      “Will you, at the very least, consider what I have said, Eliza?” Lord Avondale asked, his voice low enough for only her to hear. “Will you let yourself become open to the possibility that you might be able to hear my explanation one day soon?”

      Eliza tugged her arm away from him, her heart thundering so furiously that she was certain he could hear it. “I will think on it, Lord Avondale,” she said, before her mind could form any other response. “That is all I can offer you.”

      He smiled, a look of utter relief etching itself into his features. Eliza could not help but allow her gaze to rest on him for a moment or two longer, finding in his expression a hint of the Lord Avondale she had once known. He was just as handsome, of course, just as genteel and, of course, quite amiable – but there were lines of grief in his face that she was certain would never dissipate completely. What was it that had torn him apart so terribly? Why had his departure from her not been his own decision? What was it that had forced his hand?

      “Your consideration is more than I have ever hoped for, Eliza,” Lord Avondale murmured, as she began to step away. “Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dinner was a loud and hearty affair, although Eliza found herself growing rather tired of hearing Lord Montrose’s voice. Whether that was because she was aware of Lord Avondale’s gaze settling upon her more often than not, she could not say, but something about the entire evening unsettled her greatly. Lord Montrose had appeared at her side only a few minutes after she had left Lord Avondale and had taken possession of her since then. He was, of course, seated beside her and had seemed to dominate the conversation from almost the moment they had sat down. The other guests appeared quite enamored with him and Eliza had not missed the way that a few of the other ladies looked at him. There were a mixture of guests at the table, although three were unwed and one was a rich but young widow. Lord Montrose seemed to revel in the attentions they gave him and continued to delight them with stories, jokes and other such things that had them all laughing and smiling at him. Eliza, however, felt entirely out of place, barely able to raise a smile at anything Lord Montrose said.

      What was worse, as the meal progressed and the wine refreshed, Lord Montrose appeared to become more and more at ease, eventually making one or two ribald comments that brought a flush to her cheeks, although Eliza noticed that the young widow, Lady Barclay, blushed furiously but did not remove her gaze from Lord Montrose. Her eyes seemed to glow as she continued to regard Lord Montrose, a small smile lifting one corner of her mouth.

      Eliza felt nauseous, hating that Lord Montrose was behaving so and that so many of the guests seemed to find his company so desirous when she herself found it both embarrassing and unwelcome.

      And all the while, Lord Avondale had watched her steadily, barely lifting his eyes from her face. She could feel his attentions, wondering what he thought of Lord Montrose and praying that her embarrassment was not too apparent. It was almost impossible not to compare the two gentlemen, for Eliza knew that Lord Avondale would never have behaved as Lord Montrose did, for he had always been polite and charming, never allowing any bawdiness into either his words or his speech. When they had been courting, he had always treated her with a great deal of respect and consideration, and even more so when they had been in company. The difference between the two gentlemen was almost breath-taking, forcing Eliza to drag in air as she settled her hands in her lap, her desire to eat gone completely.

      This state of unsettledness continued for the remainder of the dinner, until, finally, the gentlemen were left to their port and the ladies were allowed to rise.

      “There shall be tea set out for us in the drawing room,” Lady Whitehaven said, a smile on her face as she spoke to the guests. “Gentlemen, I leave you in the safe hands of Lord Montrose, who shall bring you through to us all again very soon, I am quite certain.”

      Eliza blushed furiously at this obvious gesture of intimacy, seeing the knowing glances that flickered from one face to the next. She stepped away from the table, finding it hard to get her breath, the air feeling thick and her skin clammy.

      “Are you quite all right, Eliza?”

      Her mother’s gentle hand rested on hers for a moment, forcing her to come to a stop.

      Eliza buried her wry laugh and shook her head. “I think I shall take some air, Mama,” she murmured, honestly. “I find the room a little stuffy. You will not mind if I delay coming for tea for a few minutes?”

      Lady Whitehaven nodded understandingly. “Of course, my dear. You know where we shall be and the guests will not miss you so long as you are not too long.” She pressed Eliza’s hand for a moment before letting her go. “And take a shawl with you, for the gardens will be cool this evening.”

      Eliza promised she would and made to make for the door, only for a slight prickling sensation to catch her. Turning her head, she saw Lord Avondale watching her, a look in his eyes that stole her breath.

      He had heard every word she had said to her mother. He knew that she would be going out to the gardens and that she would be there alone. What an opportunity that would be for them to speak in private, for her to finally understand the reasons for his rejection of her.

      Her throat worked for a moment, sparks seeming to brush against her skin as she held his gaze. And then, without a single word to him, Eliza turned on her heel and made for the door, as though she were being chased away by his very presence.
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      It had not been Jeremy’s intention to overhear Eliza and Lady Whitehaven’s discussion, but he had been unable to help it. Lord Montrose’s loud voice was still filling the room but given that he was at the other end of the table, Jeremy had still been able to hear everything that was said.

      Eliza was to go out to the gardens for some air, for she was apparently finding the room stuffy and hot. That was, he suspected, only part of the reason for her desire to quit the room, for, as his eyes turned back towards Lord Montrose, he recalled just how embarrassed poor Eliza had seemed. Little wonder, given just how loud and abrasive Lord Montrose could be, although the rest of the guests had not appeared to consider him in such a way. Lord Montrose was not at all the sort of gentleman that Jeremy had ever considered Eliza would turn to, for he appeared to be lacking in consideration for her, lacking in good manners and propriety given some of his comments, and eager to push himself forward into other people’s considerations. To Jeremy, it seemed that Lord Montrose cared only for himself, seemingly unwilling to have anyone else take his place in anything. How could Eliza find herself encouraging such a gentleman’s courtship? It seemed quite ridiculous, for Lord Montrose certainly would not ever have anything akin to the love and affection that Jeremy had for Eliza. Lord Montrose might think well of her, might think her beautiful and elegant, but that would be as far as his considerations of her went. He would not treat her as she deserved but would continue to place his own needs and desires in front of her own. There seemed very little reason for Eliza to be seeking to further her acquaintance with the fellow and yet that was precisely what she was doing.

      Perhaps his rejection of her, his turning away from her, had broken her heart so terribly that she no longer cared who sought her hand in marriage. Perhaps she had decided that to allow one’s heart to become involved was not at all wise, given what had occurred with the love that that they had shared.

      Jeremy let out a soft groan, sitting back in his chair and eyeing the port in front of him with an eager eye. It would be so easy just to lose himself in the liquor, to let the cloud of whisky, brandy and port wash over him and chase his difficulties away for a time.

      Of course, it would not allow him to face the problem of Miss Eliza Wells and Lord Montrose. Nor would it help him in his search to discover who had been behind Rebecca’s disastrous situation, although the truth was, he had made very little progress in that matter either.

      Reaching for his port, he took a long sip and let the sweetness wash down his throat and infuse his chest. What was he to do? He knew that Eliza was now to be out walking in the gardens alone and, whilst his opportunity was readily presenting himself, something was holding him back. Was it fear? Fear that she might reject him yet again? That he would be pushing at her too hard if he was to speak to her again about what had occurred with Rebecca? After all, he had only just spoken to her before dinner, had spoken to her with more fervor and passion than he had meant, and yet there had been that flicker in her eyes, that glint that had given him a little hope.

      Perhaps Titania had been correct when she had stated that Eliza loved him still. What if she still carried him in her heart but did not want to admit it? What if his explanation finally allowed her the freedom to love him again? Was he truly going to sit at this table, drinking port with the other gentlemen and allow her to pass him by?

      “You are courting Miss Eliza Wells, are you not?”

      Jeremy froze, his port half way to his mouth as one of the other gentlemen addressed Lord Montrose.

      Lord Montrose sat back in his chair, an easy grin on his face. The liquor had obviously loosened his tongue, for he answered quite easily and without even a hint of hesitation.

      “Indeed,” he said, grandly, lifting his glass of port as though it were a toast to her. “Quite a delightful young thing, is she not?”

      One or two of the gentlemen murmured in agreement, although Jeremy could not find the strength to say anything.

      “But that Lady Barclay, however,” another gentleman said, a note of laughter in his voice. “She might be persuaded to accept your court also.” A sly look came into the fellow’s eyes as he looked at Lord Montrose, who, much to Jeremy’s horror, winked roguishly.

      “I am well aware of what you are suggesting, old boy,” Lord Montrose stated, loudly. “But I am currently quite settled with Miss Eliza Wells. She will do me rather well for a time, I think. She is quite respectable, genteel and whilst there is a spark of stubbornness about her, I am certain that I will be able to have her easily biddable in time.”

      Anger pierced Jeremy’s heart, forcing him to drag in air as he turned his face away from Lord Montrose, not wanting to see his arrogant smile. How could the gentleman speak of her in such a way? It was not to be borne!

      “Lady Barclay, I think, is not inclined towards courtship or marriage,” said another gentleman, as Jeremy fought to keep his temper under control. “Although she may be persuaded towards other things, I think.”

      A round of laughter ran about the room, although Jeremy did not join in. He disliked this sort of discussion intensely, and even more so when it was directed towards Eliza. He was more convinced than ever that Eliza did not deserve to be treated or spoken of in such a way by the gentleman who was supposedly courting her, wondering whether or not she knew of Lord Montrose’s true character.

      “Is that so?” he heard Lord Montrose murmur, turning his head to see the look of interest that had crossed the gentleman’s face. “I would not be entirely dissuaded from such a thing, I must confess. Lady Barclay is quite the lady!”

      “Beautiful,” someone added. “And it is quite the thing for a gentleman to have at least one mistress when they are married!”

      Another round of laughter. Jeremy felt as though he might explode with fury at any moment, furious that Lord Montrose should even be entertaining the idea of keeping Lady Barclay on the side whilst he was either courting or married to Eliza.

      “I cannot say that I can find any grounds to disagree with you about that!” Lord Montrose laughed, making all the gentleman chuckle and pass knowing glances towards one another.

      Jeremy had heard quite enough. Before he launched himself at Lord Montrose in a fit of temper, he rose and made his way to the door, noticed only by a few gentlemen who soon shrugged and returned their attention to the conversation.

      Walking along the quiet hallway, Jeremy let out a long breath, trying to quell the trembling anger that was biting at every part of him. How dare Lord Montrose speak so callously of Eliza? To consider that she could easily be set aside whilst he went to enjoy himself with his mistress? It was quite intolerable and all Jeremy wanted to do was go back into the dining room and plant Lord Montrose a facer – but his good sense held him back from doing such a thing. His other choice was, of course, to go in search of Eliza and tell her what he had overheard, praying that she would both be willing to listen to him and thereafter, believe what he had to say.

      Shaking his head, Jeremy took long strides in the direction of the gardens, not hesitating for another moment. The time had come to speak to her – either about what he heard or about Rebecca, whichever she wished to hear. He was not about to let this moment pass without taking a hold of it.

      Finding Eliza was easy enough. She was sitting on a wooden bench only a few feet from the door, her shawl wrapped around her shoulders and her face tipped up to the sky. The moon was high in the sky, sending its silky light over the gardens and cladding Eliza in even more beauty.

      Jeremy felt his breath taken from him as he watched her, feeling the same agony of regret that filled him every time he even thought of her or spoke her name.

      “Eliza.”

      She lowered her head and looked at him,  not showing any hint of surprise. Mayhap she had been expecting him, mayhap she had thought that, after what he had overheard, he would then come to speak to her alone. She did not seem unwilling to talk to him, did not rise to her feet and ask him to depart. Instead, she simply watched him as he took a few steps towards her.

      The air grew thick between them, the tension and expectation so palpable that it was as though he could reach out and touch it. Instead, he cleared his throat, put his hands behind his back and tried to smile.

      “Eliza, I must talk to you.”

      Eliza let out a long, heavy sigh, as though she had been expecting as much. “Yes, Avondale. I thought you might wish to do so.”

      “Will you listen?”

      “What is it you wish to speak of?” she asked, pulling her shawl a little tighter as though it would be a protection for her heart. “The past? Lord Montrose? Titania?”

      “Titania?” He frowned, not understanding why she thought to mention her sister. “No, indeed not.”

      This seemed to throw her somewhat. “Oh.” She looked away, a slight frown appearing between her brows.

      “I have just come from the house,” Jeremy said, softly. “Oh, Eliza, I could not bear to remain in Lord Montrose’s company for a moment longer. The way he spoke of you….” He trailed off, shaking his head as he tried to find the words to explain what he had heard whilst still taking her feelings into consideration.

      “You have spoken to Titania, then.” Eliza’s voice was dull, her face still turned away from his. “You seek to come between us both.”

      Jeremy spread his hands. “I will never force you to separate yourself from Lord Montrose, Eliza,” he said, honestly. “I would, however like the opportunity to tell you what sort of gentleman he is, as well as the chance to explain what occurred between us two years ago.” He swallowed hard, seeing her finally look back at him. “Is that too much to ask?”

      Eliza sighed and shook her head, but it was not to be the answer that Jeremy had hoped for. “Avondale, I have made up my mind about Lord Montrose. I have already been shamed into facing my doubts about the man and I would not want to do so again.”

      He did not know what she was speaking of but took another earnest step forward, urgency coursing through him. “Lord Montrose does not care for you, Eliza.”

      Her head shot up and he was astonished at the anger that seemed to burn in her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean,” Jeremy replied, slowly, “that the way he has spoken of you only a few minutes ago, in hearing of all the gentlemen there, was not the way a gentleman should speak of the lady he is courting.”

      Eliza stared at him for a moment before rising to her feet, her breath catching as she turned away from him. She took a few short steps, her whole frame tight with tension. Jeremy did not know what to say nor what to do, a trifle confused at her reaction.

      “Lord Montrose can be a little coarse, I grant you,” she said, in a strangled voice. “But that means nothing. It is simply that he needs to perhaps reconsider how much fine brandy he partakes of.”

      Jeremy shook his head, walking closer to her, his hand reaching out to touch her shoulder. Fire burned in his gut as he let his hand rest there, feeling her stop dead beneath his touch. His thumb grazed her neck, the softness of her skin, the gentle touch of her hair making his heart cry out for her all over again.

      She turned, then, but Jeremy did not let his hand fall. Instead, he waited until she was facing him before letting it settle there again, seeing the way her eyes flickered with uncertainty.

      He was not attempting to come between herself and Lord Montrose deliberately, nor was he lying about what he had heard, but he could well understand if Eliza thought that he was doing so in order to set her asunder. He had to try and reassure her, had to try and make her understand that he was telling her this simply for her own good, so that she would not walk into this marriage with her eyes shut.

      “I do not know if Lord Montrose has intentions of proposing to you, Eliza,” Jeremy said, softly, looking deeply into her eyes. “He may very well do so soon but I beg of you to be careful. I am not expecting you to refuse him and return to me, although that would be the answer to my oft uttered, agonized prayers over you, but I tell you this simply because I want you to be careful.”

      “What did you hear Lord Montrose say?” Eliza asked softly, standing completely still, her eyes fixed on his. “I would hear it from you, Avondale.”

      Jeremy nodded, taking in a long breath and knowing that he would hurt her by his words. “I believe he was considering Lady Barclay most carefully,” he said, cautiously. “It was mentioned that a gentleman can often have a mistress and a wife.” He held his breath, seeing the words settle onto her. Eliza closed her eyes, her chest heaving with emotion as she considered what he had said. Jeremy fought the urge to pull her into his arms, to reassure her that he would never do such a thing should he be given the opportunity to have her by his side again.

      After a few moments, Eliza opened her eyes and looked up at him. “I do not know what to think,” she said, honestly. “That does not seem to me to be the sort of thing that Lord Montrose would say.”

      Shock rifled through him. “Are you suggesting that I am speaking mistruths for my own gain?”

      A groan escaped from her lips as she dropped her head, reaching up to cover her face with her hands.

      “Eliza,” Jeremy said softly, seeing her agony and her confusion and allowing the hurt he felt over her disbelief to flee from him. “Eliza, I love you still. I have loved you every day of my life. I would not lie to you simply to pull you from him towards me. I tell you this so that you have the freedom to decide what you will do.” He could not help but reach out towards her, lifting her chin so that he might look into her eyes. Eliza dropped her hands and looked up at him, tears sparkling in her eyes, pain written into her face.

      Jeremy’s heart ached for her.

      “I have more to say,” he said, honestly. “I have more to tell you about Rebecca – my late wife – and all of the reasons I had for marrying her instead of remaining with you as I wished, but I think that now is perhaps not the time to do so.” As much as he longed to speak to her of it all, he could see that Eliza was struggling with all that she felt and did not want to burden her further. “Know this, however. I had no choice but to marry Rebecca. It was not even a choice, Eliza. It was expected. For my family’s sake and for her sake, I had to wed her. I could not speak of the reasons why, not even to you, due to the promises I had been forced to make.” He sighed heavily, shaking his head at the memories. “But she is gone from this earth now and I have the freedom to speak to you as I wished I could have done back then.” Almost unwillingly, his fingers ran up the curve of her cheek and then back down her neck, sending fire coursing through his veins. “I can only hope for your forgiveness, when the time comes. I have prayed and sought forgiveness from God and yet there is still no peace within me.” Closing his eyes for a moment, he stopped himself before he began to tell her everything. “There is more to say, more to explain, but I will give you the time you require to consider what I have said about Lord Montrose before I continue.”

      Eliza nodded, a single tear dropping onto her cheek. “You are most considerate, Avondale.”

      Jeremy smiled tightly, now with both hands on her shoulders. “I can do nothing else but consider you, Eliza,” he said, quietly. “You are in my every thought.”

      Before he knew what he was doing, Jeremy had lowered his head and found his lips pressing lightly against her own. He had not had any intention of kissing her and yet, here he was, feeling the dampness of her tear on his cheek, his mouth seeking hers with an urgency that enveloped his very being.

      Eliza froze beneath him and Jeremy felt himself twist with regret. He had given into his desire without even considering her, had done something so foolish that it might set everything entirely awry. He made to pull away, stammering his apology, only to feel Eliza’s lips press gently against his own again.

      It was over in a moment. Before he could even take it in, before he could understand what was happening, Eliza had stepped back and, tugging her shawl back around her, was hurrying inside. She did not look back as Jeremy turned his head, a wraithlike figure disappearing back inside the house like a ghost that needed to return to its haunting. Jeremy’s eyes followed her, fixed to her form, until he could see her no longer.

      And then, his legs grew weak, his mind began to scream furiously at him for what he had done, and he was forced to sink down onto the very bench that Eliza had occupied only a few minutes before.

      What had he done?

      In kissing her, he had allowed his passion to burn hot, forcing him to reveal the depths of his affection. In all their time together, before he had married Rebecca, he had never taken such liberties with her, although he had often wanted to do so. Now, however, he had not displayed the same control as he had once done. He had ruined what had been a wonderful moment of hope and promise by letting his feelings force him into action.

      Although she did kiss you, did she not?

      Putting his head in his hands, Jeremy tried to make sense of what had happened. Had Eliza truly returned his kiss, even if only for a moment? Had she leaned into him, letting her heart free? He wanted to believe that this was what had occurred, for it assuaged his guilt somewhat and allowed him a tendril of hope, but he had to acknowledge that, just as he had been wrong in a great many other things, he might also have been wrong in this.

      Another groan escaped his lips as he sat back up, tipping his head up to the sky as though the moon or the stars might provide him with the answer of what he was to do next. There was nothing but silence, silence that filled his mind with questions and tore at him with regret.

      There was nothing more for him to do than wait. Wait for Eliza to decide what she was to do about Lord Montrose and what Jeremy had told her. Wait for her to consider him again, wait for her to be ready to hear all that had occurred some two years ago.

      He had been forced to wait long enough already. Patience was something he was well used to, although when it came to Eliza, Jeremy found himself struggling with the idea of remaining in town and being unable to see her again for some days.

      “What else can I do?” he said aloud, rising to his feet. The sound of his voice echoed around the walled garden, but no answer came to him. He had no other choice but to return to his townhouse, to perhaps consider his duty towards his late wife and to his uncle, in finding out who had torn Rebecca’s life apart so terribly. That might be the only thing that would help him to set Eliza aside for the moment, waiting in desperate hope that she would return to him again, that she would set Lord Montrose aside completely and forgive the pain and the hurt that had gone before.
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      Lord Montrose was due to call upon her at any moment, and yet Eliza felt so unsettled that she wanted to refuse to see him.

      It was most ridiculous.

      It was now two days since the dinner party where Lord Avondale had appeared, two days since she had endured Lord Montrose’s loud voice and exuberant presence beside her, and two days since Lord Avondale had kissed her.

      She had not been able to forget it, not even for a single moment. It had burned into her mind, forcing her to consider all that had occurred and filling her mind with such questions that she thought they might never leave her.

      “You do not look well, Eliza.”

      Starting with surprise, Eliza turned from the window where she had been looking for Lord Montrose’s carriage to see her mother walking towards her, a look of concern in her eyes.

      “In fact, I should say that you have been looking a little unwell ever since our dinner party,” her mother continued, gently. “Titania confessed to me that she did not tell you about Lord Avondale’s invitation and I am truly sorry that she did not do as she ought. I would not have permitted his presence if I thought that you would have been so upset over his arrival.”

      Eliza managed a tight smile, pressing her mother’s hand for a moment. “You need not apologize, Mama,” she said, quietly, her throat beginning to ache with unspoken emotion. “It is quite all right.”

      Lady Whitehaven tipped her head, studying her daughter carefully. “Are you quite certain, Eliza?”

      Eliza closed her eyes so as to stop any tears from forming in the corner of her eyes. “Mama, please do not question me. I am a little…troubled, I confess it.”

      “Troubled?” her mother repeated, grasping Eliza’s hands tightly, which forced her to open her eyes. “My dear girl, why have you not spoken of this before? Do you not know that I am always here to listen to what you have to say? That I have a listening ear for any of your troubles?”

      Eliza could not speak for a moment or two, such was the depth of her emotions. She did not want to break into sobs and fling herself around her mother’s neck for fear that Lord Montrose would be welcomed into the room. He was tardy already and she could not imagine what he would think if he saw her weeping in her mother’s arms.

      “Come and sit down, Eliza,” Lady Whitehaven commanded, looking more and more concerned. “Please, my dear, you must do so at once. I am truly troubled at seeing you so distressed.”

      Eliza had no other choice but to go with her mother, seating herself down in a chair whilst her mother took her by her elbow.

      “Now,” Lady Whitehaven said, gently but with a firm look in her eye. “I can imagine that seeing Lord Avondale again is part of your present difficulties, is it not?” She looked keenly into Eliza’s eyes. “Did he speak to you, then? Has he told you of why had to separate himself from you?”

      Sniffing a little indelicately, Eliza shook her head. “No, Mama, he did not. He has not spoken to me of it as yet, although he does still wish to and I believe that I will permit him to do so.”

      Lady Whitehaven looked a little relieved at this. “I do think that would be wise, Eliza,” she said, honestly. “I have seen your struggle and your grief and know that a good deal of it stems from being unable to discover the truth about what occurred two years ago. If Lord Avondale is able to now express to you why he had to behave in such an ungentlemanly manner, then I think it best you hear it.”

      Nodding slowly, Eliza fixed her gaze on her hands that were folded in her lap. “He states that he loves me still,” she said, softly. “I thought that he might have come to care for his wife but, from what I understand, there was no choice in the matter for him. He had to wed her, for whatever reason.”

      “A reason you can soon discover,” Lady Whitehaven said, gently. Her eyes fixed on Eliza’s, as though she were trying to discern Eliza’s feelings on the matter of Lord Avondale without having to ask her.

      “I do not know what to think,” Eliza said, honestly. “The reason Lord Avondale did not speak to me of his late wife was due to the fact that he wished to speak of Lord Montrose.”

      Lady Whitehaven’s brow rose. “Is that so?” she murmured, looking surprised. “And what was it he wished to speak to you about?”

      Eliza shook her head and rubbed at her forehead. “Lord Montrose was apparently speaking of Lady Barclay,” she said, feeling a flush of shame creep over her as though she was the reason behind Lord Montrose’s consideration of the lady. “A gentleman, it seems, is quite open to having both a wife and a mistress.”

      Much to her surprise, Eliza saw that her mother did not appear shocked by this news. Instead, Lady Whitehaven simply nodded and folded her hands in her lap, waiting for Eliza to continue.

      “Mama!” Eliza exclaimed, shocked by the lack of response. “Does this not come as something of a surprise to you?”

      Lady Whitehaven sighed, a pained expression washing over her face. “My dear girl, this is the way of gentlemen. Do you truly not understand such a thing?”

      Eliza closed her eyes, her stomach swirling. “Papa….?”

      “Your father was a very good man, Eliza,” Lady Whitehaven replied, firmly. “He did not do as most gentlemen might and remained loyal to me. I shall always be grateful to him for his consideration.”

      Eliza shook her head again and buried her face in her hands. This was not what she had thought her mother would say, finding herself torn into small pieces inside that seemed to knot and twist together until she was lost in confusion.

      “It is not a surprise to me that Lord Montrose is considering such a thing,” Lady Whitehaven continued calmly, her voice still gentle as though she were trying to reassure Eliza with her knowledge of a gentleman’s ways. “However, as I have said, Eliza, there are a few gentlemen who would never do such a thing, such is their loyalty to their spouse.”

      Eliza slowly lifted her head, looking pointedly at her mother who nodded slowly. There was no need for further explanations, it seemed, for Eliza knew precisely what her mother was trying to say. Lord Avondale was such a gentleman, of course. He would never allow himself to be torn away from Eliza’s side, would never allow himself to treat her with such disrespect. Lord Montrose, however, was not of the same ilk. He did not care for Eliza in the way that Lord Avondale clearly did. They might be a good match, yes, but he did not have any particular affection for her. Did she truly want to tie herself to a gentleman such as that?

      And yet, Eliza knew that she had allowed Lord Montrose to believe that she was fully committed to their courtship, having been fully aware of his intentions when she had accepted him. He wanted to propose to her soon and would have them wed only a few weeks thereafter. Less than a month, in fact, for the banns could be called immediately.

      “I have encouraged Lord Montrose’s affections, Mama,” she said, brokenly, spreading her hands. “I have still not forgiven Lord Avondale for his rejection and the heartbreak that followed. I am torn between two gentlemen, fearing what I do not know for them both.”

      Lady Whitehaven’s eyes softened. “I can well understand that, my dear girl,” she answered. “I cannot guide you in this. It must come from your own heart.” She leaned forward and looked into Eliza’s eyes. “All I can advise you is that you seek the truth from both gentlemen, before you make any kind of decision.”

      “The truth?” Eliza repeated, not quite understanding what her mother meant. “I understand that Lord Avondale wishes to tell me the truth behind his refusal to wed me, but what for Lord Montrose?”

      A dark look came into Lady Whitehaven’s eyes, betraying for a moment the truth of what she felt over Lord Montrose’s behavior. “I think, with Lord Montrose, you must ask him the truth about his regard for you, Eliza,” Lady Whitehaven stated, clearly. “Do not shirk from it. Do not allow his loud manner to intimidate you. Find out what you wish to know, so that you can be fully aware of what future awaits you should you accept him.”

      A stone seemed to settle in Eliza’s stomach upon hearing this. Of course, she knew it made sense for her to do such a thing but the thought of speaking so openly to Lord Montrose made her feel as though she might cast up her accounts before being able to do so.

      “I think I hear footsteps approaching,” Lady Whitehaven murmured, getting to her feet before Eliza could say anything in response. “Quickly now. Set your face into a smile and remember what it is I have told you.”

      Eliza hastened to her feet, smoothing her skirts carefully as the door opened and the butler stepped in to announce Lord Montrose.

      He beamed at Eliza, no look of apology over his late arrival.

      “You are quite prepared, I see!” he declared, after greeting them both. “A walk shall be just the thing this afternoon.”

      Eliza frowned. “I thought we were to take a carriage ride to Hyde Park,” she said, frowning. “My cousin, Dinah, was to join us.”

      “Which is precisely why I thought a walk would do instead,” Lord Montrose replied, with an easy smile. “Your cousin does not enjoy carriage rides and the like, I am told. Therefore, I thought it quite unfair to her to insist that we take her along with us.” He beamed at her as though he were truly being considerate and expected her to think so of him too. “We may take the carriage to Hyde Park if you wish, and then mayhap walk within it?”

      Eliza cast a quick look towards Lady Whitehaven, who wore a slight frown on her face.

      “I think my cousin is already prepared, Lord Montrose,” she said, by way of apology. “Although, of course, once we are in the park itself, I would be glad to walk with you. Dinah will be more than contented to sit and wait in the carriage, I am quite certain.” For whatever reason, Eliza found herself reluctant to spend too much time walking with Lord Montrose alone, even though the maid would be walking behind them. It seemed much better to take the carriage, as they had planned, and endure then a shorter walk around the park, where she might have opportunity to greet other acquaintances instead of having to spend all of her time talking with Lord Montrose. Yes, she knew what her mother had advised her but her heart was still so filled with discontent and confusion that, for the present, Eliza determined not to speak of anything specific.

      Lord Montrose sighed heavily. “Very well,” he stated, looking somewhat displeased. “If we must, then I shall oblige.”

      Eliza managed a tight smile, wondering at his obvious frustration. Why did he not wish Dinah to be with them?

      “I shall find my cousin and be with you forthwith,” she said, edging towards the door. “If you will excuse me.”

      “I will wait for you both in the carriage,” Lord Montrose replied, surprising Eliza with his lack of consideration for her. “The footman can help you in, can he not?”

      Eliza made no response to this, not daring to look at her mother before she quit the room and hurried off in search of Dinah.
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      Hyde Park was not too crowded yet, which Eliza found quite pleasing. Lord Montrose muttered something about it not yet being the fashionable hour as the carriage came to a stop, settling the horses under a shady patch of the gardens where they might rest as they waited for Lord Montrose and Eliza to return.

      “Dinah,” Eliza said, quickly, before she stepped out. “Are you sure you do not wish to join us?”

      Dinah, who had been reading a book ever since she had sat down in the carriage, shook her head without lifting her eyes from the page. Eliza sighed inwardly, smiled at Lord Montrose and allowed him to help her from the carriage. He had been quite silent during their carriage ride to the park, not speaking aside from greeting Dinah and commenting on the very fine day that they had been blessed with. Eliza felt her stomach tighten with nerves as she accepted Lord Montrose’s arm, fearing what it was he had to say.

      “Your cousin is quite unlike you in almost every respect,” Lord Montrose commented, as they began to walk along the path. “She is quiet, unobtrusive and determined to become as saintly as she can.” A touch of mirth lit his voice but Eliza, even though she was not particularly fond of Dinah, felt a ripple of dislike for his criticism.

      “Dinah has her heart and mind set on heavenly things,” Eliza replied, recalling the sermon from the previous Sunday. “I cannot say that I find any particular fault with that.” Even though she can be very difficult at times, she thought to herself, letting her eyes travel aimlessly across the park.

      “She will not find herself a husband easily, that is quite certain!” Lord Montrose laughed, ignoring her gentle reproof. “I cannot imagine what sort of fellow would ever come to care for someone such as she.”

      Eliza drew in her breath sharply, feeling her anger beginning to flare. “There may very well be a gentleman who considers the Christian life to be of the utmost importance,” she replied, tartly. “I hold out a good deal of hope for Dinah.” That last sentence was something of a mistruth, but Eliza did not step back from it. She would not allow Lord Montrose to criticize Dinah with such declarations.

      “Do you consider that, mayhap, Lord Avondale would suit Dinah?”

      Her anger flooded from her at once, replaced with an immediate and startling anxiety.

      “Lord Avondale?” she repeated, wondering at his question. “Why would you suggest such a thing?”

      Lord Montrose looked down at her keenly, his steps slowing. “I was told by one of your sisters, Miss Catherine Wells, that Lord Avondale is a friend of the family,” he stated, calmly. “I wonder which sister he might choose to wed? I understand he is widowed. Why not marry someone he has known for a good length of time?”

      Eliza caught her breath, hearing the question in Lord Montrose’s words. “Lord Avondale has not made any indication that he wishes to marry Dinah or any other of my sisters,” she replied, truthfully. “I cannot imagine that he would be particularly well suited to any of them.”

      Lord Montrose made a noise in the back of his throat, which Eliza could not quite make out as to whether it was one of disbelief or one of agreement.

      “I did see his gaze rest on you a good deal at the dinner table,” Lord Montrose continued, his voice becoming a little darker. “You yourself did not notice, I suppose?”

      Eliza shook her head, refusing to allow him to know the truth. “Of course I did not,” she stated, decisively. “I was much too caught up with the conversation that flowed around the table. You certainly managed to keep all of our guests very well entertained, Lord Montrose!” She tried to push a lightness into her voice that she did not feel, praying that the compliment would be enough to discourage him from considering Lord Avondale’s behavior any longer.

      “I do have a way with words,” Lord Montrose admitted, sounding pleased. “Yes, I did manage to capture almost everyone’s attention, did I not? I am glad that you noticed, Eliza.”

      Eliza, who had not given him leave to address her as such, frowned heavily.

      “You have eyes only for me, I think,” Lord Montrose continued, patting her hand with his free one as it rested on his arm. “That is precisely the way it should be. Lord Avondale may look at you as much as he likes, but I shall take pleasure in knowing that it is not to him that you have given your promise, but to me.”

      Hesitating for a moment, Eliza chose her words carefully before she responded. “I have not given you any specific promise, Lord Montrose,” she said, slowly. “I have accepted your courtship, of course, but that is all.”

      Much to her frustration, Lord Montrose simply laughed at this, shaking his head as though she were being deliberately foolish.

      “Come, come now, Miss Wells. You know very well that my intentions were entirely honorable when I sought to court you. You were fully aware at the time that I have every intention of marrying you and making you my wife. I can hardly imagine that you would turn your back on such a thing now!” He looked down at her and grinned. “Have we not already discussed your concerns over my character and the like? Have I not already absolved you of such worries?”

      Trying to think of a suitable response, Eliza cleared her throat delicately. “You have ensured that I no longer entertain such concerns, yes,” she replied, knowing that her questions over Lord Montrose’s character were not only present in her mind but growing steadily. “But that does not mean –”

      “And if, as you say, there is nothing that might suggest you have any affection for Lord Avondale, then there is nothing to prevent us from moving forward in our courtship.”

      Eliza stopped walking, pulling her hand from Lord Montrose’s arm. “What can you mean, Lord Montrose?” Her heart was pounding furiously in her chest, praying silently that he was not about to propose, not when she had not had the time nor the opportunity to ask him about what Lord Avondale had heard. She was not ready to accept him, not sure of her own heart. Lord Avondale still had her love, she was quite certain of that, but whether or not she could truly ever forgive him for what had occurred, whether or not she could rebuild the trust that had been so brutally shattered, was quite another thing. As for Lord Montrose, Eliza was beginning to fear that she was only seeing a façade that the gentleman wore for her to see. If what Lord Avondale had said was quite true, if what Lord Franks had said about Lord Montrose’s past behavior was still relevant at this present time, then Eliza knew she could not accept him. Even though she had given him her assurances that she was more than willing to be courted by him, even though, as he had said, she had known that he intended to propose, she could not accept his hand in marriage quite yet.

      Lord Montrose ran his eyes from the top of her head to her feet, before allowing his gaze to become languorous as it drifted slowly back up her form to her face. Eliza went hot all over, unable to imagine what he was thinking and certainly unused to being looked at in such a way.

      “Miss Wells,” Lord Montrose began, grandly, as though he were about to offer her a wonderful gift. “I have taken the liberty of ensuring that our future is quite secure. You shall be my bride and I shall be your husband.”

      Eliza swallowed hard, her hands beginning to tremble as she looked, uncomprehendingly, into Lord Montrose’s face. “What can you mean, Lord Montrose?” she asked, her voice thin and wispy. “You have not yet proposed to me and I certainly have not accepted!”

      Lord Montrose laughed again, the sound setting Eliza’s teeth on edge. “But, of course, Miss Wells, in knowing that you would accept me, I have already begun preparations for our wedding day.” He tipped his head and smiled at her, as if she should be as delighted as he. “You will find the announcement in the society papers this very afternoon.”

      It was as though a hole had opened up below her feet and pulled her under, burying her deep within, earth and dust and sand filling her mouth and nose. She could not breathe, darkness creeping in at the edges of her vision as she struggled to make sense of what had been said.

      “I confess that Lady Whitehaven may be somewhat displeased with me for not speaking either to her or your brother first, but I have written to the new Lord Whitehaven to seek his permission and I do not think he shall refuse.”

      Closing her eyes tightly, Eliza dragged air into her burning lungs, determined that she would not collapse where she stood. She could not quite make sense of what Lord Montrose was saying, slowly beginning to understand that her future had been taken directly out of her hands and placed firmly into his. By his own determination, he had moved to make their engagement known to all of society, before he had even asked her for her hand in marriage. If it was in the society papers already, then she had no opportunity to refuse him, no chance to pull the news away before all of London knew of it.

      Lord Avondale will read it.

      “Do be careful, Miss Wells!” Lord Montrose sounded a trifle concerned as he grasped her elbow, making Eliza aware that she had been swaying where she stood. Lord Montrose chuckled, his concern gone in a moment. “Overwhelmed with happiness. I quite understand. Come now, I shall return you to the carriage and take you back to your dear mama.” He held her arm tightly and began to turn around so they might walk together. Eliza went with him, stumbling slightly, unable to find anything to say in response to this dreadful news. What could she do? She might berate Lord Montrose for his hastiness, for his improper way of doing such an important thing, but the announcement would still be in the paper and all of London society would still read it. To break of the engagement now might be disastrous, not only for her but for all of her sisters and cousin also.

      Lord Montrose, it seemed, had everything tied up quite neatly, and Eliza was struggling to see a way out.
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      “Do come in, Northgate.”

      Jeremy, whilst glad to see his uncle, could not help but feel a twinge of guilt over his lack of progress in finding out who had treated Rebecca so terribly. He had managed to reacquaint himself with society, yes, and in doing so had picked up a few new acquaintances as well as reviving previous ones, but nothing of substance had come to his attention. Of course, he had asked a few questions and done his very best to try and find out who Rebecca might have been personally acquainted with during her time in London, but it had been some years ago and not very many people remembered her.

      Not that Rebecca had not been beautiful or the like but, as far as Jeremy remembered, she had always been fairly quiet. His uncle had told him, back when Jeremy had first come to know of Rebecca and her situation, that Rebecca had never sought to push herself forward in society, had never wanted to garner the attention of any gentleman. Therefore, whoever had sought her out must have cajoled her, encouraged her and slowly managed to entwine her heart with his – whilst all the while wanting to seduce her for his own pleasures.

      “You are looking well this afternoon, Avondale.”

      Jeremy managed a quick smile as he offered his uncle a brandy. “Thank you, Uncle,” he stated, wondering if his look of contentment came from what had occurred between himself and Eliza only a few days ago. He was somewhere between a new found confidence and utter despair, not able to surmise what she was thinking and certainly not what she intended to do and therefore forced simply to wait in hopeful agony.

      “You have been enjoying society thus far, then?”

      Jeremy laughed and sat back down. “No, indeed not,” he replied, earnestly. “I have found the company of my peers to be a little lacking, I am afraid. Although I have been able to reacquaint myself with Lady Whitehaven and her daughters, which has brought me some kind of relief.” He allowed himself another smile, his mind continually fixed on Eliza. “There is, perhaps, a little hope.”

      His uncle looked surprised and did not smile in return. “I see,” he said, slowly. “That is….good, Avondale.”

      A little confused as to why his uncle did not seem to be as delighted over this as Jeremy had thought he might be, Jeremy shrugged inwardly and sipped his brandy, not allowing himself to be dragged back into desperation and worry. He could have told his uncle about how he and Eliza had spoken in the gardens and how she had accepted what he had said about Lord Montrose, but he chose, for the moment, to keep it to himself. There was always the chance that Eliza would not want to see him again, would not want to listen to his explanations about Rebecca and what had occurred thereafter, but every time his mind would tug in that direction, Jeremy would recall the kiss and something like fire would shoot up in his chest, sparking his confidence and allowing him the opportunity to hope.

      Having considered it many times over, Jeremy was now quite convinced that Eliza had kissed him in return, even if had only been for a moment. It was that knowledge that brought him such courage, that hint of a promise that continued to encourage his mind to believe that she might yet return to him. Nothing could take that from him now, he was quite determined.

      Lord Northgate cleared his throat, a frank look in his eyes. “You have heard about Napoleon, yes?”

      Jeremy lifted one eyebrow, surprised by the sudden change in conversation. “Indeed,” he said, slowly. “He is close to defeat, it seems. By 1816, everyone is hopeful that we shall be freed from fighting for good.” He studied his uncle carefully. “Although there is always the chance that Napoleon may yet continue to fight back against his impending defeat.”

      His uncle nodded slowly. “There is a new sense of freedom in the air,” he said, softly. “It fills all of London, I think. It breathes new life and hope into this world.” A small sigh escaped him, his eyes becoming sad as they held Jeremy’s. “Perhaps I have been wrong to encourage you to find the truth about Rebecca’s past,” he continued, his words filling Jeremy with astonishment. “Mayhap I should have asked you to allow the past to remain as it is. I cannot see what good will come of it now.”

      Jeremy stared at his uncle, more astonished than ever to hear this from the gentleman he considered to be a dear, dear relative. He could still remember just how distraught his uncle had been when he had first told Jeremy of Rebecca, how much grief had filled his very being as he had spoken of her situation. His uncle had never been able to discover who had treated his daughter so abominably. Not wanting to cause Rebecca any further pain, he had chosen not to pursue the matter any further. Now, however, there was every reason to find out the name of the gentleman, so that some sort of punishment might be wreaked upon him, and the last thing Jeremy had expected to hear from his uncle was that the matter was no longer to be pursued!

      Lord Northgate sighed heavily, rubbed his forehead and sat forward. “Avondale, I have other children that I must consider,” he said, slowly. “I have been neglectful of my other daughter due to the fact that my mind has been consistently taken up with thoughts of Rebecca.”

      “That can well be understood,” Jeremy replied, quietly, thinking of the months of mourning they had all undertaken. “

      “Yes, I suppose it can,” Lord Northgate agreed, setting his glass of brandy aside. “But there is a choice before me now and I think I can no longer see any clear reason to pursue the matter.”

      Jeremy shook his head, frowning. “Surely it is to ensure that the gentleman will not do such a thing again?”

      “But what can be done?” his uncle asked, throwing up his hands. “If I were to call the gentleman out, then news would traverse through society and my daughter, Beatrice, would be tinged with scandal.”

      “The consequences of this gentleman’s behavior would not have to be made known to all of society,” Jeremy replied, finding the idea of allowing the gentleman, whoever he was, to be entirely freed of any consequences to be unthinkable. “We might insist on secrecy and yet, somehow, find a way to ensure –”

      “No.” Lord Northgate shook his head. “What good would come of it, Avondale?” He held Jeremy’s gaze, looking at him for a long moment before continuing. “Besides, I think that you have a good many other things on your mind, do you not?”

      Jeremy hesitated, the vision of Eliza floating in front of his eyes. “I have some matters to consider, yes.”

      “You may have more to consider than you think,” his uncle replied, carefully. “I take it you have not read the society papers this afternoon?”

      Jeremy, who was not at all inclined towards reading such things, shook his head. “I confess that I take very little interest in such things, Northgate.” A slight tremor of worry ran up his spine as he looked at his uncle keenly. “For what reason might you suggest that I read them?”

      His uncle rose, picked up his brandy and threw back the rest in one smooth motion. Then he walked towards Jeremy, settling one hand on his shoulder. “I would leave you now, Avondale,” he said, quietly, confusing Jeremy even more. “Consider what I have said in light of what you will soon learn. Mayhap you will find yourself caught up with matters of greater importance than the darkness of the past.” He pressed Jeremy’s shoulder again before walking quickly towards the door, leaving Jeremy in such a state of confusion that he did not quite manage to rise to his feet before the drawing room door closed behind his uncle.

      Anxiety began to furrow into his heart as he finally got to his feet, worrying about what it was he would find within the papers. Why had his uncle not wanted to remain with him whilst he read whatever it was? Would his reaction truly be so visceral that it could not be witnessed? Or was it that his uncle believed that Jeremy would need the quietness of solitude in order to consider his next steps?

      “The papers,” Jeremy muttered to himself, shoving one hand through his hair as he looked aimlessly about the room. “Where might they be?”

      The study, of course.

      Hurrying towards the door and trying to keep his fears at bay, Jeremy quickly made his way towards the study, the sound of his heart, to his ears, seeming to bounce off the walls that surrounded him. His hands clenched into fists with tension, a spiraling fear growing within his mind. What would he find? Surely it could not be anything to do with Eliza?

      A trickle of sweat ran down his spine as he pushed open the study door, allowing it to swing closed softly behind him. Hurrying to his desk, he set aside the correspondence that was waiting for him, picking up the papers that lay beneath. The society papers usually went into the fire but today, Jeremy picked it up and laid it out on his desk, with an almost reverential air. Pressing his lips together, he began to look over each and every page, dread beginning to fill his entire being as he looked to see what his uncle had meant.

      And then, he found it.

      “No,” he whispered, reading the short announcement that declared that Miss Eliza Wells was to tie herself to Lord Montrose in matrimony.

      Weakness rifled through him, his mind beginning to spin as he sank down into his chair, his eyes still fixed on those words. This could not be. How could Eliza agree to marry such a gentleman when Jeremy himself had told her of what he had overheard? It did not make sense! Eliza had always been sensible and level-headed and he had been quite certain that she had heard and understood everything he had been trying to tell her about Lord Montrose that night of the dinner party.

      “Eliza,” he whispered, the word burning his lips as he spoke her name aloud. She could not be his, it seemed. All hope had been crushed, broken and splintered under Lord Montrose’s heel. Lord Montrose had been victorious whereas he had been thoroughly defeated. Eliza did not trust him, it seemed. Eliza no longer gave any weight to his words, choosing not to consider them and instead accept the offer of Lord Montrose’s hand in marriage. She would no longer be Miss Eliza Wells but Lady Montrose, becoming so far out of reach that Jeremy knew all hope was lost. She would live with Lord Montrose in his estate. There might be children. She would build a life for herself with that fellow and he would remain at home, filled with nothing more but bitter regret and sadness.

      Sinking down into his chair, Jeremy closed his eyes and allowed grief to flood him. It was as though he mourned Eliza even though she still lived. Tears came to his eyes as he buried his face in his arms, resting them on the desk in front of him. How foolish he had been to hope! How ridiculous to believe that Eliza might return to him, might allow her forgiveness to rid her of the pain of the past. No. He had done her too much of an injury, it seemed. Even if she had kissed him in return, it had been a moment of weakness. Nothing more than a mistake. Why had he allowed himself to even think that she might forgive him? Why had he fanned the flicker of hope into a bright flame? Now, it was doused completely and Jeremy felt himself all the weaker for it. He was nothing more than a fool. There was nothing for him here any longer. To remain here in London knowing that Eliza was engaged to another, that she would be planning her wedding and that the banns would soon be called was nothing more than agony. He could not linger on. No, he would return home and grieve for her in private.

      All he would have of her was the deep, abiding memories of their time together, of the happiness they had once shared. Regret would become his constant friend; shame, his ever present shadow. He would welcome them both, knowing that this was all his own doing.

      “Lord Avondale!”

      The study door flew open and, as Jeremy lifted his head, he saw Miss Titania Wells and Miss Catherine Wells standing in the doorway with a most apologetic looking butler behind them both.

      “I have nothing to say to either of you,” Jeremy stated, before settling his head back on his arms. “Leave me.”

      He did not truly expect Miss Titania Wells to do as he asked, for she was quite determined in her own mind as to what she would do, and therefore it did not come as a surprise when she walked towards his desk and slammed one hand down upon it.

      “It is not as it seems, Lord Avondale.”

      The butler began to bluster at the two young ladies, coming into the room a little more and trying to encourage Titania to quit the room and do as Lord Avondale had stated, but it was to no avail. Feeling as though his limbs had turned to blocks of wood, Jeremy slowly lifted his head and, with dull eyes, told the butler he might leave them. The ladies, he insisted, would soon take their leave and no, they would not require refreshments.

      The butler, still appearing quite agitated, did as he was asked and left the room, closing the door behind him as he did so. Jeremy had no other choice but to look at his two visitors, struggling to find the strength to push himself upwards into a sitting position. He felt as though all the life had been taken from him, leaving him old and broken. His heart beat slowly, as though it too felt the deep, knifing pain that seemed to pierce Jeremy on every side.

      “It is not as it seems, Lord Avondale,” Miss Catherine Wells stated, coming closer to her sister. “Truly, it is not.”

      “Eliza has been crying almost all afternoon,” Titania said, earnestly. “You must come and speak to her at once. She is quite distraught.”

      Jeremy shook his head, flinging one hand out towards the papers. “I hardly think it would be right for me to do so, Miss Wells,” he said, in a low voice. “She has made her decision.”

      Titania and Catherine shared a glance, their expressions both equally concerned.

      “My lord,” Miss Catherine said, softly, turning back to face him. “We cannot state that we know the entirety of what has taken place, for Eliza will not speak to us of it and our mother is doing her best to comfort her over whatever has occurred, but we have come to you in the hope that you might consider coming to talk to her also.” She leaned forward, as though her earnestness would convince him. “She is deeply troubled, Lord Avondale. I do not think that she knew that this would occur.”

      A harsh, mocking laugh ripped from his throat. “I can hardly believe that,” he exclaimed, slamming one hand onto the paper on his desk. “A gentleman must ask a lady for her consent before such a thing is put here for all to see, does he not?” He shook his head, a tight, angry smile turning his expression dark. “She may be distraught over something, but it cannot be over what she has already agreed to.”

      Miss Titania shook her head, her eyes looking sorrowfully into his. “Then you will give up?” she asked, softly, her words biting at him even though he knew she did not intend them to do so. “You will not come to speak to our sister?”

      Jeremy shrugged. “I have no need to, it seems.”

      “But that is not at all true!” Catherine exclaimed, her face a little pale. “Both my sister and I are quite certain that Eliza is still deeply in love with you. She has attempted to forget about you but to no avail. Her heart is still yours.”

      “If that is the case,” Jeremy snarled, leaning across the desk, “then why has she chosen to engage herself to another? If her love for me is so great, if her willingness to listen to what I have to say about the past is so evident, there where is it now? Why has it gone from her?” He shook his head, his pain turning into angry disappointment. “You have come to try and set about repairing what cannot be fixed,” he finished, with a wave of his hand. “No, I shall not come to speak to her. Eliza has made her own mind up and I will not attempt to alter it in any way.”

      Miss Titania and Miss Catherine looked at one another again, a deep sadness in their eyes that Jeremy did his best to ignore. There was nothing for him here and nothing that they said would change his mind on the matter.

      “Would that you reconsider,” Miss Titania murmured, reaching across the table and settling one hand on his, as though to comfort him. “Would that you would delve into battle and attempt to do all you could to rescue her from her discontent.”

      Jeremy heard the challenge in her words but refused to accept such a thing from her. “I shall do no such thing, Titania,” he said, honestly. “I have every intention of returning to my estate at the earliest opportunity.”

      Titania withdrew her hand, just as Catherine shook her head.

      “Tomorrow, I think,” he continued, dully. “There is no reason for me to linger in London any longer.” Suddenly the reason for his uncle’s visit, for his insistence that Jeremy forget about the past and no longer allow it to occupy his mind became clear. His uncle knew that Jeremy would have a good deal more to consider now that he knew about Eliza’s engagement to Lord Montrose. What had his uncle expected? Had he thought that Jeremy would continue to pursue Eliza? Had he thought that Jeremy would not stop until he was certain that Eliza knew the truth about Rebecca, in the hope that it might give her reason to cry off from her engagement?

      “Can we say nothing to convince you that Eliza still loves you, Lord Avondale?” Miss Catherine asked, her voice pleading with him. “Can we say nothing that would encourage you to reconsider?”

      “No,” Jeremy replied, his eyes returning to the paper in front of him. His eyes took in the words again, seeing the darkness that would be his future coming creeping into his mind. “No, there is nothing. I return home tomorrow. Do –” The words stuck in his throat. “Do give Eliza my congratulations.”

      Miss Titania Wells and Miss Catherine Wells said nothing to this. Instead, they simply turned and began to make their way back towards the door, their willingness to remain and their desire to encourage him to reconsider no longer present. He had chased all of that away and Jeremy did not feel even a twinge of regret.

      “You are making a dreadful mistake, Avondale.”

      Miss Titania’s voice drifted back towards him but he did not look up.

      “You have lost her once before,” she continued, her words soft but her meaning clear. “Shall you really allow yourself to do so again?”

      The words hung in the air for some moments, his mind beginning to scream at him to do as Titania had asked, to listen to Catherine’s pleading and return with them to speak to Eliza, but Jeremy did not move from his chair. The door closed behind his visitors, leaving Jeremy to his own dark thoughts.

      “Yes,” he whispered aloud, as though Titania could still hear him respond to her question. “Yes, I shall allow myself to lose all hope of Eliza’s forgiveness and of her return to me.” Shaking his head, Jeremy felt his very soul fill with grief. “She is gone from me forever and there is nothing I can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Eliza?”

      Eliza looked up to see her mother enter the drawing room, a gentle smile on her face. Eliza could not bring herself to return it, the pain of what she was currently enduring still much too great.

      “You are still distraught, I see.”

      Eliza closed her eyes, steeling herself against the tears that sprang to her eyes at once. “Mama, I do not know what to do.”

      Her mother sat down quietly. “You are expecting Lord Montrose?”

      “Very soon, yes,” Eliza replied, feeling her heart begin to bleed within her all over again. “I do not know what I shall say to him.”

      Her mother nodded sympathetically, her eyes lingering on Eliza’s pale face. Eliza continued to study the drawing room door, as if by looking at it, she could prepare herself for her betrothed’s visit.

      It had been two days now since Lord Montrose’s shocking announcement that they were already engaged, despite the fact he had not asked her to marry him. She had not known what to say or what to do, finding herself almost in a state of fainting as she had been driven home. Lord Montrose had been filled with mirth at her reaction, telling her shocked mother that Eliza had simply been overwhelmed by some wonderful news which would soon be shared with them all.

      It had been left to Eliza thereafter, to tell her mother the truth about what had occurred.

      Lady Whitehaven had gone utterly silent as Eliza had recounted the story, seeing her mother’s eyes flashing with anger and frustration. Of course, Eliza knew that her brother would have no concerns in agreeing to Lord Montrose’s request to marry Eliza, for he had no knowledge of the matter and would simply presume that it was a courtesy request. Lady Whitehaven was, however, quite angry that Lord Montrose had not spoken to her of his intentions for Eliza before writing to the papers and had expressed as much to Eliza. She had not, however, been able to express this to Lord Montrose, for he had been conspicuously absent from Eliza’s company these last two days. He was due to call upon her this afternoon, having written a note to her the previous day asking her to forgive his absence and stating that he was caught up with friends and acquaintances who all wished to celebrate with him over the joyous news of his engagement.

      “I shall have plenty to say to Lord Montrose,” Lady Whitehaven stated, firmly. “You need not concern yourself in that regard, Eliza. I shall begin the conversation with him and speak quite plainly.”

      “But it will not remove me from my engagement,” Eliza replied softly, the truth tearing at her heart. “That is the difficulty I am presented with and, as yet, I confess that I cannot see a way out of my circumstances.”

      Lady Whitehaven sighed and looked away, filling Eliza with even more despair.

      “Lord Montrose has behaved most improperly,” Lady Whitehaven agreed, after a few moments of silence. “He has presumed that you would accept him and has therefore taken it upon himself to announce your engagement to all of London!” She threw up her hands in exasperation. “And I have had to turn away a good many callers, all wishing to see you and give you their individual congratulations.”

      Eliza winced, closing her eyes tightly for a moment. She could not imagine having to accept felicitations for something she wished would not occur. It would be terrible indeed to have to endure such visits, one after the other. “Thank you, Mama,” she said, quietly, clasping her hands tightly in her lap. “You are very kind.”

      “It is the very least I can do,” Lady Whitehaven replied, her voice softening. “I must tell you, Eliza, that I think the very best thing for you to do is to simply cry off.”

      Startled, Eliza looked at her mother in shock. “Cry off?” she repeated, horrified. “Oh, Mama, I could not do so!”

      “Why ever not?” Lady Whitehaven asked, sounding quite matter of fact. “You do not wish to wed Lord Montrose and therefore there is no reason for you to continue with the engagement.”

      Eliza shook her head, her fingers tightening together. “Because you know that it would ruin my own reputation – which, of course, I do not particularly care about – but that it would also profoundly affect my sisters and even my brother.” Her heart squeezed painfully, sending a wave of tears to her eyes which Eliza fought back. “I cannot allow such a thing to occur, Mama. It would be entirely selfish.”

      “And yet,” Lady Whitehaven said, softly. “I do not think that any of your sisters nor even your cousin would find such a thing too arduous to bear.” The corners of her mouth lifted in a faint smile, as though she were trying to encourage Eliza to listen and to consider what she was suggesting. “Even Titania, who is the only one who has loved all that the Season has to offer, is quite determined that you should not marry Lord Montrose.”

      A faint smile caught Eliza’s lips, her heart lifting just a little. “That is most kind of her – most generous of them all – but I cannot let them be tainted in such a way.”

      “Your sisters also went to speak to Lord Avondale.”

      Eliza’s heart stopped in her chest for a moment, shock rippling through her.

      “He is broken-hearted, it seems,” Lady Whitehaven continued, as Eliza gripped the edge of her seat in an attempt to control her crashing emotions. “He believes that all is lost and has returned to his estate.”

      Eliza closed her eyes, heat searing up her spine as she thought of the last time she had seen Lord Avondale. The way he had kissed her had sent flurries of happiness rushing through her, letting hope spiral from her core. It had been a shock, of course, but by the time she had realized what he was doing and had begun to return his kiss, he had stepped back and apologized for his lack of self-control.

      She had not told him just how much she had wanted to return his kiss, how much she had longed to be back in his arms again. Instead, she had returned inside, determined to consider matters – only for Lord Montrose to prevent her from doing so.

      “Will you truly pass this opportunity by, Eliza?” Lady Whitehaven asked, softly, her words penetrating into Eliza’s mind. “Lord Avondale is still deeply in love with you, it seems. His desperation to speak to you about what he did some years ago is still apparent and if only you would listen to him, then you might find your way back to the happiness you once had.”

      “I wanted to,” Eliza whispered, still battling tears. “I wanted to listen to him, Mama. He spoke to me about Rebecca, told me that there was a good deal more for him to say, and yet I was not quite prepared to take in what he had to say.” She let her hands loose in her lap, forcing steadying breaths into her lungs. “He told me what Lord Montrose had said about Lady Barclay and said that, if I permitted him, he would tell me the truth about Rebecca very soon, once I had taken some time to think about what he had said of Lord Montrose.”

      “Very considerate,” Lady Whitehaven commented, quietly.

      Eliza nodded. “Very,” she whispered, brokenly, unable to prevent herself from comparing the two gentlemen. “But now he is gone to his estate and I find myself engaged to Lord Montrose! What am I to do, Mama?”

      Her mother smiled. “Cry off,” she said, simply. “Your sister wishes it. I wish it. Go to Lord Avondale and find the truth. I know he will not reject you, simply because you have cried off from one engagement. In fact, I think that he will be heartily glad to hear it.”

      Eliza battled within herself, knowing that if she were to cry off, then the scandal that would follow could very well affect her sisters’ chances of happiness. They would bear the shame of her broken engagement, for society would look upon the family with disdain, suggesting that she was flighty and unappreciative of what had been given to her. She had no doubt that Lord Montrose would do all he could to garner sympathy from all and sundry, making himself out to be quite the martyr – and she would have to endure the looks and the whispers and the rumors about her that were certain to fly about society almost at once.

      But it would be worth it, would it not? For the sake of Lord Avondale, for the sake of what they would be able to have again, then she would endure whatever she required for the hope of returning to his side again.

      “Besides, my dear,” Lady Whitehaven finished, with a gentle smile. “His estate borders ours and is so far from London that you need never return should you not wish to.” Her eyes twinkled as Eliza felt the first hints of happiness pull at her heart. “There is hope through all of this, my dear girl. Your sisters wish you to be happy and content and they know that you cannot be so with Lord Montrose. Will you not listen to them? Will you not trust that they know what will follow should you cry off, and that they still wish you to do so?”

      Eliza made to answer, just as there came a knock at the door. The butler walked in to reveal Lord Montrose standing just behind him – and Eliza got to her feet at once.

      She had not yet decided what she should do, for her mother’s words about her sisters hopes for her had not yet quite taken a hold of either her mind or her heart, but to see Lord Montrose again immediately filled her with a sense of regret and frustration.

      Of course, she could not marry him! It was most unpleasant a thought and Eliza knew that her life would not be a happy one if she took him as a husband. It was now simply a matter of finding a way to tell him so without him becoming so cold and furious that he would create a dreadful scene which, Eliza knew, would only add to the gossip that would follow.

      “My dear lady!” Lord Montrose exclaimed, bowing before Lady Whitehaven. “I have a good deal I must apologize to you for, I know, but I must hope that the happiness and contentedness of your daughter is enough to make up for my lack of propriety.” His eyes were warm, his expression eager, and still Eliza saw the cold, stern look in her mother’s eyes.

      Lady Whitehaven was not enamored with Lord Montrose in any way, it seemed.

      “And you, my wonderful lady,” Lord Montrose continued, seemingly either unaware of Lady Whitehaven’s demeanor or choosing to ignore it as he turned towards Eliza. “I have the most wonderful surprise for you.”

      Eliza’s heart sank. Given that the last surprise that Lord Montrose had pressed upon her was news of their engagement, she was not at all certain that she wished to receive yet another one from him!

      “I have brought my dear mother to call,” Lord Montrose continued, brightly, reaching for Eliza’s hand and pressing it tightly. “She is only just arriving and I thought it best to come and inform you at once, so that you are prepared to greet her.”

      Eliza stared at Lord Montrose, her mouth going dry. Her intentions of speaking to Lord Montrose about their engagement and of bringing it  to an end suddenly flew from her head, knowing that she could not do such a thing when his own dear mother had arrived!

      “I do not think I have spoken of her to you particularly often,” Lord Montrose said, patting Eliza’s hand. “That was wrong of me, of course, but I have been so caught up with all the happiness and joy that our acquaintance has brought me that it was not something that caught my mind! Now, of course, I intend to remedy that mistake and ensure that you become very well acquainted with her.”

      Swallowing the sudden lump in her throat and feeling as though a good deal of dust and sand was filling her mouth, Eliza tried to smile but found that her tension was so great that she could not even summon a modicum of supposed happiness. Lord Montrose had managed to find a way to prevent them from speaking openly, it seemed, although whether or not it was intentional, Eliza could not say.

      “You did say,” Eliza managed to whisper, “that you would inform me long before your mother was to arrive in town, Lord Montrose.”

      He laughed and shrugged, as though this did not have any bearing on his behavior.

      “This is most unexpected, Lord Montrose,” Lady Whitehaven said, her voice dangerously soft. “You should, of course, have let both myself and my daughter know before such an arrangement was made.”

      Lord Montrose placed his two hands together, as though in prayer, turning towards Eliza’s mother with an apologetic smile on his face. “You are quite correct, Lady Whitehaven, but I knew that Eliza was, of course, eager to meet my dear mother and that you, as a charming and elegant lady of the ton would not refuse such an unexpected meeting! In short, I have taken advantage of your kindness and generosity and hope that you will not refuse her entry to your home.”

      Lady Whitehaven’s face was impassive. “It is not as though I could do so, even if I wished, Lord Montrose, given that she is already practically at the door,” she said, coolly, her eyes darting towards Eliza, who felt suddenly trapped within her own house.

      “I do thank you, most gracious of ladies,” Lord Montrose said, bowing grandly towards Lady Whitehaven. “Ah, I think I hear her at this very moment!”

      Eliza did not know what to do, wanting to dart from the room but finding that her feet were stuck to the floor where she stood. Had it not been for her mother coming to stand by her side, one hand gently on Eliza’s elbow, she might have behaved most rudely and run past Lady Montrose without so much as a word.

      “This does not complicate matters in any way, Eliza,” her mother hissed, as Lord Montrose waited expectantly at the door. “Greet Lady Montrose, being as genteel and as elegant as you can. Then, when the time comes, you shall have opportunity to speak to Lord Montrose openly. It may not be this very afternoon but it will be soon, you mark my words.”

      Eliza could only nod, her breath quickening as the door opened as a small, grim-faced lady walked into the room. She had an air of importance about her that seemed to radiate towards Eliza, her sharp eyes holding the same coldness that Eliza often found in Lord Montrose’s gaze.

      “May I present Lady Montrose?” Lord Montrose said, quickly, a delighted smile on his face as though he were giving Eliza the most wonderful of surprises. “Mother, this is my betrothed, Miss Eliza Wells. May I also present Lady Whitehaven.”

      Eliza dropped into a curtsy, feeling herself shaking inwardly. It came from both the shock of what was occurring as well as a slight flicker of anger towards Lord Montrose and his despicable behavior towards her. The more she considered it, the more her ire mounted. What sort of gentleman simply imposed his presence and that of his parent on his betrothed? What person would even consider making such an arrangement without first discussing it with those who would be greeting her? It was evidence of her mother’s continued grace and poise that she had accepted such a turn of events, although her frustration and displeasure had been made obvious to Lord Montrose. Lord Montrose, Eliza thought, was highly arrogant and deeply selfish. He did not seem to care that Lady Whitehaven was rather put out by such inconsideration and certainly did not even consider that Eliza herself would be upset and startled by the swiftness of the meeting.

      “You are quite pretty.”

      Eliza was jerked back to the present moment by the sound of Lady Montrose’s high pitched voice. It was faint, although well spoken, and Eliza had to strain to hear what the lady was saying. It was as though Lady Montrose wanted everyone to have to fix their attention solely on her, so that she could be heard and her words held in their minds.

      “I thank you, Lady Montrose,” Eliza replied, quickly, not wanting to appear rude despite the shock of her visit. “You are very kind to say so.” She allowed herself a few minutes perusal of the lady in question, seeing the similarities between Lord Montrose and his mother. They shared the same dark brown eyes, as she had seen before, but also the long nose and thick brown hair, although Lady Montrose’s hair was well mixed with grey and white. She did not find any friendliness in Lady Montrose’s eyes, nor did she see happiness over her son’s choice of bride.

      Stiffening slightly as they all took their seats, Eliza forced herself to appear quite at ease, pasting a smile onto her face that she did not feel. It did not matter what Lady Montrose thought of her, given that Eliza had no intention of marrying her son. It would come as a grave shock to the lady, she had no doubt, but after what her mother had said and after being assured that her sisters sought the same thing, Eliza was beginning to become fiercely determined not to wed Lord Montrose. Her heart would never be happy again if she did so.

      “You are the eldest, I believe,” Lady Montrose said, sniffing as though she found this distasteful. “And almost on the shelf!”

      Eliza’s smile became fixed. “I am the eldest, yes,” she managed to reply, feeling heat crawl into her cheeks.

      “And with a substantial dowry, I imagine?” Lady Montrose added, looking towards Lady Whitehaven with a slight lift to her brow. “As the eldest, I presume she will have the greatest portion?”

      Stunned at this lady’s demeanor and rude questions, Eliza saw her mother lift her chin a notch, her eyes narrowing just a touch. “Indeed,” she said, softly, not looking towards Eliza.

      For the next hour, Eliza was forced to endure Lady Montrose’s company, finding her more arrogant than anyone of her acquaintance. She disliked the tea, turned her nose up at all offers of any other refreshments, continued with her sharp questions and regarded Eliza with a slightly disappointed gaze, as though she believed her son could do a good deal better than the daughter of a marquess.

      Eventually, the visit was at an end and Eliza allowed herself a breath of relief as Lady Montrose took her leave.

      Lord Montrose, on the other hand, bowed over her hand, his lips pressing against her skin for a moment.

      “I do hope, Eliza, that I might be permitted to call upon you tomorrow afternoon?” he said, looking up at her from his bow, his eyes filled with hope. “Perhaps we might take tea together and then enjoy a leisurely walk someplace?”

      Thinking to herself that she would only require an afternoon visit from Lord Montrose in order to break off their engagement and bid him farewell, Eliza nodded, feeling the first sense of happiness that she had experienced for some days, simply at the thought of being parted from him forever.

      “I should like that very much, Lord Montrose,” she replied, truthfully. “Tomorrow afternoon. I shall be prepared for your visit, you may have no doubt.”

      Lord Montrose grinned at her, let go of her hand and turned towards Lady Whitehaven. A stream of insincere apologies flew from his mouth, bowing and scraping so that he might try and encourage Lady Whitehaven to forgive his impropriety in allowing his mother to visit without first procuring an invitation. It was, he said, simply because their families were soon to be joined and that he knew just how kind and gracious Lady Whitehaven was.

      Eliza watched this with sharp eyes, finally realizing that everything that had been said of Lord Montrose was, most likely, true. She did not need to know the specifics of what Lord Hollard had meant, nor did she need to understand all that had gone before she had met Lord Montrose, but to see him now, so arrogant and so calculating in equal measure, Eliza had no doubt that he was precisely the gentleman Lord Hollard and Lord Franks knew him to be.

      He was not kind. He was not generous. He had not turned his back on his past. When she had tried to question him, when she had tried to discover the truth, he had flung such guilt upon her shoulders that she had no other choice but to remain entirely silent, her questions forgotten. His manipulation of her stood out starkly, making her wince at her own weakness.

      She ought to have put an end to their courtship upon the very first doubt she had felt about Lord Montrose. Even without Lord Avondale’s return, she should have considered her heart more carefully, should have seen his character for what it truly was.

      A marriage partner was not something to be taken lightly.

      “Good day to you, Lord Montrose,” she heard her mother say, her attention now back on Lord Montrose as he walked from the room. “And we shall see you again the morrow.”

      Eliza waited until the door closed behind Lord Montrose before looking back at her mother, who was frowning darkly in the direction of the door. Apparently, her mother had also not taken to Lady Montrose, although Eliza could hardly be surprised at such a thing.

      “Eliza,” Lady Whitehaven said, sternly, turning towards her. “I must warn you again about considering going forward with this marriage. After what we have just experienced, I cannot allow you to go forward knowing what kind of life you would have with both Lord Montrose and his mother present. It would be –”

      Eliza held up one hand, stemming her mother’s words. “It is quite all right, Mama,” she said honestly. “I have thought about what you have said, and you are quite correct.” She allowed a small smile to creep over her face, seeing the relief leap into her mother’s eyes. “If you are quite certain that my sisters would be at ease with my crying off, despite what harm it may do them, then I have every intention of bringing my supposed engagement to Lord Montrose to an end.”

      Her mother closed her eyes, tipped her head back and let a long sigh of relief escape her. “My dear Eliza,” she said, happily, looking back at her daughter. “I can assure you, that despite your many differences, your sisters love you dearly. They will be as glad as I am to know that Lord Montrose is no longer to be a part of your life.”

      Eliza smiled, her heart growing warm at the thought of Lord Avondale. “I intend to seek out Lord Avondale thereafter, Mama,” she said, aware that the lack of surprise in her mother’s eyes was evidence that she had already expected this. “I may have to return home sooner than I had intended.”

      “Which,” Lady Whitehaven replied, with a laugh, “most of your sisters and certainly your cousin will be glad of!” She shook her head and reached out to embrace Eliza. “I am glad it shall all be at an end very soon, my dear,” she said, holding Eliza close for a moment. “You have been through a great deal and I would see you happy – although not with Lord Montrose!”

      “No, indeed not,” Eliza replied, laughing. “It shall be put to an end tomorrow, Mama, just as soon as he walks through the door.”
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      The return to Jeremy’s estate was not as welcoming as he had hoped. The journey from London had been a long one and Jeremy had been tormented by troubling thoughts, unable to sleep or to even lay his head back to rest. He had thought of nothing but Eliza, the words of her sisters pouring over him and yet again, filling him with regret.

      Not that he intended to return to London and speak to her, as they had asked. He would not mortify himself, not when she had clearly made up her mind to marry Lord Montrose and set herself away from Jeremy for good. They were not to share a life together, it seemed. It was all at an end and, somehow, he had to find a way through these dark and difficult days.

      And he would have to do so entirely alone.

      The staff had been as welcoming as he had expected, not making comment about his hasty and unexpected return to his country estate even though he knew it must have taken them a little by surprise. He had done nothing but sit in his study these last few days, trying to find a way to look through the cloud of darkness that surrounded him in the hope that he could find a way back to the light.

      There came not even the smallest chink of brightness, not even the smallest modicum of happiness or contentment. His own home did not seem to want him, for he felt lost and out of place. Here, too, memories assailed him. Memories of bringing Rebecca home as his bride, of setting her up in her own rooms and reassuring her that he had no intention of making her his wife in the physical sense until a good deal of time had passed.

      They had lived very separate lives within this large house and he had very rarely spent time in her company. Even now, her rooms lay to one side of the house, untouched and unopened since they had been set to rights after her death. The staff had seen to that, setting all of her possessions to one side and spreading sheets over it all.

      Was it the sadness that came with the loss of his wife and her baby? It had indeed been a grievously distressing time, for she had been his wife after all, and to lose two lives in one moment had been a terrible fate. Quite how he had endured it, he still was not certain, for his heart had already been thoroughly broken by his love for Eliza that could never be given to her, and then to lose his wife had added yet more difficulty to his heart.

      “Will you not spare me more trouble?” he whispered, sending a prayer to heaven in the hope that he might find some comfort there. It was not as though he could blame the Almighty for what had been his own decisions, however, knowing that it had been his choice to do as his uncle had asked and marry Rebecca. To now have had the chance to restore his relationship with Eliza, only for it to be taken from him and smashed to pieces at his feet was more than troubling, for his heart and mind screamed with the pain and agony of it, the regret he had always worn as a cloak about him seeming to tighten around his throat every time he thought of her.

      Closing his eyes, Jeremy pushed himself out of his chair and rose from his study desk. He had correspondence to read, yes, and there were matters of the estate that he could deal with, but there was no urgency to do so and he certainly did not have the desire to take things forward either. Perhaps it was time to do what he had been avoiding for so long.

      Time to look through his late wife’s personal things and set them to order. Some would be given away, but the majority would be returned to his uncle so that he might decide what to do with them. Jeremy had not given Rebecca very much by way of wedding gifts and she had seemed to have always had what she required, so there would not be a good deal for him to sort through.

      Perhaps it was time to do so. It would give him strength to open those rooms again, to have them cleared, aired and made useful, instead of a constant reminder as to what he had been forced to do and what had become of Rebecca thereafter.

      “I am to go to my wife’s rooms,” he informed his butler, after ringing the bell for him. “Send up some brandy, will you?” He saw the butler nod, quickly hiding his look of astonishment. “And a few things to eat,” Jeremy added, as an afterthought, not quite able to remember whether or not he had broken his fast that morning.

      “Of course, my lord,” the butler murmured, bowing. “I shall have the maids remove the dust sheets from the rooms immediately. If you would be pleased to wait for a few minutes?”

      Jeremy nodded. “Of course.”

      The butler withdrew and Jeremy contented himself with wandering to the large window that overlooked a large portion of his estate – as well as giving him view of the neighboring lands that belonged to the Whitehaven estate.

      Eliza.

      His heart ripped afresh and he turned away from the sight, not wanting to let his thoughts become so deeply morose all over again that he would struggle to find any incentive to do anything at all. How much brighter the world had looked then! How much he had loved being in her company, reveling in the intimacy growing between them.

      You could have spoken to her, said a quiet voice within him. You could have begged her not to wed Lord Montrose, spoken to her about Rebecca whether or not she wished to hear it.

      “No,” he said aloud, closing his eyes tightly. “It is her choice to make. I will not impose myself. I will not impose.”

      His eyes fell upon his study desk as he considered his dear, sweet love. He would not set himself before her eyes again, would not insist that she listen to all that he had to say, but he might, mayhap, write to her. He could tell her the truth about what had occurred, could tell her that he had never let a day pass without thinking of her, without his heart being filled with love for her, but that he wished her well and would pray that her marriage to Lord Montrose was one filled with all the joy and happiness that she deserved.

      His heart knotted at the thought of writing and thereafter sending such a letter to Eliza. It would not be what he had wished to do, for he wanted to grasp her by the shoulders, to beg her aloud not to marry Lord Montrose before kissing her senseless, but it would, mayhap, bring a little relief to his misery and a little contentment to his heart.

      Besides which, he needed to allow his staff time to prepare Rebecca’s room for his perusal. Moving towards the desk, Jeremy sat down with a deep sigh escaping from his lips. Without hesitation, he took out all that he would need and, within a few minutes, was letting his heart write itself onto the page.
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        * * *

      

      Rebecca’s rooms were not as dark nor as dusty as he had been expecting. Part of him had thought that there might still be a smell and stench of death from within it, worrying that he would be tormented by the harsh memories that came the moment he stepped inside, but much to his relief, nothing of the sort occurred.

      It was almost as though a burden had been bodily lifted from his shoulders, allowing him to breathe a little easier. Walking to the window, he pushed it open a little more, dragging in a lungful of fresh, morning air before letting his gaze travel around the room all over again.

      Rebecca’s things were not that many in number. The dressing table bore some of her more personal items and there was a small trinket box that had a tiny gold lock on the front. The rest of her things appeared to be clothes and the like, which did not interest him particularly. Her prayer book was sitting by her bed and he could imagine her reading it each night, before she fell asleep.

      He hoped her faith had been of some comfort to her in the last few hours of her life.

      A wave of sadness washed over him as he walked to the dresser, picking up her hairbrush before setting it back down again. There was nothing of particular interest here and he could tell his staff to simply pack up all of her things and send them to Lord Northgate.

      The trinket box, however, caught his eye again and he found himself reaching for it, peering at the gold lock and wondering why she had occasion to hide something away. Trying to lift the lid did him no good at all, for the box was locked tight and, for what appeared to be quite a delicate lock, it was quite unrelenting beneath his prying fingers.

      Frowning, Jeremy began to scour the room for the key, already feeling disheartened, given that it would be remarkably small and could be very easily lost. In the seven months he had been married to Rebecca, he had never allowed himself to pry into what she felt or feared, what she prayed for and what she hoped. He had always reminded her that he was her husband and would treat her with kindness and understanding, should she ever wish to speak with him, but whilst she had nodded and thanked him, she had never sought him out. They had lived separate lives, which Jeremy had accepted with the hope that, in time, they would begin to find a way of coming together and finding some semblance of happiness.

      Therefore, it was to be expected that he had no knowledge of where this key might be, or even a thought of what might be hiding within. Nor could he explain the reason for his interest but Jeremy knew that, even if he set the trinket box back down upon the dressing table and returned to his study, it would continue to nag at him, its secrets holding a mystery that he simply had to solve.

      Shaking his head, Jeremy let out a soft groan and rose from where he had been searching, thinking that he was beginning to undertake what would prove to be an impossible task. Mayhap he should simply force the trinket box and break it open, for no-one would be particularly upset with him.

      Looking around the room one last time, Jeremy’s eyes fell upon the prayer book. He had not looked there, although he did not think that such a small book could contain anything of the kind. Picking it up, he leafed through it quickly – only to discover that a small gold chain was caught in between two pages. Pulling it out deftly, he saw, to his delight, that the gold key was hanging on the end.

      “Let us see what secrets you have to hide,” he muttered to himself, his heart pounding as though it expected him to find something truly terrible within. The key went in smoothly and he turned it at once, delighted when it opened without hesitation.

      What he saw within made his heart stop dead.

      Letters tied in a red ribbon, nestled in the depths of the box. He lifted them out carefully, astonished to discover yet more written underneath, although these were tied with a black ribbon and had been flattened down hard. What secrets had Rebecca been hiding from him?

      Still feeling as though he were prying in some way, Jeremy quickly set the trinket box back upon the dressing table and, with the two stacks of letters in hand, quit the room and hurried back along to his study. Closing the door tightly, he set the letters down upon his desk and went to pour himself a small whisky. He felt as though he could do with a little sustenance.

      “My lord.”

      The butler scratched at the door.

      “The refreshments?”

      Jeremy cleared his throat and called him to enter.

      “Set them there,” he said, quickly realizing that he had forgotten the tea and the food that had been left waiting for him in Rebecca’s rooms. Obviously, the butler had taken note and had sent them along. “And then I am not to be disturbed. Tell the staff they can begin to pack up my late wife’s things to be sent to Lord Northgate. I have completed my own study of them.”

      The butler nodded, the tray of food now waiting for Jeremy to partake of it. “Of course, my lord. At once.” He left the room and closed the door tightly, reassuring Jeremy that he would not be disturbed.

      Letting out a long, slow breath, Jeremy sat down and pulled open the black ribbon, quickly counting that there were eleven letters in total. The letters were blank save for a swirling letter ‘M’ on the front, which had him frowning.

      Opening the first, Jeremy’s eyes quickly scanned the page, his breath catching in his chest as he read what was Rebecca’s desperate pleas. She had cried out desperately for this gentleman, whomever he was, to return to her, not to leave her as she was.

      His heart sank as he continued to read those terrible words, aching for what his cousin had endured. Setting it down quickly, he pulled a letter from the back and opened it quickly, surprised at the difference in tone.

      It was full of love and adoration, telling this gentleman, whomever he was, that he had quite captured her heart and made her feel that she was not the quiet, delicate young woman that she saw herself to be. She thanked him for his own letters and his words of love – and immediately, Jeremy understood what had occurred.

      These letters were to the same gentleman. The man who had taken advantage of his sweet cousin and used her for his own pleasures. Her desperation in the last letter showed what had occurred and how poorly she had been treated. His anger burned hot, angry with both the gentleman and with Rebecca for never allowing either himself or her father to see these letters. Had they done so, they might then have been able to identify the fellow and then could have taken steps to set things to rights.

      Although to have forced Rebecca to marry such a man was quite unthinkable, Jeremy had to admit.

      Setting the letters to one side, Jeremy put the black ribbon on top and turned his attention to the red ribbon letters instead. This time, he began at the very bottom of the pile, pulling out one of the first and opening it quickly.

      ‘My dearest Rebecca,’ it read. ‘I must continue to beg you to remain silent about our continued acquaintance, for, as you are well aware, my mother is determined for me to marry someone completely unsuitable to my temperament and it will take time for me to persuade her that I must be allowed to make my own choice. Say that you will continue to meet with me? Say that you will escape to me whenever you can! My heart is yours. You cannot know of just how deeply my affections run, for my every thought, my every moment, is filled with you.’

      Jeremy’s blood ran cold at this, seeing the manipulation clearly. Poor Rebecca, so quiet and yet so naïve, she had obviously believed every word that this gentleman had said. Had she truly believed that he loved her? Had this been her reason for her silence? Even though he had treated her cruelly, did something within her still want to protect him?

      “I wish I could find you,” Jeremy bit out, his anger flaring hot. “I should beat you senseless for what you did to her.” Closing his eyes, he considered ripping the letter into tiny pieces and then throwing it on the fire, but managing to regain a hold of his temper, he deftly folded the letter back up again and thereafter took the one from the top.

      It was short and to the point, devoid of any emotion. Jeremy could imagine Rebecca reading these words, could almost feel the devastating heartbreak that would follow.

      “You must cease your letters,’ the gentleman had written. ‘I have no use for them. Therefore, I have returned them all. You shall not have anything from me, for I claim no responsibility for what has occurred. M.’

      Breathing hard, Jeremy closed his eyes, his hand tightening on the letter. How could someone dare to write something so callous, something that was bound to break the very spirit of the girl he had seduced? It was utterly disgraceful.

      And then, something caught his attention.

      ‘M’.

      It could, of course, be any gentleman within the beau monde, for there were both surnames and titles that began with that letter. In addition, the gentleman might have given Rebecca a false name, so that she could not truly know him – but surely, surely, within one of these letters, there would be reference made to his name? He had to know. He had to know who it was.

      Quickly, Jeremy set aside the red ribbon letters and returned his attention to ones Rebecca had written. Going through each one in turn, he opened them and read it quickly, praying that his cousin had written the name of the gentleman somewhere within.

      And then, his eyes came to rest upon it.

      Dread and triumph filled his entire being, his lungs heaving with the shock of what he had read. Rebecca had been in London at the same time as Lord Montrose. The very same Lord Montrose who was now to marry Eliza.

      Jeremy put the letter back on the desk with a trembling hand, fury beginning to writhe through him like a snake. He wanted to call for his horse and ride back to London at this very moment, throwing the letter down in front of Lord Montrose and demanding that he admit what he had done. She had to know the truth, even if she did not turn away from Lord Montrose and towards him, she had to know that Lord Montrose was not the sort of gentleman who could ever make her happy. Even if it was too late for Rebecca, he could save Eliza from the horrible fate of marrying such a braggard.

      Fire settled into the pit of his stomach and he rose to his feet at once, striding across the room to pull at the bell. The butler would appear in a moment and Jeremy intended to return to London that very same day, if he could.

      He had to have justice for Rebecca in one way or the other and had to save Eliza from her fate. He just prayed that Eliza would listen to him and that she would not turn away from him again. Perhaps, in this, he would find a way to redeem himself from all the pain he had settled upon her shoulders, all those years ago.
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      Eliza was frustrated.

      Lord Montrose had not appeared to take tea with her as he had promised. That had been, in fact, three days ago and only this morning had she received word from him.

      He had apologized most profusely for his absence from her side and had stated that he had been so caught up with plans for their honeymoon that he had quite forgotten his engagement.

      “Eliza?”

      She turned to see Titania walking towards her, her eyes darting from place to place as though she were afraid of what Eliza might say about her presence in the drawing room.

      “Titania,” Eliza said, not understanding the way her sister was looking at her. “Is something wrong?”

      Titania did not sit but began to pace up and down in front of the unlit fire. It was a warm day and the sun was shining in the windows and creating a most pleasant atmosphere but her sister’s obvious tension seemed to dampen the brightness.

      “Eliza, I do not know what you have decided as regards Lord Montrose,” Titania began, a deep red flush beginning to creep up her face. “But I must tell you…..in speaking with Miss Stapleton – with whom I have become dearly acquainted these last few weeks – I have found out something most distressing.”

      Eliza frowned and rose to her feet, reaching out to grasp Titania’s hand so that she might still herself instead of continually pacing.

      “Whatever it is, you may speak freely,” she said, gently, aware that her sisters did not, as yet, know that she was planning to break off her engagement, given that there had been outings and balls and the like to take up their time. “Truly, I am eager to hear what you have to say.”

      Titania winced, as though speaking so honestly would upset Eliza greatly. “It is just that Miss Stapleton heard from her brother that Lord Montrose has been seen in the company of Lady Barclay,” she whispered, not quite looking at Eliza. “I know you have been waiting for him to call and still, he has not appeared.”

      Seeing Titania’s red face, Eliza pressed her hands tightly and gave her a bright smile. “You need not concern yourself any longer, my dear sister. I have already decided that I shall not be continuing with my engagement to Lord Montrose.” She saw Titania’s eyes shoot to hers, a delighted smile already appearing on her face. “It seems, Titania, that you have known what is best for me all along. I shall not be marrying Lord Montrose and instead shall seek out Lord Avondale.” She smiled as Titania threw her arms about her, glad beyond words. “Your news only shows me that I am correct in my decision.”

      “Oh, I am so very happy,” Titania exclaimed, releasing Eliza from her embrace. “This is truly wonderful. I am certain that Lord Avondale will accept your heart again in a moment! I know you have had a great deal of pain but there is a reason behind it, I am certain, a reason that he has never been able to explain to you.”

      “I know,” Eliza acknowledged, softly. “I must now speak with Lord Montrose whom, it seems….” She trailed off, hearing his loud voice echoing from the hallway, “is already present in the house.” Squeezing Titania’s hand, she let go of her sister and turned towards the door, ready to greet Lord Montrose. “Might you sit in the corner, Titania, for propriety’s sake?” Seeing Titania nod, Eliza gave her a grim smile. “Never fear. It will not be for long, for he will be gone soon enough.”

      Titania giggled and hurried away to the corner of the room. Lord Montrose was admitted only a few moments after she had taken her seat and Eliza was forced to accept not only his frivolous words of greeting but also his pressing of her hands and his intense nearness.

      She suppressed as shudder as he kissed the back of her hands, a broad smile settling over his face, his eyes alight with apparent good humor.

      They would not hold such an emotion for long.

      “Lord Montrose,” Eliza began, with a tight smile. “Might you be seated? I have something I wish to say to you.”

      “As do I,” Lord Montrose replied, grandly. “I must discuss with you the plans for our honeymoon. I had thought of a long and lengthy tour about England, for we must certainly visit and greet my many dear friends and relatives – all of whom will be delighted to meet you, of course!” He chuckled delightedly, as though this would be a wonderful occasion for Eliza. “I can tell by the look upon your face that you think this a pleasing suggestion.”

      Again, I see his calculated mind, Eliza thought to herself, allowing her brows to knit together. He is trying to convince me that such an idea is truly wonderful, so that he can begin to mold me into whatever he pleases.

      “I think not, Lord Montrose,” she stated, the smile beginning to fade from his face at her cool tone.

      “No?” he repeated, sitting up a little straighter in his chair. “But you would be glad to meet those I consider my friends, would you not?”

      Eliza did not smile. “I do not think I should be glad of even your company, Lord Montrose,” she replied, delicately. “Indeed, I have heard some things of late that have quite convinced me that this engagement, such as it is, is not of particular benefit to me.”

      She watched with interest as dark clouds began to circle around Lord Montrose, his shoulders lifting, his brow furrowing.

      “You should watch what you say, Eliza,” he retorted, not even a hint of good humor in his face any longer. “I am not well pleased with what you are suggesting.”

      Eliza arched one eyebrow, finding that she did not particularly care what Lord Montrose’s feelings were on the matter. Given that he cared so little for her own, why should he then expect any such consideration from her?

      “So you deny, then, that you have not been seen in the company of one Lady Barclay?” she asked, softly, seeing the way the color began to drain from Lord Montrose’s face. “You have not eschewed my company in order to spend time with her?”

      Lord Montrose got to his feet abruptly, beginning to walk this way and that across the room, gesticulating wildly as he spoke. “It should matter very little to you what I do with my time,” he exclaimed, a faint color now rising in his cheeks. “Even if I should wish to spend time with another dear acquaintance, I hardly think –”

      “Dear acquaintance?” Eliza repeated, interrupting him. “My dear Lord Montrose, I thought you had only been introduced to her at the dinner party we held only some days ago! Can she truly have become of such importance to you in such a short time?” She held his gaze steadily, wrath filling her. “I will not be treated in such a manner, Lord Montrose. I will not be wife to a gentleman who believes himself unable or even unwilling to accept that the vows made before man and God are not of great significance.”

      Lord Montrose stopped dead, turned on his heel and narrowed his eyes. Despite her courage, Eliza could not help but feel a frisson of fear run through her, a gnawing unease that Lord Montrose might not accept her refusal to wed him as easily as she had hoped.

      Behind Lord Montrose, Titania rose from her seat silently, evidently seeing his change in demeanor and feeling the same tension as Eliza.

      “I cannot help but think, Eliza, that you are beginning to show a deeply ungrateful spirit,” Lord Montrose said, softly. “You also seem to think that, in some way, you have some sort of say over my behavior. That is not so. When we wed, you shall be mine in the same way that a horse or a servant is mine.” He folded his arms, his dark presence seeming to fill the room. “But that shall not be so for you.”

      Eliza lifted her chin and refused to be quelled. She opened her mouth to state that she would not be marrying him, that their engagement was, as far as she was concerned, entirely at an end – only for the drawing room door to swing open and crash, noisily, against the wall.

      Her mouth fell open in astonishment, shock rifling through her as Lord Avondale walked purposefully into the room, his blue eyes tearing towards Lord Montrose as a grim line settled about his mouth.

      “Lord Avondale,” she whispered, her voice hoarse as she clasped her hands tightly in front of her to stop them from trembling. “Whatever are you doing here?”

      Lord Avondale did not so much as glance at her, his eyes remaining fixed on Lord Montrose. “I am here to prevent you from marrying Lord Montrose, Eliza,” he said, his voice filled with ire. “He does not deserve one so kind nor so good as you. Not after what he has done.”

      His voice dropped low and a shiver ran through Eliza at the darkness held in those words. She allowed her gaze to move towards Lord Montrose, who was looking at Lord Avondale with scorn in his gaze. His arms were folded tightly across his chest and he was standing stiffly, his eyes narrowed and lips tugged into a thin, angry line.

      Whatever had he done?

      “I have no intention of allowing you to become between myself and my betrothed,” Lord Montrose said, angrily. “I have always suspected that you sought Eliza’s hand, given just how longingly you have looked at her, but she is not to be yours, Avondale. She is already pledged to me.”

      Eliza opened her mouth to say that she was not going to marry Lord Montrose regardless, but Titania, who was now sitting back down in the corner of the room, gave her a sharp shake of the head and Eliza lapsed back into silence.

      It was time to let Lord Avondale speak.

      “Eliza is a wise young lady,” Lord Avondale replied, softly, throwing her a quick glance. “I am quite certain that, once I have laid bare the truth, she will see you for the scoundrel you really are.”

      Lord Montrose sniffed haughtily. “I hardly think you can say anything that would – ”

      “Rebecca Childers, daughter of Lord Northgate.”

      Eliza’s eyes widened as she saw Lord Montrose’s eyes widen, the scornful look disappearing from his expression. His arms began to unfold themselves from across his chest and he took a small step backwards as though he was finding it difficult to support himself.

      “I have seen the letters, Montrose.”

      Lord Avondale was beginning to advance upon Lord Montrose, pulling out a piece of parchment from his pocket and holding it up towards him. “I have read what you wrote to her and, indeed, what she wrote to you.” He shook his head, his eyes fixed on Lord Montrose, and Eliza felt herself grow weak with shock. “She begged you for your help, given that you were responsible for her condition and you turned away from her. You left her with no one.”

      Eliza pressed one hand to her heart, not fully understanding what was being said but yet able to see that Lord Montrose was guilty of something so terrible that it changed her perception of him entirely.

      “Do you deny it?” Lord Avondale continued, his voice still soft and yet filled with anger. “Do you stand here today and deny that you are not the gentleman who treated my cousin so?”

      Eliza closed her eyes. Cousin?

      “I have nothing to say to you, Avondale!” Lord Montrose’s voice was thin and reedy, as though he were attempting to sound indignant but was failing entirely. “Remove yourself from my presence.”

      Eliza jerked her head towards Lord Montrose, a sudden ire burning in her core. “You have no right to tell anyone to remove themselves from this house, Lord Montrose,” she stated, glad that her own voice was not weak despite the shock of what she had heard. “We are not wed yet, nor do you own this house.”

      Lord Montrose’s expression grew ugly as he turned towards her, his eyes narrowing to thin, dark slits that sent a shiver through Eliza as she looked back at him steadily.

      “Do not dare think that I shall allow such an insult to stand, Eliza,” he retorted, his breath hissing out from him. “Lord Avondale holds up one letter as though it is proof that I was the one responsible for his cousin’s misdemeanors, but that is no evidence at all.”

      Lord Avondale shook his head although his expression remained dark. “Do you truly think I have only brought one letter with me, Montrose?” he asked, turning around and beginning to walk back towards the door. “I have brought the one that bears your name, yes, but the rest of them – each and every letter you once wrote to Rebecca – I also have with me.” He walked to the drawing room door, opening it wide. “I have no qualms in bringing those letters to this room so that Eliza might peruse them all. I have no doubt that, in reading them, she will soon identify you as the culprit, Lord Montrose.” Blue eyes turned back towards hers and Eliza held his gaze for a long moment, her hands clasped in front of her. She knew that Lord Avondale did not know yet that she had already made up her mind not to marry Lord Montrose. She could not do so, not when she was so much in love with Lord Avondale. This proof, this evidence that Lord Montrose was nothing but a scoundrel was not required in order to help her set Lord Montrose aside. She had already made up her mind.

      “If you will wait a moment.”

      Before she could say anything, Lord Avondale had quit the room, his footsteps echoing down the hallway. She did not know where he was going but one look towards Lord Montrose told her that the gentleman was deeply concerned and angry that Lord Avondale might, as he had said, return with the proof of his treatment towards this young lady, Rebecca.

      “This has gone far enough,” Lord Montrose said, angrily, suddenly breaking out of his firm stance to stride towards the door, going after Lord Avondale. “I shall not allow that fellow to return to this room, Eliza. It is quite ridiculous.”

      Eliza’s brows rose and she planted both hands on her hips, glaring at Lord Montrose as he walked past her. “You have no need to do so,” she said, loudly, “for, as I have said, you do not own this house and, as yet, we are not husband and wife. You have no right to dictate whom I am allowed to meet within this house, Lord Montrose.”

      Much to her shock, Lord Montrose ignored her entirely. He continued on his way, his hands tightening into fists as he made his way past her, his face slowly turning a deep, angry red.

      “Eliza!”

      Titania was on her feet just as Lord Montrose quit the room, leaving Eliza staring after him.

      “Eliza, you must go after him!”

      Eliza jerked suddenly as Titania grasped her arm, having hurried over from across the room.

      “You cannot allow Lord Montrose to force an end to this discussion,” Titania said, urgently. “You have not yet informed him that your engagement is at an end and, should you not do so soon, I fear that Lord Montrose will find some way to ensure that you remain his.”

      Eliza blinked, her heart suddenly slamming into her chest painfully.

      “There was a reason for Lord Avondale’s treatment of you, Eliza,” Titania continued, physically tugging Eliza towards the drawing room door. “Can you not see it? Can you not understand?”

      Slowly, Eliza began to walk towards the door of her own accord, understanding slowly beginning to creep into her heart as though it were an unwelcome guest.

      “Lord Avondale married his cousin, Eliza,” Titania said, urgently. “There was to be nothing said of her pregnancy, nothing said of what had gone before.”

      “Rebecca,” Eliza whispered, forced to lean against the doorframe for a moment as a bout of weakness took hold of her. “Lord Avondale married his cousin, Rebecca.”

      Titania smiled and let go of her arm. “Yes,” she said, softly, a small smile etching itself across her face. “Yes, that is it entirely.”

      Eliza shook her head, dismayed. “And Lord Montrose…..”

      “Is the man responsible,” Titania finished. “That is, I believe, what Lord Avondale is trying to say. You must go to him now, Eliza. Show Lord Montrose where your loyalty lies. Bring this to an end.”

      Eliza nodded and made to thank her sister, only for a furious shout to echo all through the house. She gasped and pushed away from the door, hearing the yelp of pain that came soon after it. Titania hurried after her as the shouts of rage and anger continued to grow in number, sometimes mixed with a cry of pain.

      “Eliza?”

      Lady Whitehaven appeared out of nowhere, her face a little pale as she hurried to Eliza’s side. “Whatever is going on?”

      “Lord Avondale is here, Mama,” Titania said, hurriedly. “He came to speak to Lord Montrose. Who is –”

      “Determined to silence Lord Avondale, it seems,” Eliza breathed, coming to a sudden stop as the sight of Lord Montrose brandishing his cane at Lord Avondale came into view.

      “Good gracious,” Lady Whitehaven breathed, one hand fluttering towards her mouth. “Whatever is going on?”

      Titania’s expression was grim. “The truth has made itself known, Mama,” she said, firmly, grasping Eliza’s hand and encouraging her towards the two gentlemen. “And it is time that Lord Montrose knows that he is no longer welcome in this house. Is that not so, Eliza?”

      At her sister’s sharp look, Eliza found a new sense of strength enter her frame. She nodded firmly, lifting her chin as determination began to burn in her soul. She was finally going to be able to hear the truth from Lord Avondale and, in doing so, send Lord Montrose from her life for good.
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      “Lord Avondale!”

      Jeremy turned to see Lord Montrose hurrying after him, his steps determined and a dark gleam in his eye. Jeremy allowed a sneer to tug at his lips, turning around from where he had been headed to face the gentleman.

      “Yes, Lord Montrose?” he asked, knowing that the rest of his precious evidence – the letters between Lord Montrose and Rebecca – were still safely in the hands of one of his loyal footmen waiting in the carriage outside. “Is there something that you wish to say to me?”

      Lord Montrose’s expression grew ugly, his face wreathed with anger and frustration.

      “Why did you come?” he asked, stopping only a few steps away from Jeremy. “Why must you bring the past back to my door?”

      Jeremy lifted his chin, not at all intimidated by Lord Montrose’s fury. “I have been determined to discover who left my cousin in such a dreadful circumstance,” he replied, softly, recalling just how pale and sad Rebecca had been on the day he had married her. “I confess that in my own grief and pain, I had lost some of the determination and anger I felt, but when I had the chance to go through her things, I found my determination and anger return to me. You cannot imagine what I felt when I saw your name written so clearly.” He took a step towards Lord Montrose, his hands tightening into fists as he battled to keep his temper. “There is nothing I can do for Rebecca now, but one thing I can do is ensure that Eliza knows precisely the sort of gentleman you are. I will do all I can to save her from such an unfortunate marriage, Lord Montrose, for I am quite certain that you yourself have not been honest with her.” His eyes held onto Lord Montrose, refusing to look away or show even a flicker of weakness. "Lady Barclay has, I assume, already agreed to be your mistress?”

      Lord Montrose’s hand shot out but Jeremy dodged it easily. He took a step away again, shaking his head as he saw the look of sheer anger burning in Lord Montrose’s expression. “She has, then.”

      “This has nothing to do you with you, Avondale,” Lord Montrose replied, darkly. “Eliza is mine. She has already agreed to be mine. I shall do as I please and neither she nor you shall have any bearing on my behavior.”

      “And Rebecca?” Jeremy asked, softly, letting his words fill the air between them. “What of her? And what you did to her?”

      Lord Montrose let out a mocking laugh that sent Jeremy’s skin crawling with disgust at the gentleman’s behavior.

      “What of her?” Lord Montrose laughed, his expression growing malevolent. “She is dead, is she not?” Seeing Jeremy flinch, he laughed again. “Gone from this earth, she and that child with her. I have nothing to say on the matter, given that there is no one to seek out recompense for her.” He shrugged, his lips pulled into a wide, scornful grin. “She was pretty, yes, and remarkably amiable,” he continued, his voice dropping low and sending waves of fury through Jeremy. “But I cannot claim to be the only one who sought out her company.” One eyebrow arched slowly and Jeremy forced his hands behind his back, so that he would not allow his anger to force him to act unwisely.

      “My cousin has written only of you,” he stated, harshly. “She wrote to you over and over, Lord Montrose. First, there came words of love, of gratitude and of hope. And then, by the end, she was in such despair, that I can barely bring myself to read what was written.” He shook his head, his eyes cold as he saw the grin fade from Lord Montrose’s face. “You told her not to seek you out, begged her to keep what was between you a secret. Excuses and lies were piled upon her shoulders and, as innocent and as quiet as she was, she accepted everything in the belief that you truly cared for her.”

      “But I did not!”

      Lord Montrose’s words ripped from his mouth and struck Jeremy hard, forcing him to suck in air. His eyes widened as he saw Lord Montrose’s hard stance, took in his fury and allowed what had been said to settle over them both.

      “You admit it, then,” he breathed, after a few moments. “You admit to me now that you were the one who forced Rebecca to return, ashamed and broken, to her father. You got her with child and then turned away from her, having taken your pleasure, having taken exactly what you wanted from her without consideration.” His jaw worked as he continued to battle against his flaring temper. “And you stand there and call yourself a gentleman?”

      Lord Montrose turned away for a moment, his face paling slightly. Jeremy closed his eyes and sucked in air, taking long, slow breaths that helped cool the furious fire that was raging within him. Lord Montrose had, finally, admitted that he had been the one who had written to Rebecca and, in doing so, had taken the guilt and flung it across his own shoulders. There was no question of his innocence now, no excuse that he could make that would remove it from him.

      “I cared nothing for Miss Childers,” Lord Montrose hissed, using Rebecca’s formal title. “She was a thin, quiet little thing who seemed to beg for any attentions I might give her.” A dark smile lit up his eyes. “And I was only happy to oblige.” Slowly, Lord Montrose began to move around Jeremy, who turned also, keeping Lord Montrose in view at all times. He did not know what the gentleman intended to do, but he was not about to risk turning his back on the fellow.

      “So you decided to make her your own,” Jeremy said, coldly. “You wanted to take your pleasure and so, therefore, you did so.”

      “It took some time,” Lord Montrose replied, shrugging, “but such things always do. And the reward at the very end was more than enough to make up for the time and effort I had to make in order to gain her trust and her affections.” He shrugged, still moving around Jeremy. “But none of this matters, Avondale. I shall deny everything to anyone who asks. I shall state that the letters you have presented are entirely false, written by your own hand in order to attempt to steal my bride from me.”

      Jeremy’s stomach knotted painfully but he did not allow himself to show it. “Eliza will not be yours, Lord Montrose,” he said, secure in the knowledge that she would not allow herself to be tied to such a gentleman. He was quite certain that she would look over the letters that he had found and, coupled with Jeremy’s own explanation of what had occurred with Rebecca, would turn from Lord Montrose completely. “She is wiser than you think.”

      Lord Montrose scowled and, to Jeremy’s horror, reached out and pulled a walking cane from where they were stored, just behind the front door.

      “What is it you intend to do?” he asked, as Lord Montrose glared at him balefully. “Beat me until I am unable to rise? Try and pull the truth from my lips so that it will not be spoken?”

      Lord Montrose’s jaw worked hard, his eyes so dark that they appeared almost black. He raised the cane high and Jeremy felt himself tense. He could run, of course, but he would not do so. He could not allow himself to show cowardice in the face of such overwhelming anger and attempt to intimidate.

      “You have ruined everything I have worked so hard to gain,” Lord Montrose hissed, his hand gripping the cane tightly. “You have brought it all to an end.” The cane was brought down hard, catching Jeremy on the shoulder as he attempted to dodge out of the way. “This is all your fault!”

      Sweat trickled down Jeremy’s spine as he tried to avoid the cane, over and over again. Pain was screaming in his head as his shoulder, ribs and knee began to ache from Lord Montrose’s blows. He staggered as one caught him about the head, his vision blurring as he put his hands out in front of him, trying to find something to break his fall

      “Stop!”

      Eliza’s voice broke through the haze of pain as Jeremy tried to remain standing, hearing her voice cry out again towards Lord Montrose. Blinking furiously, he felt something warm and wet begin to seep towards his eyes as he leaned heavily against the wall, his breathing ragged as he battled the pain.

      “What can you be thinking of, Lord Montrose?”

      Lady Whitehaven’s voice was high and sharp and Jeremy heard the clatter of the cane as it fell on the floor.

      “You have no right to do –”

      “Lord Avondale has attempted to ruin my reputation,” Lord Montrose replied, his voice still filled with malice. “I had no choice but to call him out.”

      “That is not calling him out,” Lady Whitehaven retorted, as Jeremy felt Eliza’s gentle hand on his arm. “That is a cold-hearted beating, Lord Montrose. You have injured Lord Avondale terribly!” She shook her head as Jeremy pushed himself away from the wall, his chest heaving. “You are no longer welcome in this house.”

      Eliza held onto Jeremy’s arm tightly, her support of him bringing a clarity to his mind and a strength to his limbs. Focusing his eyes on Lord Montrose, Jeremy took a small step forward.

      “I shall ensure, Lord Montrose, that society knows of what you did to my dear cousin,” he said, softly. “It shall not be specific, no, for I do not wish to bring shame upon her father, sister and brother, but have no doubt that society will turn its back upon you.”

      “And I shall ensure that the beau monde know precisely what it is you have done to Lord Avondale,” Titania added, her voice a little too bright for the occasion. “I shall be glad to see you gone from town, Lord Montrose. I have disliked you for some time.”

      Lord Montrose snorted, as though he did not quite believe any of them. Then, he gestured towards Eliza, holding out one hand to her.

      “Step away from Lord Avondale, Eliza,” he said, firmly. “You are not to stand beside him for a moment longer.”

      Eliza shook her head and then looked up at Jeremy, her gaze soft. “No, Lord Montrose,” she said, her gaze still fixed upon Jeremy’s. “No, I shall not.”

      “You are to be my wife!” Lord Montrose shouted, the sound echoing around the room and causing Eliza to start. “And I shall not allow you to spend even a single moment in Lord Avondale’s company! He shall no longer be considered a friend, Eliza. I have told you!”

      Eliza smiled softly at Jeremy, the look in her eyes sending a wave of hope crashing through him. She turned her head slowly, her hands tightening even more on Jeremy’s arm as though she feared that, if she let him go, he might disappear from her for good.

      “Lord Montrose,” she said, plainly, her voice strong and determined. “I have spent a good many days considering our engagement and, if you had called some days ago, as you said you might, then you would understand that I do not wish to marry you any longer.” Tilting her head, she gazed at Lord Montrose, who, to Jeremy’s eyes, did not appear surprised at this turn of events.

      “I have heard,” Eliza continued, “that you have been seeking the company of Lady Barclay. I have heard that you have sought her company over my own. I feel as though I do not know you at all, Lord Montrose, and for that reason, I have been deeply unhappy over our engagement.” She held up one hand as Lord Montrose began to bluster and, to Jeremy’s astonishment, the gentleman fell silent.

      “You will recall, of course, that I did not actually agree to our marriage,” Eliza stated, shrugging her shoulders. “And now to hear that you have treated another so terribly….” Trailing off, she sighed heavily, her expression sorrowful. “I can never allow myself to become the wife of someone so cruel, so heartless and inconsiderate. You are not a gentleman, Lord Montrose, and I shall be glad to be rid of your company.”

      Lord Montrose’s jaw was set, his lips twitching for a moment or two as he struggled to find something to say. Jeremy settled his free hand over Eliza’s as they rested on his arm, feeling as though that, finally, he had managed to find his way back home.

      “This shall have consequences for you, Eliza!” Lord Montrose retorted, beginning to pace backwards and forwards, as if he were lecturing Eliza in the hope she might return to him. “You are crying off from an engagement! That is severe indeed! Do you know what will be said about you? Do you understand what this may do to your sisters? I am surprised that you would be so unfeeling towards them!”

      Before either Eliza or Lady Whitehaven could speak, a light peal of laughter came from Titania. Her eyes twinkled as she threw a glance towards Eliza and Jeremy, her lips pulled into a wide smile.

      “I can correct you on that matter, Lord Montrose,” she said, brightly. “To be removed from town, to be freed from society and all its expectations, is something that my sisters and my cousin will be glad of.” Her smile grew and she spread her hands out wide. “For myself, I will be sorry to leave London, but I am young and certainly more than able to enjoy a few more Seasons before I settle my attentions on anyone particular. So, in that particular regard,” she finished, “you need not worry. Eliza, you need not worry. This is what each of us want.”

      “You see?” Lady Whitehaven said, softly, wrapping one arm around her youngest daughter’s shoulders. “You have nothing to hold over any of my daughters now, Lord Montrose. They are stronger than you imagine, braver than you have even considered. They show sound judgement, despite your attempts to deceive.” Her voice became harder, her expression stern. “I suggest that you quit this house, Lord Montrose, before I have someone throw you out.”

      Eliza let out a shuddering sigh of relief as Lord Montrose’s face paled, his eyes no longer holding that defiant look. Jeremy let his other hand settle about her waist, pulling her a little closer to him and, much to his delight, she came to him willingly.

      “Go, Lord Montrose,” she said, settling against Jeremy’s side. “Our engagement is at an end. You can have nothing more to say.”

      With a small smile, Jeremy watched as Lord Montrose stammered as he stumbled back, still trying to find something to say, some excuse to make. The butler appeared out of nowhere, picking up Lord Montrose’s cane and, along with his hat and gloves, handing it to the gentleman. The door was held open for him and, within a few minutes, Lord Montrose was gone from the house.

      The door was closed tightly behind him and, as the butler melted away again, silence settled over Jeremy, Eliza, Lady Whitehaven and Titania. Jeremy allowed himself simply to take in what had occurred, feeling the happiness that was settling over his soul as he held Eliza close. His body still ached with pain, his head burning with agony, but it did not take away from the relief and joy that he felt. He had found the man responsible for what had occurred with Rebecca. He had managed to prevent Eliza from marrying Lord Montrose – even though it seemed that she had already had every intention of ending their engagement regardless! The hope of what might now be in his future settled a bright light in his heart; a flame that began to flicker and burn with an ever-increasing strength.

      “Goodness,” Lady Whitehaven murmured, one hand pressed against her heart. “That was most unexpected.”

      “I am sorry for the trouble, Lady Whitehaven,” Jeremy said at once, releasing Eliza as he turned towards her. “When I discovered the truth, I had no other choice but to return to London.”

      Lady Whitehaven frowned. “The truth?”

      Titania stepped forward, looping her arm through her mother’s. “I shall explain to Mama,” she said, with a smile in Eliza’s direction. “Eliza, you should ensure that Lord Avondale’s injuries are taken care of.” A small flicker of concern entered her eyes. “Your head looks quite painful, Lord Avondale.”

      Eliza turned towards Jeremy and gasped, having evidently been unaware of it thus far. “Good gracious!” she exclaimed, reaching for him. “Of course. At once. Then we shall join you, Mama.”

      She did not wait for Lady Whitehaven to accept this but grasped Jeremy’s hand and pulled him in the direction of the small parlor, speaking sharply to a passing maid. Jeremy followed her without hesitation, glad that he would be in her company alone for even a short time. There was so much he wanted to say, so much that he wanted to explain, and now, finally, he was going to be able to do it.

      “Just in here,” Eliza said, quickly, gesturing for him to sit down in a chair by the window. “I can have someone light the fire, if you are cold?” Her eyes looked into his anxiously, the door wide open as she waited for the maid to return with what she would need to take care of his injuries. “I am truly sorry for what Lord Montrose did to you, Lord Avondale.”

      He shook his head – and then immediately regretted doing so. Wincing, he held up one hand as she rushed towards him, looking more than a little concerned.

      “It is nothing,” he lied, trying to smile. “But please, Eliza, I would not have you apologize for something you did not do.” He sighed and reached for her hands, which she gave to him willingly. “There is a good deal of pain between us, is there not?” Holding her gaze, Jeremy saw the way tears immediately began to flood her eyes, feeling his heart grow heavy over what he had done to bring such pain to her heart. “Perhaps now we might find a way to work through what has happened, both now and in the past. I have so much I want to tell you, Eliza, if only you would be willing to listen to me.”

      Her hand tugged from his and, for a moment, Jeremy feared that she would pull away from him for good, only for her to raise it gently and rest it against the side of his face, her fingers soft. A thrill ran through him at her touch, the promise it bore bringing a flood of relief and joy to his heart.

      “I would be glad to listen to you, Avondale,” Eliza replied softly, looking deeply into his eyes as a single tear tracked down her cheek. “Tell me everything and I shall listen without interruption.”

      Jeremy smiled and was about to speak – only for the maid to hurry in with a bowl of steaming water and some rags.

      Eliza’s eyes twinkled at him. “Although mayhap I should attend to your injuries first,” she said, laughing softly. “And then, you may speak as freely as you wish.”

      Jeremy sighed but nodded, a smile playing about his mouth. “I think I can wait a few more minutes,” he said, begrudgingly. “Just do not leave my side.”

      Eliza’s voice was soft, her eyes tender. “Never,” she said, softly. “Never again.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Jeremy found himself holding Eliza’s hands tightly as he began to speak of that terrible day that his uncle had sought him out. Pain lanced his heart as he told her of what his uncle had said, of how he had begged him to help maintain the family’s good name and reputation.

      Eliza’s eyes were flickering with both pain and understanding, her fingers tightening on his.

      “Of course you agreed,” she said, eventually, as he paused for breath. “Your poor cousin. I cannot imagine what she must have endured, knowing that the man responsible for her plight had turned away from her completely.”

      Jeremy shook his head, his throat working. “You cannot know of the pain that came with having to separate myself from you,” he said, hoarsely. “To know that I must leave you, that I must never again allow myself to think of you with the deep and abiding love that still lingers in my heart – it was agony, Eliza.” Looking away from her, he attempted to regain control over his emotions as he remembered that day. “I had to treat you in a way that I did not wish to,” he finished, quietly. “I could not tell you of what had occurred, for I had promised my uncle and Rebecca that I would not do so.”

      Eliza reached out and let one hand run down his cheek, forcing Jeremy to close his eyes at her touch.

      “I understand,” she said, simply, allowing her honesty to shine through. “I will not pretend that I was not in deep torment over the loss of you, nor that I did not feel anger and pain over what you chose to do, but now that you have been able to tell me the truth, I can see why you had to do such a thing.”

      “Your forgiveness is so easily given,” he whispered, barely able to trust his voice as he continued to look away from her. “I do not think I deserve it, Eliza. Not when you have been so badly injured by my actions.”

      “But you had no choice,” Eliza quickly replied. “I can see that now and I do not hold it against you, my love.”

      Her words of affection tore at his heart, forcing a ragged gasp from his lips. Hope surged within him as he looked at her, seeing the light shining in her eyes and feeling himself almost overwhelmed by it.

      “My heart never stopped thinking of you,” he said truthfully. “I felt such guilt at times, knowing that I was meant to be thinking only of Rebecca and yet longing for what I could not have, what could never be.” His head dropped, his heart pounding with the vast array of emotions that washed over him. “She died in childbirth, Eliza. She was lost to me that day, she and the child with her. I mourned her. I mourned her because of what she had endured, of what she had struggled with.” Slowly, his head lifted and he took her gaze again, seeing the compassion and care within. “I was never able to reach her, Eliza. She never once told me what pain she was in, never once trusted me enough to confess the name of the gentleman responsible. Instead, she lived quietly, as though I was not a part of her life.”

      “But that was not your doing,” Eliza replied, softly, her hands settling on his again. “You did your duty, Avondale. You gave her a home, saved her reputation and gave her as much consideration as you could.” Her smile was sad. “I know you to be a gentleman of good character. I know you have a kind heart.” Her hand lifted to press lightly against his chest. “Despite the agony I endured, despite the suffering and the torment that came with not knowing why you had done such a thing, now that I understand, I can see a light shining through the clouds of discontent. That light of understanding is pushing the sadness and the pain away, Avondale, until all I can see…..is you.”

      She had leaned closer to him now and Jeremy felt his heart reaching for her, the desperate longing that he had held onto for so many years, beginning to yearn for her with such an intensity that he struggled to contain his passion.

      “I can hardly believe,” he whispered, one hand reaching for her cheek and allowing his fingers to brush down her soft skin before twining into a few tendrils of her dark hair that had escaped from her coiffure. “I can hardly believe, Eliza, that you have accepted all that I have said with such understanding and forgiveness that the past is already swept away.” He shook his head, looking deeply into her emerald eyes and finding himself overwhelmed with the abiding love he had for her. “You are everything to me, Eliza. I cannot quite accept that I have this opportunity again.”

      Eliza smiled at him softly, her own expression both delighted and sorrowful in equal measure. Sorrow for what had gone before, sadness for what Rebecca had endured by the hands of Lord Montrose and pain for the chasm that had opened up between herself and Jeremy for so long. And yet, there was that joy, that happiness that spoke of love and contentment and a hope for the future. It grew steadily within his own heart as he let his fingers brush the back of her neck, his other hand holding her hand tightly.

      “Eliza,” he whispered, unable to say any more as his head began to lower, his eyes closing tightly as all that he had hoped for began to reach fulfilment.

      He had forced himself to be every inch the gentleman, forcing his passions and longings aside until the proper time – but now he could restrain himself no longer. Her lips were soft, yielding to his kisses with an earnestness that took his breath away. Her hands reached up around his neck, sending tremors though him as she rifled her fingers through his hair. In that moment, their hearts beat as one.

      “Eliza!”

      Jeremy started violently and felt Eliza’s hands drop from around his neck. A deep flush began to creep up his neck as he saw Eliza turn her head, wincing inwardly that he had been discovered at such an inopportune moment.

      “Well,” said the voice. “I shall have to speak to Lady Whitehaven about this.”

      Looking at Dinah, Eliza’s cousin, and seeing her indignation as well as the two spots of color that had appeared in her cheeks, Jeremy found that he could not quite contain the sudden, strange mirth that begun to fill his chest. As Dinah continued to glare at him, her frustration and upset growing all the more upon seeing his poor attempts to hide his smile, Jeremy gave himself up to the sheer joy that filled his chest. Laughing aloud, he saw Eliza’s startled look, only for her own eyes to begin to twinkle, a smile pulling her lips upward.

      “Indeed, Miss Shepherd,” he said, rising to his feet and pulling Eliza up with him. “You shall indeed have to speak to Lady Whitehaven about what you have seen, for I do not think that I can allow Eliza to escape from my embrace for another moment.”

      Eliza laughed and shook her head at him teasingly. “You need not fear, Lord Avondale,” she replied, as Dinah tossed her head and stormed from the room. “I have no intention of being separated from you again.” Her smile softened and she settled one hand on his chest again, looking up into his eyes. “Not after we have been parted for so long. I do not think I could bear it.”

      “Nor could I,” he promised, before lowering his head to capture her lips with his once more.
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      “Might I ask whether or not you would wish to walk with me for a time, Eliza?”

      Eliza looked up from her needlework, a smile brightening her face as she saw Lord Avondale walk into the room.

      “Avondale,” she said fondly, setting her needlework aside at once and getting to her feet. “How good to see you. Yes, indeed, I should very much enjoy walking with you.” She held his gaze for a long moment, seeing the warm smile and finding such a joy within her heart that she felt as though it might explode from her very being and fill the room.

      Behind her, a slight cough pulled her from her raptures.

      “Yes, Catherine, you may inform Mama where I have gone,” she said, turning around to see her sister’s arched brow. “I shall not be long.”

      Catherine nodded, although Eliza detected the slight smile that her sister was doing her best to hide. Ever since their return from town a sennight ago, her sisters had been in earnest anticipation as to what might occur between Eliza and Lord Avondale. Nothing, as yet, had been said by Lord Avondale, but Eliza was quite certain that, in time, a proposal would be made. A proposal which, of course, she had every intention of accepting. For the moment, they were simply reacquainting themselves with each other, although Eliza’s mother had insisted that propriety should be maintained at all times.

      That being said, Eliza had very little intention of allowing her sister to accompany her on her short walk with Lord Avondale that afternoon!

      “I shall inform her,” Catherine replied, nodding to Lord Avondale before returning her gaze to her book.

      “I shall be but a moment,” Eliza said, pressing Lord Avondale’s arm. “Will you wait for me?”

      He smiled at her. “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      The folly had always been their chosen place of meeting. However, walking through it now, as delightful as it was with the bird song and the sunshine filtering down through the leaves of the surrounding trees, Eliza felt herself grow a little regretful.

      “It holds both happiness and sadness, does it not?” Lord Avondale said, as though he could read her mind. “The last time I was here with you does not bear thinking about, and yet consider it, I must.”

      She looked at him, seeing the swift sadness leap into his blue eyes, the way his jaw set and how he turned his face away.

      “But we are not to linger on the past,” she reminded him, as they walked arm in arm. “I would not have you walk here with me and dwell on what might have been. It is done. You did what you had to and I have held nothing against you now that I understand.” She pressed his arm and leaned into him for a moment, his steps slowing. “Let us think of happier memories, Lord Avondale.”

      He smiled at her then, turning to face her so that he might take both of her hands in his. “I would have us think of only the happiest things in this place,” he replied, confusing her a little. “I must consider what occurred in the folly the last time I was walking with you and, in considering it, I find myself desperate to wash such memories away with a moment of such joy that our past troubles fade to nothing.”

      Eliza felt her heart quicken at the look in his eyes, her hands tight in his.

      “You must know how deeply I love you, Eliza,” Lord Avondale said, gently, letting go of her hand to tuck a stray curl back behind her ear. At his touch, Eliza felt herself tremble violently, her eyes closing for a moment.

      “You can see what your touch does to me, Avondale,” she whispered, opening her eyes to look up at him. “I have such a love for you that it seems to pervade my very soul.”

      His smile was tender. “Even when I thought myself lost to you forever, Eliza, my heart remained yours,” he said, taking a step closer so that his breath brushed across her cheek. “I cannot imagine being a day apart from you.”

      “Nor I from you,” she whispered, her every sense coming alive with hope and anticipation.

      “Even though my estate borders your brother’s, I find myself in agony having to leave your side each day,” Lord Avondale continued, his other hand now letting hers go so that it might settle at her waist. “There is nothing for me at my own home, for it feels empty. I am bereft without you, be it only for a few hours.” Pressing his lips together, Lord Avondale looked upwards at the sky for a moment, as if he needed to collect his thoughts. “I would not continue like this, Eliza.”

      His eyes slowly returned to hers and Eliza caught her breath at the intensity of his gaze.

      “You are my very life,” she whispered, feeling tears starting in her eyes, her throat aching suddenly. “Surely you know, Avondale, that I have always longed to be yours?”

      He kissed her then, fiercely, taking her breath from her chest. Her arms wrapped around his neck as he pulled her tight against him, his lips seeking hers with a desperation that she had never felt from him before. She returned his kiss with all the passion that she felt, a single tear escaping from her closed eyes and running down her cheek.

      Lord Avondale’s mouth lifted from hers and he kissed her cheek instead, taking the moisture of her tears away.

      “Do not cry, Eliza,” he whispered, his forehead resting gently against her own. “No more tears of sadness, my love. You know what I desire and I can only pray that you desire it also.”

      She swallowed hard and looked into his eyes. “Ask me, Avondale.”

      Lord Avondale closed his eyes tightly, drew in a breath and set himself back from her just a little.

      His hand took hers and he pressed it gently. “My dear, sweet Eliza,” he said, in a voice that was hoarse and cracked with emotion. “Will you be my wife? Will you marry me?”

      Eliza’s tears came anew, rushing down her cheeks as she smiled up into his eyes, her heart filled with such joy that she could barely contain it.

      “I will,” she whispered, as he brushed her tears away gently. “Oh, Avondale, you know that I will.”

      He pulled her into his arms again, holding her tightly against him. Eliza buried her head into his shoulder, light seeming to sparkle around them both. This was truly the most wonderful moment of her life. Finally, she was to be the wife of the only man she had ever loved.

      “You have made me the happiest man in all of England, Eliza,” Lord Avondale whispered, lifting his head so that he might look into her eyes again. “I swear to you that I will love you every moment of my life. Not a day shall go by where I do not make you aware of just how precious you are to me.”

      She reached up and kissed him, one hand pressed against his heart that she knew beat with love for her. Gone were the memories of sadness, of pain and separation. They had been flung far from them both, finding in each other a new joy that seemed to erase their past suffering.

      “We have found our way together again,” she whispered, her whole being alive with happiness. “And I shall never turn away from you. You are my one true love and that love shall carry us through for the rest of our days.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want to read the prologue in its entirety?

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Eliza’s Broken Heart, London Season Matchmaker Prequel is available for free!

      

      Although The Return of Lord Avondale does have a short chapter length prequel at the beginning of the book, you can download the extended short story version of the prequel for free!

      

      Interested? Click here to learn more…
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      Thank you for downloading The Return of Lord Avondale.

      

      I hope you truly enjoyed  Book One of my London Season Matchmaker Series!

      

      Titania’s story will be coming next in London Season Matchmaker Book Two. I can’t wait to see you there!
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      I grew up in a small town in New England. My father was a commercial fisherman for most of his life and I have two older brothers who followed in his footsteps

      My mom was a housewife and loved every minute of it. Looking back now, it seems that every year she spent taking care of the three of us and my dad, made her happier. She loved cooking, she loved cleaning and sitting up all night when one of us were sick never seemed to phase her. She is a remarkable woman and in a small town, that didn’t go unnoticed.  I can remember my friends coming home with me after school and before I could put my books away and change my shoes, they would be in the kitchen drinking milk and eating banana bread with my mom. She always made them laugh and I think they could have sat there for hours and hours listening to her.  It made me proud, but I remember thinking ‘Mom! Can I have my friends back now?’

      After I had written a few books, people began to ask my mom how did a girl who grew up in a family of fishermen end up writing Regency Romance?  She would laugh and blame her brother. She had allowed me to go to England with my uncle and my cousin on vacation when I was thirteen, and it changed my view of the world forever. The Royal family and the history in that family was fascinating to me. Every past King and Queen had a story that could have only come out of a story book. The day we visited Buckingham Palace and went on the tour I was overwhelmed with the splendor of the rooms.  The winding staircases, the tall ceilings and tall windows draped with satin curtains and gold beads. It wasn’t long before I knew I was in love with the grandeur of royal life.  The more I learned about the family, the country, and its history, the more I felt the stories inside of me wanting to come out.

      It wasn’t long before I had more stories in my head than I could put on paper.

      I do hope you enjoy my books as much as I have enjoyed writing them!
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