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A Simple Favor


Bonded by books and united by a purpose, The Mayfair Literary League has taken on a new mission—For Better or Worse. The bachelors of London won’t know what hit them when these bookish ladies set their sights on the men in their lives who don’t see them for who they truly are—yet. 


When a simple favor becomes very complicated...


After years abroad, Lady Eliza Chadwick returns to London to claim her future. Only one man will do—her brother’s longtime best friend. But how can she hope to draw his notice when her own mother didn’t find her worthy of love? 
However, her new friends in The Mayfair Literary League and their not-so-secret agenda of making a bold move to catch a man’s attention might give her the confidence to change her future.
Philip Carstairs, the Duke of Trentworth, never felt the need to follow in his perfect brother’s footsteps until unexpectedly inheriting the title. Now he’s determined to honor the family name, beginning with marrying into the family that his brother intended to.
His resolve is shaken when his best friend’s younger sister, now a beautiful and elegant lady, asks him for a favor. After all, what harm could come from granting her simple request of paying her attention at a ball or two?
Eliza is delighted by the success of her mission, especially when she and Philip share a heated kiss. Her hopes rise that a simple favor will result in their happily ever after. But Philip’s determination to honor his brother’s memory just might ruin everything. 




Other Books in The Mayfair Literary League


  
A Matter of Convenience, Book 1
A Pretend Betrothal, Book 2
A Mistaken Identity, Book 3 
A Simple Favor, Book 4
A Christmastide Kiss, Book 5

Want to make sure you know when my next book is released? Sign up for my newsletter. 
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Prologue


London, England 1870
Lady Eliza Chadwick’s heart thudded with anticipation as she looked at the other ladies in Lady Phoebe Bolton’s drawing room. 
“Welcome, everyone,” the Countess of Bolton said with a bright smile. “And an especially warm welcome to our guests.”
The invitation to join The Mayfair Literary League had come at the perfect time for Eliza. The thought of having true friends with similar interests to her own was a heady one, and she could hardly believe that wish might come true.
Loneliness had been her constant companion in the six years she’d spent away from London. First, with various relatives after the death of her parents when she was sixteen. Then two years at a finishing school in Switzerland where she’d been surrounded by other young ladies yet hadn’t fit in. Finally, two additional years traveling abroad with her Aunt Frieda, her mother’s older spinster sister, never spending long enough in one place to make friends.
The accident that had taken her parents’ lives had forever changed her path. However, her childhood before that had been less than ideal. She’d rarely seen her mother and father and had felt unwanted and unloved, a feeling that intensified after their deaths. If those who were supposed to love her didn’t, why would anyone else?
Afterward, she’d been whisked away from her family home to stay with this relative or that for over two years, always feeling pitied and much like company that had overstayed her welcome. That was nothing she wanted.
“Poor dear,” they would say. “Have an iced cake.”
As if food could fill the hole inside her. Of course, it had taken her several years to realize the futility of eating to feel better. During that time, she’d found it even more difficult to make friends. Only when she’d buried herself in a book had she found contentment.
After moving from one relative’s house to another, those same relatives had pressed her brother to send her to Switzerland to finishing school since she had no mother to properly teach her how to comport herself. Winston was older than her by nine years, and they’d never been close. He’d been busy trying to sort through the family affairs after inheriting and had readily agreed to the suggestion of sending her away.
It hadn’t been lost on Eliza that not only had her brother not wanted her, but none of her aunts on either side of the family had stepped forward to take her under their wing. 
By the time she’d arrived in Switzerland, she’d been unlike most girls her age and had little in common with the other students. A bookish girl with ill-fitting clothes because of her compulsion to eat when upset, and who tended to observe rather than participate no matter the activity. 
Finally, during her last year of school, she realized food wasn’t making her feel any better. Much like other things in life, it only provided brief moments of pleasure followed quickly by remorse. She owed that revelation to a book she’d read.
Why didn’t everyone realize what treasures books were?
She’d reduced her portions, especially desserts, and made time to walk whenever possible. Slowly but surely, she’d slimmed down to a manageable size and felt better for it. However, that didn’t change how the other students treated her. Her reputation had been firmly set. She told herself it didn’t matter since she hadn’t particularly liked those girls anyway.
Upon completing her schooling, Aunt Frieda had invited her to travel to the Continent, insisting that doing so would complete her education. 
Eliza had been flattered until she’d realized her aunt actually wanted a companion to accompany her on her travels through eight different countries and didn’t want to pay for one. However, she’d been kind enough to have Eliza fitted by a Parisian modiste who’d clucked like a mother hen when she’d seen her now loose-fitting gowns.
Aunt Frieda had also employed a French maid who had been appalled by the state of Eliza’s hair and skin. Nicole had taken the time to show her how to better care for herself. The maid’s skill with styling hair made a difference as well. Thank goodness the maid had accompanied them to London after their travels and remained in her aunt’s employ.
Now that Eliza had returned to London with Aunt Frieda, she had a lovely wardrobe and had never looked better. This afternoon, her light brown hair was coiffed and curled in ringlets in the back. Her pink gown was in the latest style with folds of fabric on the bustle and an ecru lace-trimmed underskirt, both of which complemented her green eyes. 
At least, that was what Nicole said.
What people didn’t realize was that the pretty outside shell hid the same fragile Eliza inside. The girl who felt unwanted and undeserving of love.
Whether she could overcome that feeling remained to be seen. She feared that once someone truly came to know her and looked past the outer trappings, they’d realize she was still odd on the inside.
Eliza forced away her dour thoughts and brought her attention back to the meeting as Lady Bolton introduced her and Mrs. Rebecca Hatch, the other new member, who was a widow despite being in her twenties. 
“Please share something about yourselves,” Lady Bolton requested.
“Thank you for inviting me.” Eliza reminded herself not to appear overly eager. “I look forward to becoming acquainted with all of you. I have only recently returned to London, having attended finishing school in Switzerland followed by two years abroad, traveling with my aunt.” 
“How interesting that must’ve been,” Lady Winifred Barnes said. She was a slender lady with brown hair and sparkling brown eyes in a narrow face.
“It was, though rather lonely at times. My brother is several years older than me, and we had little in common during my childhood, so I developed my love of books at an early age. They kept me company while I attended finishing school and traveled.”
Eliza was relieved when the focus moved away from her. She listened intently, eager to learn more about the members of the book group.
Lady Bolton was delightful, so confident and happy with brown hair, hazel eyes, and generous curves. Eliza already admired her greatly. Lady Tabitha Shaw and Lady Harriet Persimmons both seemed rather shy but kind. 
The other guest, Mrs. Hatch, was a reserved individual and wore the grey of half-mourning, her gown modest in design. She watched those around her with caution, making Eliza wonder at the reason. 
“I am a widow and recently moved to London,” she told them as she smoothed a hand across the satin fabric. “I now live with my cousin who is the only family I have in the area.”
Eliza recognized that look—the widow must be lonely as well. 
They both shared a few of their favorite books—Little Women, Pride and Prejudice, and Lorna Doone for Eliza—and what they liked about them before the meeting started in earnest.
Lady Bolton called the meeting to order. “The first item on our agenda is a discussion on the last book we read, Our Mutual Friend by Charles Dickens.” She looked around expectantly.
“I confess that I found it rather complex and difficult to follow at times,” Lady Winifred said. “I didn’t understand why the main character was pretending to be someone else and went so far as to allow everyone to presume he was dead.” She looked at the other members. “Did anyone else feel that way?”
Eliza couldn’t help but notice how uncomfortable Mrs. Hatch became at Lady Winifred’s comment, especially since the widow said she hadn’t read the book. Yet her face paled, and her brow puckered. 
The discussion grew lively, much to Eliza’s delight. Everyone was willing to share their opinion but listened with respect to others, as well. Though Eliza hadn’t read the book either, she’d heard of it and was able to participate to a small degree.
“Our book for the next meeting will be The Eustace Diamonds by Anthony Trollope,” Lady Bolton said. “This is the third in the Palliser series. It was originally published as a serial in the Fortnightly Review. Has anyone read it?”
“I enjoyed the first two in the series but have yet to read this one,” Miss Millicent Davies said. “The family drama has been entertaining thus far.”
Eliza watched as Lady Harriet closed her eyes as if distressed at the mention of family drama. That was something to which Eliza could relate. Her own family had more than its share, starting with her parents before their deaths. 
“I look forward to it,” Mrs. Hatch said, and Eliza nodded.
“Excellent. Next on our agenda is our charitable work. Some of the books we’ve read have shed light on the poor in London, so we’re volunteering for several charitable activities.”
“How wonderful.” Eliza was pleased to hear it. The league was turning out to be everything she’d hoped for and more. 
“I would like to be involved,” Mrs. Hatch added. “Being new to London, it’s difficult to know where and how to spend one’s time on such activities.”
“Perfect. Next Wednesday afternoon, we’ll be visiting the Whitechapel Workhouse to discuss their needs and how we might help.”
Lady Bolton shared a smile with Lady Shaw. “The final item on our agenda is an update on the For Better or Worse agenda.” She addressed both Eliza and Mrs. Hatch. “You may have already heard of it. This agenda might not be of interest to you.”
“I haven’t lived in the city long. What is it?” Mrs. Hatch appeared rather uncomfortable again, shifting in her chair.
Eliza waited with interest to hear the answer, unable to guess what it was. Lady Bolton hadn’t mentioned it when they’d previously spoken. They’d only discussed books, not other activities of the league. Like Mrs. Hatch, Eliza had only recently arrived in London.
“We have challenged one another to make a bold move to draw the eye of the gentlemen for whom we carry a secret tendre. Nothing untoward, of course.” Lady Bolton’s cheeks flushed as she spoke. “Just something to help them see us in a different light and as a possible match.”
“Truly?” Eliza studied the group with amazement as she considered the possibilities. “And? Has it been met with success?”
Lady Bolton’s smile was an answer in itself. “I proposed a marriage of convenience to the man who is now my husband. He refused but a short time later, we married, though not for convenience. Definitely a success.” She looked at Lady Shaw with a raised brow.
“I suggested a pretend betrothal to a childhood friend, and we are now married.” Lady Shaw’s happiness was clear as well.
Eliza sat back in her chair overcome by the conversation. “I never thought of doing anything of the sort.”
“Does that mean there’s someone who holds your affection?” Lady Bolton asked.
Eliza hesitated, not wanting to say. But if she wanted these women to become her friends, she needed to share some of herself. Wouldn’t it be best to begin as she meant to go on?
She slowly nodded. “Yes, there is.” The image of Philip Carstairs filled her mind. That was all it took to increase her pulse and send a flush along her body. He had caught her heart when she was young—soon after her parents had died—and still held it.
Her thoughts whirled with whether she could do something to catch his notice. She tapped a gloved finger on her lip, a habit when she was deep in thought that finishing school hadn’t managed to completely overcome. “How interesting.”
Lady Bolton shifted her attention to the other new member. “Mrs. Hatch, I know you’re a widow, but is there someone—”
“No.” The lady adamantly shook her head. “No one.” She glanced about as if realizing her vehement denial was out of place. With a forced smile, she shook her head again. “I’m sorry but I must decline to participate.”
“Of course,” their hostess quickly reassured her. “We started this several months ago. One of our other members who isn’t here today is working on hers. Otherwise, we’d have an update from her, as well.”
“You take turns?” Mrs. Hatch asked, her brow furrowed.
“We have thus far, although it’s not a requirement.” Lady Bolton cast a meaningful look at Lady Harriet as she spoke.
Lady Harriet smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Though Eliza didn’t know her, she had become an expert at observing others and would be willing to wager that Lady Harriet had decided against making a bold move.
Eliza hoped she would change her mind. Lady Harriet seemed nice, if reserved, and was lovely with pale hair and wide blue eyes. Eliza already felt they had several things in common. 
She looked forward to becoming acquainted with the ladies in the league. They seemed different than the girls at finishing school and so much nicer. 
As the conversation continued, her thoughts returned to Philip—or rather, the Duke of Trentworth, as she now needed to think of him. Her brother’s best friend had always been kind to her. His words to her after the death of her parents had forever captured her admiration. 
While she’d only seen him from a distance since her return, her reaction to him made it clear that what she felt was worth exploring. Those feelings—both physical and emotional—were unique and refused to be ignored.
What harm could there be in finding a way to catch his notice to see where this might lead? The question was how and whether she could find the courage to act. Yet now that she might be making true friends to support her, she felt as if anything was possible. Hope lit a warm glow inside her.




Chapter One


One Week Later...
Eliza pressed a hand to her stomach, but it did little to settle the turmoil there. How could she not be nervous about implementing the  For Better or Worse agenda?
She closed her eyes and gave herself a stern reprimand. The key was to quit thinking of her idea as bold. This was merely one step on the path. Philip might already have his eye on another lady and her efforts would be for naught. Or he might not feel for her what she felt for him. Either thought was discouraging.
That was one of the reasons she hadn’t told any of the members of the literary league about her plan. Besides, one of them was already working on one, and Eliza didn’t want to interfere since normally they took turns. That proved this wasn’t a bold step forward, didn’t it? This was merely an unofficial move.
Plus, she didn’t actually have a plan. She had an intention of speaking with him. Somehow. Someway.
The Aker garden party this afternoon should be the perfect place to take this small step. Philip was supposed to attend what was to be a rather small gathering. How could they not cross each other’s paths?
Her brother’s mention that the duke had started the search for a wife and intended to be married by summer made it imperative that she act now. Autumn was the perfect time to do so. The new Season wouldn’t begin until after the new year when Parliament started again in February, which meant less competition. But it also meant fewer events at which to encounter him.
“Is all well, dear?” Aunt Frieda asked. 
Eliza didn’t mind that the older woman had invited herself to stay at Linford House to assist Eliza to prepare for her first Season. She needed a chaperone and knew better than to count on her rather distant brother, Winston, the Marquess of Linford, to perform those duties. She’d already been presented to the Queen two years ago while home for a few weeks but hadn’t attended many events as she’d left London again soon after.
“Yes, of course.” Eliza smiled. “It’s a lovely afternoon, isn’t it?” 
“I suppose.” Her aunt looked about with a critical eye. She was nothing like Eliza’s mother in looks or personality and was a less-than-optimistic person. While Eliza should be used to it after their travels together, the pessimism still wore on her. “This is an odd time of the year for a garden party. They’re lucky the weather held.”
Lord and Lady Aker prided themselves on being eccentric from what Winston had told them. What better way than to hold a gathering when it wasn’t expected? The fact that many families remained at their country estates this time of year ensured this would be an intimate affair.
Then again, ‘intimate’ by Society’s standards was still a significant number of people.
The terraced garden was covered in shades of gold, red, and brown made all the more impressive by the contrast of the evergreen shrubs. Canvas tents offered shelter, but most people wandered the paths to admire the flowers, including pink dahlias, ruby and gold violas, and lavender asters that created a lovely purple cloud. 
Her brother had mentioned Philip would be here when Aunt Frieda told him of their plans to attend. Eliza pulled her attention from the flowers to search for his tall form. 
“Offering hot apple cider rather than lemonade is a nice touch on a crisp autumn day,” Aunt Frieda admitted with reluctance as she studied one of the tents where a few guests were enjoying refreshments.
“Shall we partake in some?” Eliza asked.
“Let us explore the garden first. I wouldn’t want to risk carrying a cup with me.” She glanced at both their gowns. “It wouldn’t do to spill. These were expensive purchases.” 
“Of course.” Eliza tipped her head to suggest her aunt lead the way along the path. 
The older woman often reminded Eliza of the many items she’d purchased for her during their time abroad. Eliza thanked her often as she truly was grateful for what she’d been given, but that didn’t seem to satisfy her aunt.
She’d learned Aunt Frieda’s likes and dislikes during their time abroad. They got along rather well for the most part with the exception of her aunt’s dour outlook. 
Eliza was also grateful for the opportunity to visit and experience so many countries. Few ladies her age had the chance. But it was always in the back of her mind that she’d been a last resort for her aunt since no one else had been available to accompany her.
What might it be like to have someone choose to spend time with her? To want to be with her?
Would she ever know?
Even her brother had seemed less than excited about her return. Granted, they’d never been close, and his reaction might have been because their aunt announced her intent to remain with them at Linford House for a time. Still, his lukewarm greeting had stung. Did he think their presence would crimp his bachelor lifestyle?
They walked along the paths, greeting a few other guests while admiring the flowers. Neither of them knew many people in London, which was one of the reasons Eliza was so pleased to have joined The Mayfair Literary League. Much to her disappointment, none of the members seemed to be at the garden party.
They’d passed a pleasant half hour when they rounded a hedge, and she saw him, catching her breath.
Philip Carstairs, the Duke of Trentworth.
The sight of his handsome visage had her entire body tingling in response. His brown hair was slightly wavy and a lock of it fell over his forehead. She imagined being able to brush it back. A hint of a cleft in his chin was made more eye-catching by his strong jawline and the slash of dark brows. 
But it was his eyes that always caused her stomach to dip. They were the blue of a stormy sea in the depths of winter when the waves were crashing upon the rocks. Perfect, in her opinion.
Of course, he hadn’t been a duke when he’d first caught her notice. She frowned, wishing he hadn’t inherited. Gaining the attention of a second son would’ve been much easier. His title was intimidating.
Eliza berated herself. How selfish of her to think such things when Philip had lost his brother in a tragic accident and his father soon after. Their family had always been close, something she’d been envious of, though his mother had died when he was young. He must still be grieving his recent loss.
She had yet to speak to him since her return as the opportunity hadn’t arisen. She intended to change that this very day.
As she watched, that intense gaze caught on her, and her heart rushed to her throat as if she’d jumped off a cliff. The feeling was short-lived when he looked past her, clearly not recognizing her. Nor had she garnered his interest. 
The realization made her plan all the more daunting.
While pleased he didn’t see the same awkward, quiet girl she’d been, she would’ve been thrilled if he’d looked at her with admiration. If she’d caught his notice across the garden, and he’d strode toward her, compelled to meet her lest he perish with longing for her.
She pressed her lips tight in an attempt to halt her wayward thoughts. Perhaps she had been reading too many romantic novels of late. It was clearly time to expand her book choices. She’d joined the literary league in the nick of time.
His lack of notice made it even more important that she did something so he would see her and then speak to her. Once he did, his friendship with her brother would force him to make polite conversation for at least a few minutes. With luck and effort, that would be the beginning of their relationship.
Unfortunately, she had yet to decide how to make him notice her or what to say once he did. Her hope was that an opportunity would present itself and something clever would come to mind.
A voice in her head laughed, leaving her less than reassured.
Eliza lifted her chin. She had become a master at ignoring self-doubt. Most of the time anyway.
Her training at finishing school included such things as the ideal size a canape should be, that the buffet table should be placed a suitable distance from where drinks were being served to facilitate mingling, and directions to servants should be verbal rather than written in case they were illiterate. But her education hadn’t included ways to make a man truly see her. She could expertly manage a household but what good did that do when she had no one to love?
She gripped the clever beaded reticule she carried that matched her pale green gown. A corner of her handkerchief was just visible in the opening. How embarrassing. Yet as she tucked it out of sight, an idea took hold. Now she need only work her way in the duke’s direction.
“Look at the flowers over there,” she told her aunt as she dipped her head that way, her heart pounding as if she’d sprinted the length of the garden.
“Where?” Aunt Frieda frowned.
“It wouldn’t do to point.” The unladylike behavior would earn a reprimand from her aunt. “Allow me to show you.” She led the way toward Philip. 
She needed to remember he was a duke and properly address him as such. But in her mind, he would always be Philip, the one person who had taken the time to talk to her and reassure her after her parents had died.
In truth, the flowers near him were nothing special, but Eliza moved toward them with determination as if she’d spotted gold within their petals.
She paused before the flowers and pointed to a bed of violas which were pretty in a subtle sort of way. 
“Yes. Very nice, I suppose.” Aunt Frieda looked around as if wondering what else there was to see and moved in the opposite direction several steps.
Eliza risked a glance toward Philip. He wasn’t looking at her but at least he was facing her as he spoke with an older woman who stood beside him. Surely, he would see what she was about to do. 
Still, she hesitated. Would this gain his notice? She tugged on the handkerchief and wadded it into her gloved hand. With her nerves tangled in knots, she turned away from him and followed her aunt, dropping the fine white linen with the hope he’d noticed.
It was only a small white cloth fluttering to the garden path when what she wanted to do was wave a flag until he truly looked at her.
This would have to do for now.
[image: image-placeholder]Philip Carstairs, the Duke of Trentworth, wished he hadn’t allowed his aunt and uncle to convince him to come to the garden party. However, he felt that way about every event he attended since his father and brother’s passing over a year ago. 
“These smaller gatherings will make it more comfortable for you when the Season begins in full again,” Aunt Eleanor had insisted. 
“True,” Uncle Herbert agreed. He was the younger brother of Philip’s father and had offered advice and support since Philip had inherited. His aunt and uncle were staying with him in London for the time being, an arrangement Philip appreciated. If only their son, Markus, wasn’t as well. Philip and his cousin didn’t get on particularly well, and Philip hoped he’d soon choose to find his own place. 
“Small events will smooth your path back into Society,” Uncle Herbert had added. “You can’t remain in the country forever.”
That’s exactly what he wanted to do. 
“It’s much easier to hold true conversations with less of a crowd.” Aunt Eleanor had smiled. “That will aid you in deciding who would suit you best.”
Philip knew they both meant well, and he appreciated their efforts. Without their interference, he would have remained at the country estate for the foreseeable future. 
It was preferrable to stay busy with physical labor like fence repair and clearing fields to plow rather than making polite conversation. Especially when the conversation always began with condolences for his losses.
“Would you rather people pretended it didn’t happen?” Aunt Eleanor had asked when he mentioned it.
“No. I’d rather they didn’t speak to me at all.” Not since losing both his brother and father in such a short time. His heart still ached with the loss.
Despite that, he was at a garden party where he was supposed to admire flowers and meet two of the three Graham sisters. He already knew the eldest, Lady Charlotte, who was also in attendance, as she’d been betrothed to his brother, Oscar, the heir.
His aunt and uncle had suggested that he consider marrying one of the sisters since his brother had intended to make the eldest his duchess. Philip was certain both his father and brother would applaud the plan.
Unfortunately, the thought of marrying anyone while his heart was still heavy with grief was inconceivable. However, duty demanded he do so soon. He would soon be one and thirty. Never mind that his brother had been four and thirty and only been betrothed when he’d died. 
The least Philip could do was strive to make his father and brother proud. To be half the man each of them had been. 
The task felt impossible. He was different than them in numerous ways. Less serious. More prone to laughter and jests. Less likely to succeed at the enormous task of serving as the ninth Duke of Trentworth and caring for all the people who depended on him.
Marrying a sister of his brother’s betrothed was a small step in the right direction. He needed any he could get and hoped they’d add up to something meaningful.
With renewed determination, he glanced around the formal garden and tried to take an interest in the scenery as well as the guests. The young lady in green who had caught his eye from across the garden earlier moved in his direction, but he forced his attention away from her beauty and vitality. 
She was far too young for him for one thing. One glance made that clear.
He was here to meet the Graham sisters, not any other ladies.
Perhaps he should’ve offered for his brother’s fiancée and been done with this. The thought had him clenching his jaw in response. In all honesty, he couldn’t bring himself to imagine kissing the woman Oscar had admired. It felt like a betrayal. A line he couldn’t cross.
Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have considered her sisters either except his uncle had shared that the family was in dire financial circumstances and had been counting on the match with Oscar to remedy that.
This was the right thing to do, he reminded himself. That was something he was working on. Less of his normal spontaneity and more constraint. He couldn’t afford to act on instinct anymore. He needed to think through his actions with care.
Whether he was capable of that remained to be seen.
As he watched, a handkerchief fell behind the young lady in green as she walked away. He waited a moment then realized he was the only one to notice.
With a smothered sigh, he walked to pick it up then strode toward her. “Excuse me.”
She turned, her wide green eyes with ridiculously long lashes holding onto him. She smiled, revealing a hint of dimples that added to the beauty of her heart-shaped face. “Good afternoon.”
“I believe you dropped this,” he said, holding out the cloth.
She took the scrap of linen, brushing his hand as she did so. Had she done so deliberately? Had she felt the same tingle of awareness at their touch that he had? “How kind of you. Thank you.” Her bright smile suggested he’d managed an impossible feat rather than simply returning her handkerchief.
“You’re quite welcome.”
Those emerald eyes narrowed, and she tilted her head. “Aren’t you Philip Carstairs?”
His concern that she’d dropped the handkerchief on purpose fell away at the question. Why was it almost a relief that she didn’t address him using his title? “Yes.”
“I’m Lady Eliza Chadwick. You know my brother, Winston, of course.”
Recognition dawned. He couldn’t help but study the poised beauty before him and compare her to the quiet and shy girl he remembered. Winston Chadwick, the Marquess of Linford, had been one of his best friends since university. “Indeed. He mentioned you’d returned.” 
His attention shifted to the older woman at her side. “And this must be your aunt. Linford speaks highly of you.” He nearly grimaced at the lie. His friend didn’t care for his Aunt Frieda and was less than pleased by her arrival even if he enjoyed having his sister home again.
“Your Grace.” The older lady dipped into a curtsy and nudged Lady Eliza to do the same. 
Without any sign of embarrassment at the not-so-subtle reminder of proper deportment, Lady Eliza smiled again as she gracefully curtsied. “Forgive me, Your Grace, for my deplorable lack of manners. Please accept my condolences on your loss.”
“Thank you.” Her words dimmed his appreciation of the moment, a reminder he didn’t want. 
How interesting to realize he’d been enjoying their conversation until then. She truly was a beauty with light brown hair and those compelling eyes. But it was the way she looked at him with genuine pleasure and interest that caught his attention. So often, he only saw a calculating gleam in ladies’ expressions as if they were wondering how to capture a duke. How much worse would that become once the Season was in full swing?
Rumor spoke of a literary league whose sole focus was catching a husband. The lengths some ladies went to marry well never failed to amaze him. He made a mental note to ask his friend, Lord Bolton, if he’d heard about that group.
It was refreshing to know nothing of that sort would cross Lady Eliza’s mind. Then he realized the probable reason it wouldn’t—their age difference—and was less than pleased. She must be nearly ten years younger than he, which made him feel positively ancient.
He couldn’t allow himself to be intrigued by her. In addition to being too young for him, she was also his best friend’s little sister. Two lines that could not be crossed.
“It’s a lovely garden, is it not?” She glanced around at their surroundings. 
“It is. An enjoyable party, as well.” Yet he continued to look at her, drinking in her smooth skin and even features as he tried to reconcile her present appearance to the young girl he used to know. 
He caught himself a moment too late. He glanced to where his Aunt Eleanor stood watching a short distance away and could almost feel her disapproval. “If you’ll excuse me, I must return to my aunt.” Too late, he realized the excuse was an idiotic one. As if he weren’t a grown man.
“Of course.” Lady Eliza nodded, those green eyes fixed on him as if she waited for him to do something. Unfortunately, he didn’t know what that might be. “It was a pleasure to be reunited with you, Your Grace.” She curtsied again. Slowly. 
For some reason, he found the movement oddly arousing. Or perhaps it was the lady herself. He liked the way she’d said ‘reunited’ as if they had a past. 
“I wish you a good day.” With a frown at his wayward thoughts, he dipped his head and turned away, determined to put the intriguing Lady Eliza from his thoughts. Fate had given him no choice.




Chapter Two


If only he could keep Lady Eliza from his mind Philip thought with a smothered groan less than a quarter hour later. For what must be the tenth time, he dragged his attention from where she stood across the garden back to Lady Alice Graham. Or was she Lady Constance? He couldn’t seem to remember since they looked so much alike. 
Like his cousin, Markus, had said, the two younger sisters could very well be twins. Then again, Markus rarely had anything good to say about anyone, which was one of the many reasons they didn’t get on very well. While Philip appreciated his aunt and uncle’s support, their son had always gone out of his way to stir trouble for the family.
All three of the Graham sisters were blonde-haired, pretty ladies, but the youngest two also had pale eyebrows and lashes that made their thin faces appear ethereal, a look he didn’t appreciate. He couldn’t help but compare it to Lady Eliza’s vivid beauty. 
“The flowers are nice,” one of the sisters said, though her words were nearly a whisper. She seemed to have trouble meeting his gaze. Perhaps she was shy. If so, that meant he needed to make more of an effort to speak with her so he might actually come to know her.
“Yes, they are. Do you have a favorite?” 
“Oh.” She turned to look at him and blinked. “I’m sure I couldn’t say.” A hint of a blush rose in her pale cheeks.
Truly? Was the question so difficult?
Reminding himself to be polite, he studied the ones before them. “I think I like dahlias the best. They’re quite bold.” Which was how he liked his women. Then again, he had never spent much time with innocents. That was yet another area of his life that was changing. 
“Yes, they’re pretty.” 
He waited a moment, but she didn’t seem to have anything else to add to the conversation. Philip sent a pointed look in his aunt’s direction, hoping she’d rescue him from the awkward moment.
Aunt Eleanor seemed to understand as she stepped closer to join them. “Lady Alice, do you like the asters as well?” When the lady only looked at her blankly, she pointed toward the purple flowers that brought to mind miniature daisies. 
“Yes. They’re also pretty.”
Philip clenched his jaw in an attempt to hold his patience. Surely, he wouldn’t have to endure this sort of inane conversation often in the coming months. He couldn’t bear it. 
“We should be going soon, shouldn’t we?” he asked Aunt Eleanor with a raised brow. He’d already spoken with Lady Charlotte and the other sister. Surely that was enough for one day.
“Yes, Your Grace. Where does the time go?” She gave a forced chuckle as she glanced at Lady Alice. “It has been a pleasure speaking with you.”
“And you, as well.” Lady Alice curtsied but the movement did nothing for him. Not compared to when Lady Eliza had done so.
He shifted his shoulders, unsettled by the thought. “Good afternoon.” He bowed to Lady Alice, took his aunt’s elbow, and walked toward the house as quickly as he could manage.
“In a hurry, are we?” Aunt Eleanor asked in a whisper.
“I fear I have used up what little patience I have.”
She sighed. “You lasted longer than I expected.”
He looked at her in surprise. 
She shrugged in response. “That is why your uncle and I thought it wise that you attend a few events now. Doing so will better prepare you for when the Season begins.”
He clenched his jaw at the thought of what lay ahead as they paused to thank their hosts before departing.
Once they were settled in the carriage, she met his gaze. “I applaud your decision to propose to one of the Graham sisters, but it’s important you chose the one best suited to you.”
Philip didn’t answer. Instead, he stared out the window at the passing scenery. He’d told himself several times that it didn’t matter who he married. All that counted was whether he acted in a way that honored the title and family name. Never had one of the Dukes of Trentworth enjoyed wedded bliss. His mother and grandmothers had been distant, leaving their children to the care of nannies and tutors, as it should be, according to his father.
His own happiness—or lack thereof—was of little consequence. He would find joy with his children if he were lucky enough to be blessed with them. Their mother was only a small part of the equation as far as he was concerned, much like his own had been.
After seeing his aunt home, he continued to his club. The sight of Lady Eliza’s brother, Winston, sitting at a table with a drink before him was unwelcome when it reminded Philip of Lady Eliza. Still, he pulled out a chair at his table to join his friend.
Winston regarded him with narrowed eyes that were hazel rather than green like his sister’s. He was almost as tall as Philip with a wiry strength to his slim build and the same light brown hair that Eliza had. 
“It appears as if something is bothering you, Your Grace.” He always used Philip’s title with a hint of sarcasm in his tone. Or perhaps that was only in Philip’s imagination. He supposed his friend didn’t see him as duke material any more than Philip did.
“It was a trying afternoon.” A waiter appeared at Philip’s elbow without him saying a word to take his order.
Winston waited until the waiter departed. “Weren’t you attending some garden party or other? How trying could that have been?”
“You clearly have not attended any of late or you would know how taxing they can be,” Philip responded with a dry laugh. “However, I did have the chance to become reacquainted with your sister.”
“Oh, yes.” Winston nodded. “I remember she and my aunt said they were going to one.”
“Lady Eliza looks nothing like I remembered.” He was careful to keep a disinterested mask in place. It wouldn’t do to allow Winston to realize how deeply his sister had affected him. 
His friend smiled. “I suppose she has grown up since you last saw her.”
That was putting it mildly. Philip was proud of himself for not mentioning her fine figure with its generous curves, or her emerald green eyes with their long lashes. Instead, he kept his lips firmly clamped shut. 
That only lasted a moment before he found himself saying, “I do believe you are going to have your hands full come the spring.”
Winston frowned. “Do you think so? I suppose when I see her, I still see the same shy, pudgy girl who tried to eavesdrop on our conversations.”
“She is nearly unrecognizable from those days. Perhaps it’s not so terrible that your aunt is staying with you after all. Her presence should make your life easier in that respect.”
Winston heaved a beleaguered sigh. “I suppose you are right. It’s just that Aunt Frieda constantly glares at me as if disappointed by my behavior.”
“Need I remind you that you are a marquess and have responsibilities not so unlike my own?”
As if in answer, Winston tossed back the rest of his drink. “Lucky for me that I did not have the fine example of a father that you did. Mine was too busy having affairs and arguing with my mother to worry about things like seeing to the estate.”
“That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take an interest in doing so.” It frustrated Philip that his friend didn’t seem inclined to do more instead of search for the next entertainment. 
“I’m just relieved Father didn’t spend all of my inheritance.”
“But he spent some. You’ll also need to arrange for Eliza’s dowry if you want her to make a good match. Doesn’t that imply you should take care?” Philip shifted in his chair, his annoyance with Winston making him restless. Most likely that was because it made him feel old to be giving such advice.
“I am.” Winston waved a casual hand of dismissal. “Plenty of time to worry over such things in the coming years.”
“The years slip away quicker than you expect.” Philip knew that from experience. One day, his life had been uneventful, and the next he’d lost his family. Grief had him pressing a finger to his chest at the pressure there.
That was why he had decided to marry before the end of the coming Season. He wanted to start a family soon and hoped that would help fill the void inside him. 
“Nonsense.” Winston scowled then looked around for the waiter. “We are still young.”
“Can you say that even after looking at your sister?” 
“What does Eliza have to do with it?” 
Philip sipped his drink as he contemplated an answer. “Looking at her so poised and grown up made me feel rather ancient.”
“Hmm. I see what you mean.” Winston caught the notice of the waiter and signaled for another round before Philip could protest. “All the more reason to enjoy the present, don’t you agree?”
Enjoyment wasn’t a priority to Philip any longer. Only fulfilling family obligations and doing what would make his father and brother proud mattered. That meant settling down and taking his responsibilities seriously. 
[image: image-placeholder]Eliza drew a breath of satisfaction as she silently declared her move a success during the carriage ride home. Granted, it hadn’t been especially bold, but Philip had spoken to her. He’d truly looked at her and would know her from this point forward. 
That was the first step. Never mind that he hadn’t seemed particularly interested in her other than as his friend’s younger sister. That was an issue she would soon address.
“I’m going to rest for a time,” Aunt Frieda said upon their return home. She paused to study Eliza. “I still think you’re acting rather oddly. Is all well?”
“Of course.” Eliza hoped she offered the semblance of a polite smile. Inside, she was rather giddy.
She hid it as best she could until Aunt Frieda left her in the drawing room to go upstairs. Then Eliza spun in a circle with a grin on her face.
Philip was everything she remembered and more. She simply had to find a way to show him how perfect they would be for one another. 
Granted, she would’ve liked more of a reaction—was a hint of attraction too much to ask?—but exchanging pleasantries was a start. If only they had more in common than Winston. There had to be another way to connect them. To further gain his attention and help him see her as more than his best friend’s younger sister.
But for now, she would enjoy the moment and hope that she’d made a favorable impression on him. 
Of course, she wasn’t the only lady he’d spoken to. That made it more imperative to devise a plan to keep his attention. An excuse of sorts to allow them to interact over the course of the next few weeks or even months. 
But what?
Heaving a sigh, she climbed the stairs to her bedroom, more than ready for time alone. Conversing with others wore on her and required effort. It didn’t help that nearly everyone in London was a stranger. That was why she looked forward to making true friends with her fellow literary league members. 
A knock on her door after she’d settled in a chair to read had her looking up in surprise. “Yes?”
Nicole, her maid, opened the door. “The Countess of Bolton is calling.”
Eliza was thrilled and quickly set aside her book. “Please have her shown into the drawing room.”
How delightful. She already liked Lady Bolton and felt they had several things in common. The chance to have additional time with her was welcome. 
After checking her appearance in the mirror, Eliza hurried to the drawing room to await her guest.
“Lady Bolton.” Eliza walked forward as soon as the lady was announced to take both her hands in welcome. “What a pleasure to see you again.”
Her new friend’s genuine smile and the squeeze of her hands felt like a warm hug. 
“Thank you for seeing me,” Lady Bolton said. “I wanted to make certain you felt comfortable with our book group and see if you had any questions.”
“Please, join me.” Eliza gestured toward one of the chairs and sat as well. “I enjoyed the meeting immensely. I’ve already located the next book we’re reading and plan to start it after I finish the one I’m currently reading.”
“Excellent. It should be interesting.” She folded her gloved hands on her lap, her hazel eyes holding on Eliza. “I hope you weren’t taken aback by our For Better or Worse agenda. I know it’s rather unusual, but...” She lifted a brow as if inviting Eliza to share how she felt about it.
Eliza scooted to the edge of her seat, unable to completely contain her excitement. “I thought the idea quite intriguing.” She wasn’t certain how much to say. While she hoped to become good friends with the lady and the others in the league, she had learned to be careful in whom she confided during finishing school. So many ladies pretended friendship only to act otherwise the moment she turned her back. Caution was key while she came to know the league members better.
“I am pleased to hear that. From your reaction at the meeting, I thought you might have someone in mind.” Lady Bolton’s smile was kind rather than sly, which made Eliza tempted to share a few details. 
Still, Eliza hesitated. The idea was too new even if her attraction to Philip wasn’t. But she would tell her a little.
“There is someone who has caught my notice. I am considering whether I want to take action.”
“I confess that I’m surprised when you have only been in London a short time.”
“This is someone I have known for some time.” Eliza kept her voice low, not wanting her aunt or her brother to overhear should they walk in.
Lady Bolton nodded. “That was the case for me as well.” She sighed. “That makes it easier and yet harder at the same time.”
Eliza grinned. “It truly does.”
“I had to remind myself that taking no action was a kind of action in itself.”
“How do you mean?”
“Not doing anything and allowing fate to take its course might seal your future just as readily as doing something to help him see you.”
Eliza slowly nodded. “You’re right. I don’t think I am willing to simply hope.”
“Nor was I.” Lady Bolton waited a moment as if to see if Eliza would say more. “I don’t mean to pry. But please know that if I can do anything to aid you, or at least listen, I’m happy to.”
Her words and demeanor felt genuine, something Eliza appreciated. 
“Thank you very much. I don’t know how much courage I have, so any steps I take will be small. Boldness might have to wait until I know if he has any interest in me.”
Lady Bolton nodded. “Understandable. But don’t be afraid to make the first move. Sometimes, men can’t see what’s right before them. I know that from experience.”
Eliza pressed a finger over her heart which ached at the idea of Philip rejecting her. “I confess that I worry about his reaction.”
“There’s a chance he’ll say no, as my husband did at first.” Lady Bolton smiled. “But there’s also a chance he’ll say yes.”
The likelihood of the latter happening seemed slim. Especially when he came to know her better. It seemed far more probable that he would find her lacking just as her family did. Her mood dimmed at the thought. Was what she felt for him truly worth the risk of rejection?




Chapter Three


“What have you decided?” Aunt Eleanor asked the following morning after knocking on the study door where Philip was reviewing several reports. 
“I’m sorry?” He frowned while trying to follow her question.
“After the garden party yesterday, I assume you’ve made a decision. For which Graham sister do you intend to offer?” 
Philip bit back a grimace along with the answer he wanted to give—none. But that wouldn’t do. 
“I confess that I am still undecided.” Especially when a pair of green eyes fringed with long lashes were all he could see.
“Truly?” His aunt perched on the chair before his desk, her head tilted as if she found his reply curious. “I had the impression you intended to make a decision quickly.”
“I thought to do so.” He couldn’t help but shift in his chair, feeling much like a schoolboy caught with a frog in his pocket. “However, yesterday made me realize that perhaps I should attempt to come to know them better and put more thought into the matter.” Surely that sounded reasonable.
However, he couldn’t even remember their names let alone other details, except that they paled in comparison to Lady Eliza Chadwick.
How unfortunate that she’d come home to London at this particular time after so long away. He didn’t need excuses to prolong his decision about who should become his duchess.
“Are you having second thoughts?” His aunt lifted a brow in question.
“No.” Not exactly. 
“Good.” She nodded in approval. “Your father and brother would be proud of you.”
That was what he wanted. Following in their path was the right thing to do. He just needed to take one step at a time even if the process was slower than he wanted.
“I couldn’t help but notice the way Lady Charlotte watched you,” his aunt continued.
“Oh?” He’d spoken briefly with her, but she hadn’t said anything in particular that he’d found memorable. He only thought of Oscar when he spoke with her.
“She mentioned how much you have come to act like your brother in the past few months.”
A well of emotion rolled through Philip at the words. That was a fine compliment and what he’d been trying to do. 
His brother had represented everything good in the world. He’d wielded the power of his title, along with the one he would inherit, with care just like their father. 
If only he hadn’t died. 
Once again, the weight of the future sat heavily on Philip’s shoulders. It seemed impossible to attempt to fill their shoes, but he was determined to try. He wished he would’ve paid more attention to how they handled their responsibilities rather than focusing on his own pleasures even if it had seemed ridiculous to think there was a need to do so at the time.
“How kind of her to think so.” Philip only wished it were true. 
“I believe the three sisters and their mother will attend the charity ball being held next week. Perhaps that will be a chance for you to spend more time coming to know them.”
“What charity does this ball aid?” Philip asked. He wanted to be selective in the ones he supported with the intent to select only a few so he could make a true difference by aiding them.
“The Orphaned Children of London. It is one to which your father donated.”
“Very well. Will you send our acceptance of the invitation?”
“Of course.” 
Aunt Eleanor helped organize his social obligations and often accompanied him. He didn’t know what he’d do without her. Her opinion on members of Society and the events they hosted was invaluable since he hadn’t bothered to keep up on such things in the past.
“Will Markus be attending as well?” Philip hoped he wouldn’t. Keeping his cousin in line was nothing he relished. Markus had been between Philip and Oscar in age and resented them both. 
Aunt Eleanor’s lips tightened even as she forced a smile. “I do believe so.”
Philip nodded, well aware Markus frustrated both of his parents with his drinking and gambling. He tended to say things that embarrassed them and others, much to their chagrin. Oscar had been adept at keeping him under control, but Philip had yet to master that skill. His parents’ efforts were less than effective.
None of Philip’s friends liked Markus. That hadn’t been a problem, but since inheriting, Philip had distanced himself from most of his unmarried friends except Winston. It had proven necessary even if it made him lonely. His other friends tempted him to return to life the way it had been, something he had to guard against even with Winston.
Before and After. Those were the two phases of his life it seemed. He wished he’d better appreciated the Before part while he’d had the chance.
They reviewed the schedule for the next seven days to determine which of the few events being held he would attend and why. The why had become particularly important. He no longer did anything simply because he wanted to. Responsibilities meant spending his time with purpose.
But he couldn’t deny relief that this was a quieter time of the year, and he would have an evening or two to himself. He needed those more than he needed air. A sense of freedom, however brief.
After Aunt Eleanor departed, he penned a message to Winston to see if he had any plans for the following evening. No matter that he told himself he shouldn’t when his longtime friend tended to enjoy doing things Philip should avoid—those that involved drinking, cards, and women. It made him feel guilty for condemning Markus for doing the same.
Surely, it wasn’t wrong to hold on to the parts of his past life that he’d enjoyed. They helped remind him of who he’d been before inheriting, even if he didn’t want to be that man anymore.
[image: image-placeholder]“I won’t be here for dinner this evening,” Winston said when he stopped by the drawing room late the following afternoon.
“Oh?” Aunt Frieda frowned, her disapproval clear.
Her brother’s responding scowl was only partially hidden and made Eliza smile in response. At moments like this, he reminded her of the young man he used to be, being told he had to spend time with his sister rather than going off to play with his friends.
Though she found it hurtful that he hadn’t seemed especially happy to see her, she knew that had more to do with Aunt Frieda’s presence than hers. At least, that was her hope. It must be difficult for him to go from living on his own to having two females underfoot. 
She almost wished he’d mention how challenging Aunt Frieda could be. If he did, Eliza intended to tell him that she was more than aware since she’d spent so much time with their aunt of late. He had no idea what it was truly like, especially since he didn’t have to answer to her other than endure her frequent disapproval.
“I’ll be with the Duke of Trentworth.” Winston met Aunt Frieda’s gaze as if daring her to take issue with that.
“Trentworth?” She glanced at Eliza. “Didn’t we meet him at the garden party?”
“Yes. He’s a long-time friend of Winston’s.”
“We’re dining together at the club this evening,” Winston added. 
“Followed by one inappropriate activity or another, I suppose.” Now Aunt Frieda was the one to scowl.
“Difficult to say.” Winston dropped into a chair, his humor restored since their aunt’s mood had turned sour. “It’s good to have him around again. He spent far too much time at his country estate the past year.”
“How terrible for him to have lost both his father and brother so close to one another,” Eliza murmured. “What happened?”
“His brother was bitten by a poisonous snake in the fields and the bite became infected.” Winston shook his head. “It happened over the course of a week, but everyone expected him to recover. Needless to say, his death was a shock. Then the Duke fell ill and succumbed to fluid in his lungs the following month. Some said it was caused by grief from losing his eldest.”
“How terrible when Trentworth was so close to them.” Eliza shook her head, her heart aching.
“Yes. Quite.” Winston shared a look with her, and she knew immediately what he was thinking. 
The loss of their parents had been more shocking than traumatic—no more difficult than growing up constantly on pins and needles in a home filled with emotional upheaval and uncertainty. She and Winston hadn’t seen their mother and father often. Nor had their parents seen much of each other. But those few times had been fraught with turmoil.
Their parents’ arranged marriage had been tumultuous, filled with loud arguments, long periods of silence, and passionate affairs with other partners. They hadn’t taken any more interest in their children than they had in each other. Winston and Eliza had been raised by various nannies, governesses, and tutors, all who’d gossiped about the pair when they thought the children weren’t listening. But they were.
How ironic that Lord and Lady Linford had been travelling together when their coach overturned in inclement conditions, killing them both. 
It was a dark and stormy night.
That phrase from The Three Musketeers had taken on an entirely different meaning since her parents’ deaths. Sadly, it had ruined the book for her.
She nearly grimaced at her ridiculous thoughts. Her parents had died far too young. Their presence in her life had been infrequent but turbulent during those brief interludes, but they were still her parents. Eliza had felt like a spectator to their marriage rather than their daughter. An audience to the spectacle of their relationship where Eliza had come to realize what she didn’t want.
Her mother had been beautiful but far too fragile. At least as far as her husband was concerned. Her tendency toward drama grated on him, something he’d made clear. As for her father, he didn’t care what his wife thought of his numerous affairs. Was it any wonder that she did everything she could to gain his attention? They hadn’t bothered to argue in private. Eliza and Winston tried to avoid them when they weren’t getting along, which was often.
Those years had taught Eliza not to indulge in drama. She did her best to smother the highs and lows of her emotions from those around her. She had no doubt her effort to act biddable had allowed her to stay longer with relatives than if she’d been honest with her feelings. That had been one of the reasons she’d chosen to eat too many sweets. Better to have a biscuit or two than give in to the urge to cry. 
“How is His Grace faring with not only the loss but inheriting the title?” Eliza asked.
Winston frowned at her. “Well enough, I suppose.” He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “It’s something we all have to endure at one time or another.”
Eliza stared at him in return, amazed that he wasn’t more sympathetic to his friend. “He has much to work through, wouldn’t you agree? To be grieving while having responsibilities thrust upon him must be exhausting.”
“I had the responsibilities of the title thrust upon me.” Winston straightened in his chair, suggesting he was offended by her remark. 
“Which responsibilities are those?” Eliza demanded. 
She knew better than most how few of those he embraced based on the letters she exchanged with relatives and their remarks, along with requests that she remind him to take care of this or that. At times, he seemed to go out of his way to ignore much of what was expected of him, despite being a marquess. 
He gestured in the air, opening his mouth several times before closing it to return her glare in silence. 
Eliza heaved a sigh. She didn’t want him to be angry with her when she wanted them to be closer. “I’m only saying he is grieving and inherited a title he didn’t expect. You knew all along that you would inherit.”
“True.” He relaxed back into his chair.
Winston needed a wife he adored, Eliza decided. Someone who would inspire him and make him strive to be a better man. 
That was the power of love, something she still believed in despite the lack of it in her own life. Thank goodness for romantic novels, which had allowed her to see the potential of that power. No other emotion could make someone change so they might become the person their loved one believed them to be. 
It wasn’t about wanting to change the other person. It was about changing oneself to be better and good enough to deserve them. 
Unfortunately, not everyone had the opportunity to experience that. Her parents certainly hadn’t. And those with titles were often pressured to consider other issues first, especially financial ones, rather than love.
Luckily, she knew Winston wouldn’t insist she marry someone only to gain wealth or land or any other reason. To have the chance to marry for love was a heady thought. That chance made her even more convinced to find a way to make Philip see her as a potential wife, not merely his best friend’s little sister. She had to believe that what she felt was the fragile beginnings of love. With more time together, she would know for certain.
Their age difference was a concern only because he would surely think it so. He might dismiss her if she claimed to care for him too soon, saying she couldn’t yet know her own mind. His friendship with Winston was both an advantage and a disadvantage. It might provide more opportunities to see him but also gave him an excuse to avoid her so as not to upset Winston. She wasn’t certain how her brother would feel if he knew how attracted she was to Philip. Or vice versa.
Somehow, she had to overcome both of those issues. Attraction was something she could try to encourage, assuming she was brave enough to do so. Never mind that she still held doubts about her own worthiness. However, the clock was ticking. According to Winston, Philip intended to marry soon now that he’d inherited. 
She had the skills and knowledge to be a duchess, thanks to finishing school and her travels. But more importantly, she liked to think she could make him happy because she could be whatever he needed her to be. 
She would have to find a way to help him see her as a potential wife—one who was better suited for him than most.
But how?
Lady Bolton had proposed a marriage of convenience to the man she loved. That wasn’t possible for Eliza. She didn’t have anything Philip wanted or needed. Besides, he could have his pick of wives. No, proposing to him didn’t seem as if it would work.
Lady Shaw had suggested a pretend betrothal to the gentleman she cared for. That wouldn’t work for Eliza either. Philip had no reason to agree that she was aware of, nor did she have an excuse to suggest it.
Lady Harriet appeared to still be in the throes of her bold move, so her situation didn’t offer any ideas.
Then where should Eliza start?
She tapped a finger on her lip, thinking over the possibilities. She needed to make him see her as a woman. If he didn’t feel attracted to her, like she did to him, then her efforts would be for naught.
The thought of trying to make him aware of her was enough to make her stomach tighten with nerves. While she looked her best thanks to Nicole, her maid, she worried that wasn’t enough. She feared he wouldn’t like who she was on the inside. 
But what if he did? That question was enough to make her want to move forward.
Perhaps it would be better if she found a reason for them to be together so they could come to know one another better. An excuse to speak to each other and learn each other’s likes and dislikes. Perhaps a shared task of some sort, a common goal.
An idea came to mind. The more she mulled it over, the more she liked it. Of course, he could still easily say no. But she liked to think his friendship with Winston might make him say yes. 
“What has you smiling?” Winston asked with narrowed eyes.
“A book I’ve been reading.” She smiled, certain her answer would keep him from asking further questions. 
“I would’ve thought you’d give up that hobby by now.”
“Why on earth would I do that?”
“It puts strange notions in your head.” He looked at Aunt Frieda. “Wouldn’t you agree?”
“I fully support Eliza reading as many books as she cares to. In fact, you’d do well to read a few, too. Improving one’s mind is something everyone should do.”
Winston stood with a shake of his head. “My mind is fine as it is. Trentworth is coming by for me this evening. No need for either of you to bother greeting him.” With that, he stalked from the room.
Philip was coming to Linford House? Eliza straightened. This could be the perfect opportunity for her to take the next step in her plan. Excitement and nerves filled her at the thought. 
Philip would soon become more aware of her, and she’d know whether or not they had the attraction necessary for a future together. She could hardly wait. 




Chapter Four


Philip paced the drawing room at Linford House, wondering how long he’d have to wait before Winston was ready. In hindsight, he should’ve told his friend to pick him up, but Philip wanted his own carriage this evening. He didn’t intend to stay out as long as Winston would surely want to. Philip’s cousin, Markus, would be joining them as well.  
While Philip knew Winston didn’t care for Markus, Philip wanted to try to forge a bond of sorts with his cousin. The deaths of his father and brother had been a stark reminder of the importance of family. 
But Philip wouldn’t deny that he was often irritated by Markus as well. His poor behavior reflected badly on them all, something Markus didn’t seem to understand. His brother had been better able to make Markus see reason. Perhaps this evening would help their relationship. 
While Philip looked forward to the evening, he wasn’t about to overindulge in anything. There was little worse than waking filled with regret.
He couldn’t resist glancing into the hallway even if his coming to Linford House had nothing to do with the possibility of seeing Eliza again. Certainly, he’d been thinking of her often since coming upon her at the garden party. That was because she looked so different than he remembered. 
He need only remind himself that she was his best friend’s younger sister, not to mention their age difference, to help him stay away from her. Years ago, he considered her much like his own sister.
While his father didn’t speak often of Philip’s mother, he’d insisted Oscar choose a lady near his age, saying the years between him and his wife had added to the distance that separated them. They’d had different interests and friends because of it.
Yet a voice in his head whispered that she was no relation to him. She was a beautiful lady. An eligible lady.
Philip blew out a breath, determined to ignore that voice.
“Good evening, Your Grace.”
He turned to see her standing in the doorway as if he’d conjured her with his thoughts. Blast it. He needed a moment longer to shore up his defenses, especially when she looked as lovely as she did this evening.
She curtsied. The slow graceful movement made his mouth dry.
“Lady Eliza. How nice to see you again.” He bowed. 
Her gown fit her figure perfectly, the neckline low enough to show the tempting swell of her breasts. The pink fabric fell in folds that emphasized her curves. It wasn’t the pale color so many debutantes wore but one in a more vibrant shade. The color was flattering on her, especially since it matched her lips. Full, lush lips.
He wrenched his gaze away, confused by his sudden lust. While he enjoyed women, this kind of reaction was unusual. He blamed it on the fact that Eliza was forbidden. That had to be the explanation.
“I assume you’re waiting for Winston?” She ran the white gloves she held through her hands as she glanced over her shoulder as if expecting him to appear in the doorway at any moment.
Philip dearly wished he would. He hadn’t been prepared for a conversation with Eliza.
“I am.”
Eliza shook her head, a hint of a smile curving her lips. “He still finds it a challenge to be on schedule. Some things never change.” The sparkle in her eyes suggested they shared a secret.
He didn’t want to share a secret or anything else with the lovely lady. Not when her presence set him off balance.
“Where are you going this evening?” he asked in an effort to change the subject. Based on her attire, she was surely venturing out.
“My aunt and I are visiting friends of hers.”
“How nice.”
“We shall see.” She glanced toward the empty doorway once again. “I wonder if...” Eliza paused, her brow furrowed as she placed the tip of a bare finger between those tempting lips.
How ridiculous that the gesture shot straight through him, stirring desire, when more than likely she was going to chew on her nail as she’d been wont to do in her youth.
He told himself not to ask what was on her mind but had to clamp his lips together to keep from doing so.
She looked at him from under her lashes then pulled that finger from those lips.
Damn.
“What is it?” he asked only to silently curse himself for his lack of will.
“It’s probably too much to ask.” She shook her head, her brow still puckered.
“You won’t know until you inquire.” There. At least he’d kept himself from begging her to share what was on her mind.
He wished she hadn’t changed so much in her years away. The finishing school in Switzerland. Months in Paris and who knew where else with her aunt. She was so different from the little girl he’d enjoyed teasing. 
Why couldn’t he keep his focus on his plan to court one of the Graham sisters? They were all older and more experienced than Eliza and doing so would honor his brother’s memory. Any one of them could manage a household, host a ball, and comport herself with the decorum necessary of a duchess.
Eliza was not for him.
“It’s a simple favor, really.” She drew closer, her doubtful expression suggesting she was still uncertain whether to proceed.
“What sort of favor?” He wanted to know more than he wanted his next breath.
Her smile was shy and sweet but the look in her eyes belied it. “There is a certain gentleman who has caught my interest.”
“Already? Who?” Protective instincts he hadn’t realized he had reared up to tighten every muscle in his body. Whoever it was couldn’t possibly be good enough for her.
“I refuse to say. You’d only interfere with my plan. Or worse, tell Winston.” She stepped closer still until she was within reach.
He was proud of himself for keeping his hands at his sides even if they were fisted. “What is your plan?” 
She waved in dismissal, the graceful gesture making him long to take that hand with its long, elegant fingers in his. 
“Never mind. I shouldn’t have raised the topic to begin with.”
Damn if he wasn’t going to have to beg after all. He couldn’t stand not knowing what she intended to ask. “What is the favor?” Surely his tone didn’t reflect this burning need to know her deepest thoughts.
Her lips twisted, weakening his knees. “Would it be too much to ask if you could pay a little attention to me at the next gathering? Just a few minutes of conversation. Perhaps a dance at one of the upcoming balls and maybe the one after that. For the next few weeks. That might help the gentleman notice me. With your assistance, I will surely catch his attention.” 
The hopeful look in her green eyes insisted it would take a stronger man than him to refuse her.
This felt like more than a simple favor. Yet on the surface, it was just that. He would more than likely be at the same events as she since he was looking for a bride. Speaking and dancing with her would be no hardship.
“Tell me his name.” He truly wanted to know.
She drew closer and brushed his lapel as if to remove a piece of lint. The intimacy of the gesture sent his heart hammering. “I can’t say. Not yet.” Her gaze captured his. Why did he feel as if it captured far more? “Would you do this for me?”
It was a poor idea given these strange feelings he had for her. He should definitely refuse. The less time he spent with her, the better. “Yes, I’ll help you.”
“Truly?” Her bright smile sent his heart racing even as his mouth went dry. “Thank you so much.”
In that moment, he knew beyond a doubt that he was headed for trouble with a capital T. But he was powerless to take back his words when she was looking at him with those intriguing green eyes. Lord, help him in the days to come.
[image: image-placeholder]The following morning, Eliza was still giddy with excitement. She’d been certain Philip would refuse. His stern expression had made her sure of it. Her asking for the favor would provide an excuse for them to be together. He’d be obligated to converse with her and share a dance or two. 
Her plan was perfect.
Little did he know the man to whom she referred was him. It wouldn’t be difficult to keep that secret.
She wished she would’ve asked him not to tell Winston but perhaps that wasn’t necessary. It seemed doubtful that he’d share the arrangement with her brother and risk his displeasure.
Winston hadn’t made an appearance for breakfast, and she was surprised when he strolled into the drawing room just before luncheon where she was alone working on her tatting.
“Was your evening enjoyable?” she asked. 
Based on the paleness of his face, he seemed to be suffering a headache in addition to being tired.
“What I can remember of it,” he said with a half-hearted smile. “You won’t hear me admitting that to Aunt Frieda.”
She shook her head, unable to imagine indulging in alcohol to that extent. It sounded terrible. If she wanted to set aside what was happening in her life, she need only sink into the pages of a good book. “I assume you were out quite late.”
“I returned as dawn broke.” He walked to the window to peer out. 
“Did the Duke stay out that late as well?” She supposed she should know if such outings were part of his normal behavior. If so, would he continue them after he married? She hoped not.
“Trentworth departed much sooner. He’s becoming quite the bore these days. His cousin, Viscount Delbert, stayed longer than I did.”
Eliza couldn’t deny a sense of relief. One thing she knew beyond a doubt was that she didn’t want a marriage like her parents. That was a condition on which she refused to budge.
What had the three men done? Her curiosity got the better of her. “Play cards, did you?”
“Yes.”
“Were wagers placed?” 
Winston frowned at the question. “Yes. Why?”
“Did you win?”
“More often than not.” He returned from the window to sit in a nearby chair. “Do not worry. I haven’t gambled away my inheritance or your dowry if that’s what you’re wondering.”
In truth, the thought hadn’t crossed her mind, but perhaps it should’ve. “That isn’t likely to happen, is it?”
“Definitely not. I have no desire to be forced to find a wealthy bride.” He shuddered at the thought.
Eliza nodded. “Good. I prefer you find someone we both like without worrying over whether she has a fortune.” Perhaps one of the ladies in the literary league would make him a good wife and inspire him to be more. She would consider the idea again after she’d been a member of the league longer.
“You’re not going to start nagging me about marrying, too, are you?” Winston studied her with narrowed blood-shot eyes.
“Nothing of the sort.” She knew from experience that telling Winston what he should do would have the opposite effect. “I’m sure you aren’t in any hurry to take a wife. Doing so would be a terrible responsibility and so inconvenient.”
She picked up her tatting to suggest she considered the subject closed.
“It would be.” Winston nodded. “I’m pleased you realize that.”
“Most definitely. Besides, you just aren’t ready for marriage.” She kept her attention on her ivory shuttle, creating a ring with the thread. With practiced ease, she looped the thread over her opposite hand and inserted the shuttle through the ring before risking a glance at him. “Perhaps in a few more years.”
“A few more years?” Winston seemed uncertain whether he should be offended by her remark. “How do you mean?”
She returned her focus to the tatting and made another ring. “From your letters, not that you wrote often, I gained the impression that you prefer your life with its...simple pleasures, not so different than Father.” 
He scoffed, looking around the room. “I’m not anything like Father.”
She smiled. “Not at all. It’s just that you spend your time in a similar way.” That should be enough on the topic to stir the pot. Now for the next issue she wanted to address. “Will you be attending the upcoming charity ball?”
He paused, his mind obviously still on the previous conversation. “I haven’t decided. Why?”
“I intend to go and thought it would be nice if you were there as it’s my first ball since I’ve returned home.”
Winston scowled. “Why do I need to be there? Isn’t Aunt Frieda going? Surely, there’s no need for both of us to go.”
“I suppose that’s true.” Perfect. She didn’t want him there because he would question any attention Philip paid her, and Philip would be less likely to do so with Winston watching.
She would have to face that eventually, but the longer she could put it off, the better. Philip needed time to become committed to their agreement first. Once he’d done it a few times, he would be less likely to change his mind.
She hid a smile. The day was getting better and better. 




Chapter Five


Philip shifted his shoulders, his evening attire more uncomfortable than usual. He almost felt as if he wore his brother’s jacket rather than his own. But no, the sensation was due to the fact that he didn’t want to be at Bentram House for a musicale. 
He didn’t particularly care for music and certainly not when it was performed by those who should find a hobby more suited to their limited talents.
His aunt had mentioned the invitation at the last minute. “Didn’t I tell you that I accepted on our behalf? I am certain I did. All three of the Graham sisters will be there along with other guests, of course. It will be an opportunity to compare and contrast them, don’t you think? That should aid in your decision.”
At times, he wondered if his aunt enjoyed putting him in situations that made him ill at ease. Perhaps even relished doing so. She probably thought it was good for him to have these experiences or some such nonsense.
Chances were few, if any, that any of his friends would attend. In moments like this, loneliness washed over him. Had his father ever felt the same way? Philip barely remembered his mother as she died when he was five, but had his father missed her? If so, he’d never mentioned it. For the first time, Philip wondered if his father had been a little cold-hearted.
While being a duke often made Philip the center of attention, it also served to isolate him. He hadn’t expected that, nor did he like it. He’d always had a wide circle of friends. Now it seemed as if he had a wide circle of acquaintances instead. It wasn’t the same at all. 
He supposed it was to be expected when he no longer partook in the same activities that he had in the past. He’d gone so far as to distance himself from friends who seemed inclined to indulge in vices they should’ve outgrown. The future suddenly seemed a long and lonely path.
Would a wife change that or make the feeling worse?
“I suppose we didn’t need to arrive quite so early.” Aunt Eleanor waved a fan before her face. 
Philip shoved aside his thoughts, noting how warm the room was already, and they were among the few in it. Unfortunately, the heat would only grow worse once more guests arrived.
“I thought the sisters might arrive early as well, and we’d have a chance to converse,” she added when he didn’t respond.
“It’s fine.” He managed a smile, reminding himself how much he appreciated her guidance. “This way, we have our choice of seats.”
She glanced at the empty chairs lined up in neat rows. “True. Shall we take ones in the front row?”
“No.” His vehement answer caused her eyes to widen. “It will be more convenient to stay toward the back in the event that we need to converse with one another.” Or leave if the performance was truly terrible.
“Very well.” She nodded as if appreciating the wisdom of his reply.
He couldn’t imagine sitting in the front where he’d be forced to feign enjoyment for the next two hours. The thought was enough to make him shudder.
Before he could gesture for her to lead the way to the chairs, the sound of voices heralded the arrival of other guests. His breath stuck in his throat as Lady Eliza and her aunt, Lady Frieda Ainsworth, entered the room in addition to half a dozen others.
Eliza was the only one who held his attention. She looked around the music room with interest, her gaze on the instruments at the opposite end. 
He found it fascinating how she always appeared to be thoroughly engaged in whatever was happening around her. When she cast that attention in his direction, he smiled before he considered whether it wise to do so. He didn’t want any gossip to surround them.
Her warm smile in return melted away the concern as she made her way toward him along with her aunt. Her focused attention was enough to send a heated flush along his skin. He didn’t understand his reaction to her. Perhaps he was becoming ill, not that he was ever sick.
“Your Grace,” Eliza said with her smile still in place.
Philip braced himself as she curtsied yet still his body tightened as she gracefully dipped low, holding the skirts of her gown and managing to make it look elegant. 
He was definitely coming down with some sort of illness if a simple curtsy bothered him so.
“Lady Eliza. I hope the evening finds you well.” He bowed. “You remember my aunt, Lady Eleanor Carstairs.”
“Of course. Such a pleasure to see you again.” Eliza shared her warm smile with his aunt who didn’t seem immune to Eliza’s charms either. “I’m sure you remember my aunt, Lady Frieda Ainsworth.”
As the two older ladies exchanged pleasantries, Eliza leaned close to Philip. “Isn’t it interesting that we both have aunts who often accompany us?”
“It’s an odd thing to have in common.” He bent close.  “Does yours drive you half-crazed like mine does?” he asked in a whisper.
Eliza’s eyes widened. She glanced in her aunt’s direction, clearly worried she’d overheard them. But their aunts were conversing with one another and paid them no mind.
“Yes.” A smile teased her lips once more. “But I shall deny it to the ends of the earth if you tell anyone.”
“Never. I won’t share it with yours if you don’t with mine.”
“It’s not that I don’t appreciate her,” Eliza began. She seemed to regret she’d said anything. 
“Trust me. There’s no need to explain. I appreciate my aunt’s assistance as well. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”
“Exactly.” She relaxed at his words.
“But sometimes—” His aunt chose that moment to look directly at him, cutting off his words.
Philip smiled blandly, doing his best to look as innocent as possible, though he wasn’t certain the attempt was successful.
Eliza turned away, but he noted her shoulders shaking with laughter out of the corner of his eye.
Aunt Eleanor returned to her conversation with Eliza’s aunt, and he released a relieved breath.
“That was nearly unfortunate,” he whispered.
Eliza regained her composure and met his gaze, the amused sparkle in her eyes a lovely sight. “We shall take better care in the future.”
“Indeed, we will.” 
“Surely, we can think of something better to share other than our aunts and Winston.”
“I’m certain we can. We must give it additional thought.”
Her attention shifted to take in the rest of the room. He followed her gaze only to see several of the guests looking in their direction before whispering to one another. Apparently, tongues were already wagging about the attention he’d paid her.
It made her request for the favor seem more logical even if he didn’t like the idea of helping her gain another man’s notice. 
The thought broke their moment of connection. Such a feeling was rare at events like this and with the people who frequented them. 
He watched as her aunt asked a question, pulling Eliza into their conversation and the fragile link they’d shared ended. His attention was taken by another acquaintance and soon after, Eliza and her aunt took their seats near the middle of the rows of chairs.
Disappointment speared through him. He’d rather hoped they’d sit near him and his aunt. He liked Eliza. Her positivity and warmth were a ray of light he hadn’t known was missing from his life.
He spoke with several other acquaintances and soon, the music began. 
Philip didn’t care to count the number of times he had to force his gaze away from the back of Eliza’s delicate neck and shoulders. That was only because there was little else to look at, he told himself. But not for a moment would he deny how much he appreciated the beautiful distraction she offered.
Did he dare speak with her again after the performance?
[image: image-placeholder]Eliza hadn’t planned on seeing Philip at the musicale, and it was a pleasant surprise. A thrill, in truth. She’d been careful not to spend too much time with him, not wanting to stir gossip. And she certainly didn’t want him to realize how attracted she was to him.
As the music went on and on, it required all of her will to quell the urge to turn and look at him. If only they had sat behind him rather than in front. 
She nearly smiled at the thought of their shared secret of how they felt about their aunts. It was nice to know she wasn’t the only one with mixed feelings about a relative, although his aunt seemed very nice.
“Perhaps they should’ve spent more time tuning their instruments,” Aunt Frieda whispered. 
Eliza’s face heated as she looked out of the corner of her eye at the other guests seated nearby, hoping they hadn’t heard her. 
“How many more do they intend to play?” her aunt asked after the next piece ended.
Eliza tensed, certain the lady two seats away was staring at them in disapproval. “I think they’re quite good.”
“Humph.” 
Luckily, Aunt Frieda kept any further comments to herself. Now Eliza really wished she could turn to look at Philip to see if she could tell if his aunt said such things to him.
After the performance finally ended, Eliza turned to her aunt. “Why don’t I fetch us a glass of lemonade?”
“Very well. I hope it’s not overly tart.” 
Eliza rose and moved to the queue at the refreshment table only to feel a shiver of awareness run along her spine.
Philip. There could be no other reason for it.
She turned to see him a short distance away, his gaze holding on her. 
He lifted a brow as if to ask if all was well.
Eliza sent a pointed look at her aunt, hoping her expression shared some of her frustration.
He grinned in response as if he understood completely.
She lifted her brow in turn and had to smother a laugh when he briefly closed his eyes, feigning sleep. Then he touched his ear as if it pained him, which only made her laugh harder.
Her attention was diverted when she reached the refreshment table and selected two glasses. 
Philip was now conversing with some of the other guests. Three ladies, to be specific. They were clearly sisters based on their similar looks. It took a moment for her to realize she’d seen him speaking with at least one of them at the garden party.
Disappointed not to share another smile with him, she returned to where her aunt was sitting to find her conversing with two other ladies near her age. Eliza took a seat and her aunt reached for the lemonade while still listening to the conversation.
“It was a tragedy for certain,” one lady said, her voice low.
“But His Grace has clearly kept the reputation of the family in mind based on the changes in his behavior during the past year,” the second lady added.
Eliza frowned, realizing they spoke of Philip since he was the only duke in attendance. She’d known him a long while and though she couldn’t claim a close relationship, she’d always thought him an honorable person. More than that, he was kind. What changes had he made that caught the attention of these ladies and others who liked to gossip?
“So many thought he would make a terrible duke.”
“Because he is nothing like his father or brother,” the other one added with a shake of her head. 
Eliza stiffened at the insult, and it was all she could do not to protest. He might have acted much like other men his age and done more than his share of carousing, along with her brother, but that didn’t make him a bad person.
“I do hope he continues his efforts to follow in his father’s footsteps.” The two shared a pointed look.
The other lady sighed. “His brother would’ve been the perfect duke. As is so often the case with the spare, the younger brothers don’t quite come up to snuff.”
The first lady glanced to where Philip was standing. “It would be so romantic if he married one of the Graham sisters. That would silence any who questioned his behavior.”
Eliza’s heart leapt to her throat. “Who are the Graham sisters?” she asked before she could stop herself. 
Aunt Frieda frowned at her, no doubt thinking it inappropriate of her to encourage gossip, but Eliza wanted to know who they were talking about.
“He’s visiting with the three sisters now. The eldest, Lady Charlotte, was betrothed to his brother. If all had gone as planned, she might be the duchess now.”
The other lady touched her friend’s arm. “Of course, it would be understandable if he chose one of her sisters instead. It is well and good to follow in your brother’s footsteps, but not too closely.” 
The two shared a smile, clearly of one opinion on the matter.
Eliza looked to where Philip continued speaking with the three ladies, who were all quite beautiful with their pale hair and fine features. The idea of his future already being set was terrible. Horrible. Disheartening. Did he truly intend to marry one of them?
If so, why hadn’t Winston mentioned it? Then again, her brother wasn’t the most reliable source of information when it came to such things. 
“A betrothal has not been announced?” Eliza asked, a sick feeling building in the pit of her stomach.
“No. His Grace has spent much of the time at the country estate since he inherited. From what I understand, he was busy implementing the changes his father had planned but didn’t have the chance to complete before his death.” She tapped her chest. “I will admit that I was quite touched when I heard that.”
“As was I,” the other lady nodded with understanding.
“But I will be even more touched if he marries one of the Graham sisters”, the first one added.
Eliza took a sip of her lemonade to keep from saying something she shouldn’t. With effort, she focused on the good news—no betrothal was yet in place. That meant she still had a chance.
Suddenly, she couldn’t bear to hear anymore from the pair. “Please excuse me for a moment.” She smiled politely at her aunt and the other ladies then rose, needing a moment to collect her thoughts.
She kept her gaze away from Philip, not wanting to see him speaking with the sisters. How awful to hear this when she thought they were building a connection. Several slow breaths did little to ease the hint of panic that threatened. At least the glass of lemonade gave her something to do with her hands.
“Is something amiss?”
Eliza spun to find Philip behind her, her lemonade nearly sloshing over the glass at the movement. She pressed a hand to her thudding heart. “You startled me, Your Grace.”
He lifted a brow as if finding that amusing. “You must’ve been deep in thought to not realize my approach.” He glanced at her gown. “I hope your drink didn’t spill.”
She followed his gaze. How embarrassing if it had. She was supposed to be trying to attract him, not make him think she was still as clumsy as she had been in her youth. “No, it didn’t,” she said, relieved that she wouldn’t have to endure Aunt Frieda’s displeasure.
“Did you decide you couldn’t listen to your aunt for another moment?” he asked. Then his expression tightened as his gaze swept the room. “Or is the gentleman who caught your interest here?”
Her mind went blank at the last question. Would it be better to say he was or wasn’t? Yet as she realized how few men had attended the musical, the answer was clear. “No, he isn’t.”
“Oh.” Surely that wasn’t relief in his expression. “So the issue is your aunt?”
“It’s just that at times, she is less than optimistic.” Eliza nearly winced. While it was true, she didn’t mean to speak ill of her to others.
He nodded in understanding. “That can be difficult to bear. It must’ve made traveling with her a challenge.”
“Indeed. Few things meet her expectations and even fewer people.”
“Including you?” he suggested.
“I do believe I’m near the top of her list.” She smiled. “Directly behind Winston.”
Philip chuckled. “Your actions must pale in comparison to his.”
“True.” It was nice to speak to him about the issue despite her guilt. She glanced past his shoulder to where the three sisters remained. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of meeting the ladies to whom you were speaking.” 
Only too late did she realize that her remark revealed she’d been watching him. Another embarrassing misstep. If she weren’t careful, he’d realize how little she’d changed from the awkward girl she’d been.
But Philip appeared oblivious as his focus shifted to the sisters. “I’m certain you’ll meet the Graham sisters soon. The eldest, Lady Charlotte, was betrothed to my brother before he died.”
The flash of pain across his features caught her heart. “I’m sorry.”
He nodded and blew out a breath, then made a concerted effort to smooth his expression. “As am I.”
She waited to see if he’d say more—such as he intended to take his brother’s place. Was it wrong to hope with all her heart that he didn’t?
“I suppose I should return to them,” he said. “If all is well with you, that is.”
“It is. Thank you.” She was touched he’d come to check on her. While she still didn’t know his intentions toward the sisters, each day until he proposed to one was a chance for her to help him see another option—her. Somehow, she needed to continue to use the favor to move her plan along and hope her efforts would be enough.




Chapter Six


“How unfortunate that the weather isn’t cooperating for the charity ball,” Aunt Eleanor said as their carriage made its way through the wet London streets. 
“A downpour won’t stop the guests from coming.” Philip glanced at the rain-covered window. “It takes more than a deluge to keep Londoners from an event like this.”
In truth, the drizzle that had fallen all day and now had turned more serious as night fell perfectly suited him. What had started the feeling, he couldn’t precisely say. He only knew he was restless.
Which was ridiculous when he was fortunate compared to many. Granted, the loss of his father and brother had been a terrible blow. But grief alone didn’t explain his current mood.
He tended to think it was the fault of a pair of emerald green eyes. Maybe not emerald. More like the fields in Ireland—fresh and vibrant. Those two words could be used to describe Eliza in every way. At any rate, the lady had him thoroughly unsettled.
He’d been fine with choosing one of the Graham sisters to wed until Eliza had reentered his life. Now he was questioning that expectation, along with the others that had been thrust upon him and wondering if his life was proceeding on the proper path. If only she hadn’t asked for that favor, he could more easily remove her from his thoughts. 
In truth, he had mixed feelings about assisting her. Should he mention her request to Winston? While her brother acted as if he wasn’t concerned about his sister’s future, Philip tended to think that would change once a man began to pursue her.
How far should Philip go to pay her attention? They had to be careful and not cause gossip. In truth, he didn’t think she needed his help. Not with her beauty and fine figure, not to mention what he assumed would be a sizeable dowry. Gone was the shy, insecure girl he’d once known. Few traces of her remained.
Perhaps he should have a word with Winston to be certain arrangements had been made for a suitable amount as it would help encourage suitors. 
The thought had him shifting in his seat. He didn’t want to encourage anyone to court Eliza. Few men of his acquaintance were worthy of her. Too many were like Winston, more focused on their own pleasure than being honorable in a manner she deserved.
He nearly scoffed at the thought. The same could have been said of him just over a year ago. Inheriting had changed his path, though he couldn’t say the same for other lords who had taken a title. Many still seemed bent on pursuing what caught their eye rather than seeing to anyone else’s needs. Most were selfish boors as far as he was concerned, and none deserved Eliza. Winston had moments of maturity but needed to step up now that his sister was with him for the foreseeable future.
“May I ask your plan for this evening?” Aunt Eleanor asked, interrupting his thoughts.
“How do you mean?” He was attending the charity ball. That was enough of a plan, wasn’t it?
“Will you dance with each of the Graham ladies?”
He nearly groaned at the thought. Speaking with them at the musicale had been painful enough. Dancing with them as well sounded like torture.
“I suppose that would be best,” he said at last. 
“That’s a fine idea. I don’t mind telling you that half the ton is already applauding the attention you’ve paid them thus far.”
Philip frowned, uncertain why he should care what anyone else thought, only to realize that if he wanted to honor his father’s memory and the family’s reputation, that meant wanting others to think well of his actions in addition to himself.
The weight on his shoulders suddenly felt heavier than ever.
“Perhaps you should dance with the eldest daughter second. Dancing with her first or last might place too much importance on it. I wouldn’t want anyone, including her, to gain the wrong impression since you’re still undecided.”
“True. I’ll be certain to dance with other ladies as well.” The idea lifted his mood since it provided an excuse to dance with Eliza in addition to granting her favor. What had his life come to that time with Eliza was enough to change his spirits so quickly when he’d just told himself that she was the cause of his restlessness?
“Excellent idea.”
The carriage slowed and the warm glow of the lights of the Pavilion near Regent Street came into view. The short flight of stairs leading to the three-story stone building was lined with torches and liveried footmen holding umbrellas to assist guests. Well dressed gentlemen and ladies hurried out of carriages and up the stairs to escape the rain. 
It would’ve been a fine night to remain home. He could be relaxing in the study with a glass of whiskey. Instead, he was about to become damp and miserable, the latter not just because of the rain. Was it because he was supposed to be selecting a bride or that he was attending a ball where so many would be watching? 
Aunt Eleanor studied him from across the carriage as they waited to pull closer, a small smile of understanding curving her lips. “Do try to remember this is for charity. The orphans of London will be better off for us coming out on a night like this.”
“True.” He shrugged to further dispel his foul mood and tried to think of something he looked forward to this evening. 
Seeing Eliza was the only one that came to mind.
Before he could name another, the carriage pulled forward and it was their turn to alight.
Soon they were inside, and his aunt stepped into the small room just off the entrance to leave her cloak and straighten her gown. His uncle and cousin would join them later. Philip nodded at a few acquaintances but didn’t approach anyone, preferring to wait until they were fully inside to do so.
“Shall we?” his aunt asked and took his arm to pass through the double doors that stood open to the ballroom. 
The high-ceilinged room boasted gold and ivory accents and massive chandeliers that glittered with candlelight. Mirrors lined two of the walls and rain-spattered windows a third.
Numerous guests stood visiting while musicians played softly in the background. Dancing had yet to begin.
“Where would you prefer to stand?” his aunt asked. She insisted that since he was a duke, others should approach him rather than them wandering through ballrooms.
Philip didn’t especially care for her method as it felt too formal. He preferred to pause to speak with those he wanted to greet as he went and keep walking if he didn’t wish to talk to someone. It was more difficult to escape a person he didn’t like if they approached him.
“Let us walk around the room before we decide,” he suggested.
They hadn’t gone far when they came upon Lord and Lady Bolton. The couple was newly married, but he’d known Anthony Stanhope since university. Though now the Earl of Bolton, he was the same serious-minded person he’d always been. It was clear that his wife offered him much-needed levity and enjoyment of life. The man looked much happier since his marriage.
“Good evening, Bolton.”
“Your Grace.” Bolton bowed as his wife curtsied. “How good to see you again.”
The couple had held a dinner party the previous month that Philip thoroughly enjoyed. Watching the pair, who were so obviously in love, made him wonder if there was more to marriage than he’d thought.
But love was rare and fate fickle. It seemed more likely to be struck by lightning than to fall under its spell, let alone for two people to experience it simultaneously.
“A worthy cause is impossible to ignore,” Philip answered. “You remember my aunt, Lady Carstairs.”
“Of course.” 
After pleasantries were shared, Philip glanced around the room. “It appears they will have an excellent turnout despite the poor weather.”
Guests were continuing to file in and already crowded the room. A lady in blue caught his notice. Though he only saw a glimpse of her, he knew immediately that it was Eliza. She was across the room, yet still, his heart sped, his body tightened, and all his senses went on high alert. 
He turned away, taken aback by his reaction. It felt as if he’d lost control on some fundamental level when that was something he prided himself on and a requirement of his position. 
Unfortunately, his body ignored all of that.
An elbow nudged him in the side, and he looked to see Aunt Eleanor staring at him.
At his blank look, she frowned. “Lord Bolton asked you a question.”
“Apologies.” He shifted his focus to his friend. “I thought I saw someone I knew.”
Bolton smiled, his gaze moving past Philip in Eliza’s direction. 
He only hoped the earl didn’t realize it was a lady who’d caught his attention or who that lady was. His friend wouldn’t let him hear the end of it given their previous conversations on marriage.
“Not at all. I was asking if you intended to remain in London until Parliament is in session again.”
“More than likely.” That wouldn’t be until February, but staying in London until then, especially over the Christmas holiday, was preferable to returning to the country estate where so many memories filled the halls. 
Parliamentary sessions could be tedious, but his father had felt it was an important part of his duties, and Philip agreed.
The conversation turned to politics briefly, something Philip normally enjoyed speaking to Bolton about. But this evening, it was all he could do to keep his mind on the topic when the image of a lady in a blue gown held his thoughts.
At last, he gave in to the urge to turn to look at Eliza again. Though she’d moved, he found her as if knowing intuitively where she was despite the crowded room. Perhaps there was more to the connection he’d felt with her than he realized.
“Is something amiss?” Bolton asked, once again looking past him to see who had caught his attention.
“Not at all.” Other than the fact that he could no longer deny his attraction to Eliza.
There. He’d admitted it to himself. Hopefully, that would allow him to push it from his mind. How unfortunate that the favor he’d agreed to grant her prevented him from avoiding her in the future.
A voice in his head laughed at the thought. As if that were possible. 
“I saw someone with whom I need to speak,” Philip added. “But I’m certain they’re not going anywhere.” He could hardly rush to her side and request a dance when the musicians had yet to begin playing.
Yet that was exactly what he wanted to do.
“Oh. How nice,” Lady Bolton murmured as she, too, looked past him to where Eliza stood.
“What is it, my dear?” Bolton asked.
“Lady Eliza Chadwick is here.” She glanced at her husband. “She’s one of the new members of the literary league.”
“I haven’t yet had the pleasure of meeting her,” Bolton said.
To Philip’s dismay, Lady Bolton departed to fetch her and was soon escorting her to them. He’d hoped for more time to prepare himself. To bolster his defenses. Something about the lady sent his good intentions and common sense flying out the window.
“Lady Eliza?” His aunt frowned. “Isn’t that the one you spoke with at the garden party?”
“Yes, it is,” Philip confirmed.
“It seems everyone knows her but me.” Bolton lifted a brow at Philip, making it clear he was surprised Philip knew her. Or had he already noted Philip’s fascination with her?
Before he could try to explain, Lady Bolton returned with Eliza at her side.
“Good evening.” Eliza smiled at the small group. That smile widened when her gaze settled on Philip. Damn if she didn’t curtsy. “Your Grace.”
He clenched his teeth to quell his reaction as he bowed in return. “Lady Eliza.”
Her attention shifted to his aunt. “How lovely to see you again, Lady Carstairs. May I say how pretty your gown is?”
“How kind of you to say so.” Aunt Eleanor smoothed her skirts, looking quite pleased by the compliment. 
“The color is very becoming,” Her gaze shifted to Bolton as Lady Bolton introduced them.
“Lord Bolton.” Eliza extended her hand to the earl which he took and dipped his head. Why had she never done that to Philip? “I feel as if we’ve already met since your wonderful wife has shared so much about you.”
“Has she? I hope it was favorable.” Bolton studied Eliza before looking at Philip with a knowing smile.
“It was, indeed,” Eliza said as Bolton returned his attention to her. 
“Then I shall return the favor and tell you how amazing my wife is.” Bolton grinned as Lady Bolton blushed, shaking her head.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Eliza,” he added. “I know your brother, Linford, of course, though it’s been some time since we’ve spoken.”
“Winston has been living the bachelor life far too long, but now my aunt and I have joined him and clipped his wings.” Eliza’s smile made it impossible not to do so in return.
The earl chuckled. “I’m sure he’s pleased to have you with him.”
“I believe that’s yet to be determined, isn’t that right, Your Grace?” Her gaze shifted to Philip again, and his heart leapt in response. Unfortunate when it had just been slowing its beat. 
“Not at all,” Philip denied. “He just mentioned the other evening how much he enjoyed having you home.”
“So gracious of you to say even if I don’t believe you.” She offered him a wry look. “How did you come to be acquainted with Lord and Lady Bolton?”
“Bolton and I were at university together, although I’m a year or two older. We’ve been friends for some time.” Philip hoped he successfully masked his reaction to Eliza, though the way his friend watched him made him wonder.
“Long friends are the best kind.” The brightness in Eliza’s expression dimmed as longing briefly shadowed her face. “I’m so grateful Lady Bolton has allowed me to join her book club.” 
“We’re pleased to have you,” Lady Bolton replied. “It is always a pleasure to find a fellow reader who enjoys books as much as our members do.”
“I didn’t realize you still enjoyed reading,” Philip said. Certainly, he’d seen her with a book in hand in her youth, but many outgrew the habit.
Eliza’s eyes sparkled, her enthusiasm returning in full. “I can’t imagine not having a book or two in progress. They’re always such a comfort, and I’ve learned so much from reading.”
A comfort? How so? Why did she need that? Because of her parents’ deaths? He knew that had been a trying time, and he didn’t think her brother had been especially helpful. Had she not enjoyed her years in Switzerland? She’d already mentioned her aunt could often be challenging. He wished they were alone so he could ask for details.
“I couldn’t agree more.” Lady Bolton reached out to touch her arm. “I’m so pleased we met.” She sent her husband a pointed look. “Not everyone appreciates our literary league or its mission.”
“Isn’t it to read and discuss books?” Aunt Eleanor asked.
“Yes, of course.” Lady Bolton nodded. Then her lips tightened. “But we have other interests. Those are secondary, obviously, despite rumors to the contrary.”
Philip frowned, uncertain as to what she referred. Clearly, her words held a hidden meaning he’d missed.
Bolton shook his head. “The gossip will pass.” His gaze met his wife’s, and his entire countenance softened. “I can’t deny that I’m pleased the league has other agendas in addition to chatting about books.”
Lady Bolton laughed. “I certainly have no regrets.”
“Hmm.” Philip glanced around the group, noting Eliza seemed to have found something interesting to watch across the room. “I feel as if I’ve missed something.”
Lady Bolton waved a hand in the air. “Nothing important, Your Grace.”
“Very well.” He hoped Eliza would shed some light on it as he had the feeling she knew what was truly being said even if she pretended indifference at the moment.
The musicians began to play in earnest, indicating the dancing had begun. Excellent. The idea of holding Eliza filled him with anticipation.
“Lady Eliza, may I have the honor of the next dance?”
Her eyes widened in surprise and what he hoped was pleasure. “I should like that very much.”
It wouldn’t do to ask her for the very first dance as that would imply he was interested in courting her.
Which he wasn’t, he reminded himself. Nothing of the sort. Eliza was not for him. If only the reminder didn’t leave a sour taste in his mouth.
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Lady Bolton’s obvious interest as she looked between Eliza and Philip made Eliza even more excited. It almost seemed as if her new friend thought there was hope for a match between them. Somehow, that had Eliza wondering if it truly was possible. 
They conversed for a while longer, but with each moment that passed, Eliza’s nerves grew taut with anticipation until she felt as if she were strung like an archer’s bow.
As the music finally faded, she glanced under her lashes toward Philip, who continued to visit with Lord Bolton. Had he forgotten? Should she remind him that they were to dance? 
Aunt Frieda joined them, and Eliza nearly screamed in frustration as more introductions were made.
“Oh yes, the literary league.” Her aunt nodded. “Eliza is quite pleased to have joined.”
Disappointment settled into the pit of her stomach as the clock ticked and it seemed clear that she and Philip were not going to dance after all. 
“I do believe you promised me this dance, Lady Eliza.” 
She nearly sighed with relief and turned to face him with a smile. “Indeed, I did.”
He frowned in response. “Is something amiss?”
Realizing her smile must be overly bright, she reminded herself to better control her emotions and took his offered hand. “Not at all.” 
She glanced at the others as Philip said, “If you’ll please excuse us.”
Aunt Frieda didn’t seem overly impressed that she was dancing with Philip. Was that because she assumed His Grace was only doing so because of his friendship with Winston?
The thought dimmed her smile because it was a painful reminder of the truth. 
Philip was dancing with her because she’d asked for his help. And he’d agreed to that because of his friendship with her brother. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have looked twice at her.
Her thoughts spiraled downward as they made their way to the dance floor. 
Philip leaned close as they moved into place. “Is he here?”
The whisper sent a shiver along her skin and caught her breath. That was, until the words sank in. “Who?” she asked, already knowing the answer.
“The gentleman whose attention you wish to catch.”
Her heart sank. How she wished she could’ve convinced Philip to agree to the favor without lying. But it was such a small lie. As long as she didn’t take it any further, all would be well. At least, that was her hope.
“I have yet to see him, but I believe he is expected.” The moment she said yes, he’d insist she point him out. That would never do. She didn’t want to involve anyone else in her plan.
“Hmm. Perhaps I should’ve asked you to dance later in the evening.”
Eliza pressed her lips tight, not wanting to talk about the supposed man or the favor anymore. She only wanted to enjoy her first dance with Philip. 
“This is lovely,” she said, hoping to shift his focus to the moment rather than on the favor.
Philip smiled. “Is this your first dance since returning to London?”
“It is.” She held his gaze. “I’m pleased it’s with you.”
Before he could respond, the dance began. Though she wished she was graceful and made it look effortless like the other ladies, she wasn’t. Especially when she felt so many people watching them.
She needed to take care not to embarrass him, lest he never want to dance with her again. She carefully counted steps, watching her feet as they turned then moved across the floor.
“Eliza.” The deep timbre of his voice saying her name brought back the delicious shiver.
“Yes?”
“Relax. You need only follow my lead. Allow me to guide you.”
Her mouth went dry at his words and the look in his grey-blue eyes. It was as if they were talking about something else entirely. Her gaze dropped to his lips and all thought fell away. Would she ever have the chance to kiss him? She was breathless at the idea.
Then he pulled her closer. Close enough to feel the heat of his body. To her shock, her breasts tightened in response, and longing filled her. It was all she could do not to move closer still.
The thought caused her to misstep, and she brushed against him. As if on cue, liquid heat swirled through her.
“Relax,” he whispered again. “I have you.”
Good heavens. It was as if he were speaking an erotic love language the way her senses responded. Yet the echo of his promise rang through her mind. As she stared into his eyes, the tension that had been holding her melted away.
Everything—and everyone—disappeared until it was only the two of them gliding along the dance floor, swaying in time to the music.
He spun her, and she had to laugh, the feeling was so exhilarating. 
“See? You can trust me,” he said. 
She already did. What worried her was that if they shared another dance or two, he would soon hold her heart. If her plan failed, where would that leave her?




Chapter Seven


Nearly half an hour later, Philip found himself on the dance floor yet again. This time with Lady Alice Graham, the youngest of the three sisters. How unfortunate that the evening had been ruined by his dance with Eliza. If not for her, he might’ve enjoyed the dance with Lady Alice. 
Instead, he was glancing at the orchestra, wondering how much longer the song could possibly last. He supposed Lady Alice was a competent dancer. It was just that she didn’t compare to Eliza in looks, let alone conversation. 
The lady didn’t show any enthusiasm and merely seemed to go through the motions. Did she not enjoy dancing or was he the reason for her indifference? His brief attempts at conversing had once again been met with one syllable responses.
When the music finally ended, he released a quiet sigh of relief. 
“Thank you, Your Grace,” Lady Alice said with a polite smile. 
“The pleasure was mine.” 
He nearly grimaced at the lie. Any pleasure he’d felt had ended after he and Eliza parted ways. The moment when she’d finally released her inhibitions and given herself over to the dance—to him—was a moment he wouldn’t soon forget. 
The enjoyment on her face had made her even more beautiful. What might she look like in his bed when—
He jerked his mind back to the present, appalled at the direction of his thoughts. He had no business thinking such things. How many times must he remind himself that Eliza was not for him? If the difference in their ages wasn’t enough, he need only remember that she was Winston’s sister.
Thinking of his friend quickly washed away the desire he’d felt much like a bucket of cold water tossed over his head.
The purpose of this evening was to have more time with each of the Graham sisters, beginning with Lady Alice. That was all that mattered.
He forced himself to look at her closer as they made their way off the dance floor. Opportunities to speak with each of the sisters privately would help him decide between them. This was his chance and he needed to take advantage of it. “Are you enjoying the evening?”
“Very much.” She offered another polite smile, though the shadow in her eyes and the reserve in her expression suggested she wasn’t telling the truth. Was she intimidated by him, he wondered? Or did she simply not like him?
He might be a duke, but he was also a man. Not for the first time, he wished he could speak with the ladies without the weight of the title around his neck. That would make deciding much easier.
Had his father or brother ever felt that way?
He wracked his mind for another topic of conversation. “Isn’t it wonderful that the ball benefits orphans?”
“It certainly is.”
“Are you involved in charity work?” he asked as they made their way slowly back to where her sisters and mother waited.
“No.” Clearly regretting her answer, she looked at him in dismay. She waved a hand in the air as if to dismiss what she’d said and nearly struck Philip in the face with the frantic gesture. “I mean, not yet. Mother doesn’t think it wise to do so now. Clearly, I’m not opposed to helping the less fortunate.”
“I see.” Though he still didn’t know how she actually felt about it.
Her face had turned ruddy with color. “I understand you’re involved in several charities, and I find that admirable.”
“Thank you.” He donated money to several and intended to argue for issues that aided various social issues in Parliament, but that wasn’t enough. He hoped his future wife would be willing to help in that area.
It seemed Lady Alice was unfamiliar with charity work. He hoped she would welcome the opportunity to become involved. Some ladies acted as if they might somehow become sullied if they bumped elbows with the poor.
However, that was only one consideration for the woman who would become his duchess.
“Do you have any hobbies you enjoy?” he asked.
“Hobbies?” She frowned as if unfamiliar with the word.
“Do you enjoy riding?” Though not a requirement, it would be nice to have a few interests in common with his wife.
“No.” She gave a small shudder. “I fell off a horse when I was quite young and developed a fear of them.”
“How unfortunate.” Riding was something he enjoyed, especially when in the country. 
“I like to draw,” she blurted as if hoping to make up for her not liking to ride.
“Very nice.” 
“I do some reading as well,” she quickly added. 
“Do you belong to a literary group?” he asked, thinking of Lady Bolton and Eliza. 
“No. I don’t think it would suit me. Poetry is my favorite thing to read, and there are few book groups that focus on it. It’s best read out loud, you know.”
“Oh?” A sudden vision of the lady doing just that every evening filled his mind and was nearly enough to make him grimace.
Thank goodness they’d returned to her mother and sisters. At this point, he didn’t think he and Lady Alice would suit. “Thank you again,” he told Lady Alice.
“Thank you, Your Grace,” Lady Alice said.
Despite his intent to dance next with Lady Charlotte, her mother advised that due to a miscommunication, she’d already accepted a dance with someone else, leaving him to partner with Lady Constance. 
It was of no concern to Philip despite Lady Oxley’s obvious distress. 
After reassuring her, he turned to Lady Constance. “Shall we?”
She nodded then took his elbow and gripped it tightly. “This is truly an honor, Your Grace.”
Philip blinked, uncertain how to respond. In his mind, it was merely a dance. A chance to come to know one another better. Though he supposed it should come as no surprise that a lady who hoped to make a good match was flattered to be asked by a duke. “The honor is mine.”
He sighed and wondered if it truly mattered whether they’d suit. He needed a wife to produce an heir. Hopefully that person could help him fulfill his father’s plans and make certain the Trentworth name and title maintained or improved its good standing and represented the best. Not in possessions, but in actions.
It was becoming clear that the choice of a wife wasn’t as simple as he’d hoped. The effort to visit with the Graham sisters to become better acquainted with them was more difficult than he could’ve imagined. When he was with Eliza, conversing came naturally and was enjoyable. Why was that?
He forced his thoughts back to the dance. That was a question for later. He didn’t want to dwell on Eliza while with someone else. 
The dance began and Lady Constance proved to be a good partner. She moved with grace though didn’t act as if she particularly enjoyed dancing.
That was all right. He didn’t especially enjoy it either.
Except when he’d danced with Eliza.
He smothered the thought with a smile at Lady Constance. Her face immediately turned bright red, making him feel bad for embarrassing her. Should he apologize? 
Deciding that would only make matters worse, he attempted to act with decorum and kept his gaze away from her so as to not cause her further distress. The minutes slowly ticked by until at last, the music ended.
“Do you enjoy any hobbies?” he asked as they moved through the crowd. No doubt the sisters would compare notes and realize he asked them the same question. Surely that was for the best.
“Embroidery is my favorite.” She frowned as if uncertain that was the proper answer. “I enjoy other needlework as well.”
“Do you like to ride?” 
“No. Although, I do enjoy a carriage ride.” She glanced at him as if hoping he might suggest they take one. “Hyde Park is lovely in the autumn, wouldn’t you agree?”
“It is.” He was careful not to smile since his last attempt seemed to cause her distress and was relieved when they reached her family. 
It didn’t seem as if he and Lady Constance would suit either. He clenched his teeth, knowing he had to pick one of them. The thought of dancing with Lady Charlotte next held little appeal but nor did he want it hanging over his head the rest of the evening. 
However, she was nowhere in sight. 
“I’m terribly sorry, Your Grace,” her mother began with her gloved hands clasped tightly before her. “But Lady Charlotte fell ill and had to leave.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” His relief nearly had him smiling. He forced what he hoped looked like concern. “Please send her my regards.”
“Of course. Thank you.”
“If you’ll excuse me, I see someone with whom I must speak.” He nodded at the three ladies and turned away, searching for anyone he could use to fill his excuse.
Lord Bolton was a sight for sore eyes, and Philip halted beside him. 
“Your Grace.” The earl dipped his head. “Are you enjoying the evening?”
“Not really.” How refreshing to be honest. “Are you?”
“More than you, I would say.” An amused glint lit his eyes. “Not finding your dance partners particularly engaging?”
“No.” Too late did he realize how vehemently he’d answered.
“Please. No need to sugarcoat it.” Bolton chuckled. “Searching for a wife isn’t as entertaining as you hoped?”
Philip had mentioned it during the dinner party and was pleased he could speak frankly. 
“I can see why marriages of convenience are arranged. At this point, I would rather someone tell me who to marry so I could be done with it.”
“Trust me, that wouldn’t be to your liking.” Bolton shook his head. “My parents had an arranged marriage, and it didn’t suit either of them.”
Philip realized he didn’t know whether his parents’ marriage had been arranged or not. His father had rarely spoken about his mother but hadn’t acted distraught when her name was brought up. “I suppose there is no simple solution to the problem.”
“Perhaps you shouldn’t look at it as a problem. Consider it as more of an opportunity.”
Philip smiled. “It’s all a matter of perspective. Is that what you’re suggesting?”
“I am.” The certainty in Bolton’s expression had Philip reconsidering his words.
“I will certainly keep that in mind.” His choice would’ve been made easier if one of the Graham sisters appealed to him. With a sigh, he perused the room to see who else he could ask to dance, hoping he didn’t see Eliza.
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“What a pleasure to meet you,” Eliza said, pitching her voice above the rumble of the crowd and the orchestra. 
Miss Melbourne was attractive with warm brown eyes and brown hair. Her pale blue silk ball gown flattered her slender figure. 
“I’m pleased you have joined our league.” Her enthusiasm seemed genuine. “Phoebe and Tibby have told me how much they’re enjoying your company already.”
“How kind. I would say the same of them.” She shared a smile with Lady Shaw. “I must tell you how fortunate I feel to have found the group.”
“I feel the same way,” Miss Melbourne said. “To know the ladies share similar interests is a true delight.”
“I can see how discussing books helps you to come to know one another better. I already feel comfortable sharing my thoughts.”
They were speaking about the book they’d started reading for the next meeting when Lady Shaw nudged Miss Melbourne and glanced toward a lady approaching them.
“Oh dear,” Miss Melbourne whispered. “Why can’t she leave well enough alone?”
Before Eliza could ask what the matter was, the other lady joined them and addressed Eliza.
“I do hope these two ladies aren’t attempting to convince you to join their little book group.” There was an edge to the woman’s voice that Eliza didn’t care for.
“I don’t believe we’ve met,” Eliza said, already feeling protective of her new friends.
“Lady Jane Ferrington. My mother and your aunt are acquaintances.”
“Oh?” Eliza followed the lady’s gaze to where her aunt spoke with another. 
“From what your aunt said,” the lady continued, “you’re anxious to make friends.” She gave a dismissive glance to Lady Shaw and Miss Melbourne. “There are many others to befriend than the ladies of The Mayfair Literary League.”
Eliza held her temper as she offered an amused smile. “I assume you are suggesting yourself in their stead?”
“I am.” Lady Jane leaned close as if to share a confidence. “You don’t want the poor reputation of their book group to sully your own.”
“How interesting.” Lady Shaw tapped a finger on her chin. “I thought certain you and your sister both asked to become members.”
Lady Jane’s face turned red. “That was before I discovered you weren’t interested in just books.”
“Hmm. I could’ve sworn it was because we were interested in more than just books that our group caught your notice,” Miss Melbourne added. 
Eliza could hazard a guess as to what they were speaking about, and her loyalty was firmly on the side of her new friends.
With a scowl, Lady Jane shifted to face Eliza, ignoring the other two ladies. “It has become widely known that their league members have set out to capture unsuspecting gentlemen as husbands.”
“Thanks to you,” Miss Melbourne muttered.
“You’re referring to the For Better or Worse agenda, I assume,” Eliza said.
Lady Jane’s mouth gaped in an unbecoming manner. “You know of it?”
“I do as I’m already a member of the league.” Eliza frowned. “I don’t believe you have the facts correct. But do not worry. If you wish to catch the attention of a gentleman who holds your affection, you do not have to become a member in order to act. That’s only an added benefit of the group, not the primary purpose.”
“I hardly need to do something to convince a man to like me.”
“No, you do not,” Eliza agreed. “You can simply wait and hope.” Eliza refused to do so. 
“As a proper lady should.” Yet Lady Jane’s tone lacked conviction.
“Where is Lady Lucinda this evening?” Miss Melbourne asked.
“My sister is here somewhere.” Lady Jane searched the room only to halt, her lips tightening in disapproval.
“There she is, speaking with Lady Bolton,” Lady Shaw said. “Isn’t that interesting. I didn’t realize they were friends.” The overly innocent expression she wore as she looked at Lady Jane had Eliza holding her breath in anticipation of what might happen next.
“I hardly think them having a conversation means they’re friends,” Lady Jane countered. She continued to watch the two for a long moment. “I had better see if my sister requires my assistance.”
“I’ll go with you,” Lady Shaw offered and started in that direction though it was clear Lady Jane would rather she didn’t.
Miss Melbourne chuckled as soon as the two stepped away.
“I shouldn’t be so quick to judge,” Eliza began, “but I don’t care for Lady Jane.”
“Nor do we.” Miss Melbourne heaved a sigh. “She’s the reason that rumors spread about our group and our agenda. She overheard me speaking to Phoebe about it and has made a point to tell as many others as she can, much to our dismay.”
“That must be frustrating.” 
“Indeed. You might be required to explain it again if someone mentions it.” She studied Eliza. “Tibby said they shared the agenda at the last meeting.”
“Yes, they did. I found the idea intriguing.”
Miss Melbourne smiled. “As do I. As you said, why should we simply wait to see if a particular gentleman notices us? I prefer the idea of taking action instead.”
Eliza couldn’t agree more. While she couldn’t guess as to whether her efforts would be successful, at least she would know she’d tried. “Have you started a bold move?” 
Considering that she and Miss Melbourne had just been introduced, she doubted the lady would share any details if she had.
The lady showed no reaction to Eliza’s question, and Eliza began to wonder if she hadn’t heard her.
“I attempted it, but the situation didn’t go as planned.” She shook her head, her expression dimming. “Life is often more complicated than we think.”
Eliza knew that to be true and nodded in agreement. “It is.”
“Suffice it to say that the agenda is not as easy to implement as one would suppose.”
“I’m sure.” Eliza’s chest tightened. While she appreciated Miss Melbourne’s words, hearing them only made her doubt her own attempt.
Miss Melbourne managed a smile. “Sometimes what we think we want isn’t meant to be.”
Eliza didn’t want to be reminded of that. “You’ve given me much to consider.”
The lady reached out to touch Eliza’s arm. “Please don’t mind me.” She shook her head. “I’m filled with uncertainty at the moment. Do not allow anything I say to change your plans.”
Eliza nodded even as doubt surged within her. Was she doing the right thing? Once Philip came to know her better, would he realize she was unworthy of his attention? She need only remember that her own mother hadn’t loved her. Surely anyone else who looked closely would realize she was nothing special and undeserving of admiration, let alone love.
But what if Philip believed differently? It was the ‘what if’ that made her decide she had to pursue her plan. She’d never know if she didn’t try.




Chapter Eight


Philip needed a long ride more than he could say. He felt as though the weight of his title was crushing him and preventing him from drawing a proper breath. He’d had the feeling more often than he’d like to admit since inheriting the title. 
It seemed to happen when he felt out of his element as he had during the charity ball the previous evening. The event had caused conflicting thoughts and emotions that were difficult to sort through. 
The pleasure he’d experienced during his time with Eliza. The gloom that had coated all else. 
The overall reluctance he felt to move forward with the plan for his future had him kneeing his horse into a gallop. 
Riding provided more of an escape than any other activity, including drink, women, and gambling. Why other men chased those things with the hope of finding happiness was beyond him. He already knew no bottle was deep enough, nor a wager exhilarating enough, nor a woman exciting enough to forget his worries.
But riding allowed him to clear his mind at least temporarily. Often that was enough to provide the objectivity he needed to continue on with whatever task or decision was before him.
The hour was early. Dawn had barely broken, and he’d had little sleep. Snippets of his conversations with Eliza and the two Graham sisters had filled his mind, leaving him tossing and turning. 
The rain of the previous day had halted but left a cool and foggy morning in its wake. Perfect. His black steed galloped across the meadow as if determined to take flight. Philip wished that were true and gave the horse his head just in case.
From the early days of his youth, he’d found riding the best way to ease any troubled thoughts. He’d had many of those in his childhood. Given the perfection his father and brother strove for and always seemed to achieve, Philip had felt second-best. 
No. Less than that. 
He’d felt as if he didn’t belong. His father and brother had been so perfect that he hadn’t bothered to try to follow in their steps. Instead, he’d forged his own path, using charm and humor to smooth his way. 
Granted, he’d received extra attention because of his lineage. While he’d never sullied it with truly poor behavior, neither had he attempted to act as if he would be the next duke. He hadn’t thought that would happen.
Certainly, he’d been given responsibilities that required effort. But nothing like his brother. 
Instructions should be given to second sons. A set of guidelines just in case. A warning of sorts to be prepared if the unthinkable should happen.
But when one’s father and brother were healthy, strong men, it was impossible to believe anything could befall them.
Wading through grief, doubt, and disbelief, Philip had felt ill-prepared in the wake of their deaths. Did other spares feel the same way? Perhaps he should consider establishing a club of sorts to connect those in the same position.
He shook his head at the ridiculous thought. No doubt others in his position were better equipped to take the reins of their duties than he had been.
The invigorating ride in the mist of the woods and meadows of Hyde Park refreshed him considerably. By the time he turned his horse toward home, he realized he needed to remember what was truly important—his goal. If he wanted to prove himself worthy of his title and make his father proud, he couldn’t afford to allow himself to be swayed by distractions.
His father had taken great pride in Oscar and his decisions. Therefore, Philip didn’t doubt for a moment that his father would approve of Philip marrying into the Graham family. The Oxley title was an old one and dated back centuries. Philip marrying one of the daughters would fulfill the commitment his family had already given.
The fact that Lord Oxley hadn’t produced an heir was one he seemed to take as a personal slight. He’d shifted his focus to ensuring one, if not all, of his daughters married well and had spared no expense to prepare them for success and provide attractive dowries.
That risk had appeared to have paid off when the eldest daughter gained the attention of Philip’s brother. The family had surely breathed a sigh of relief at the boon the union would bring.
Yet it ended abruptly with Oscar’s unexpected death.
In the weeks that followed, Philip’s father had never asked him to honor his brother’s commitment, but Philip knew what was expected from the look his father had given him each time the Grahams were mentioned. 
Would he have eventually asked Philip if he hadn’t fallen ill and died? That was something he’d never know but thought he could guess the answer.
While he was doing the best he could, it didn’t feel like enough. In fact, he knew that to be the case.
Allowing himself to be distracted by anything, including Eliza’s numerous charms, was unacceptable if he wanted to honor his father and brother.
With his intentions firm once again and his mind clear, he left the park, already missing the quiet solitude that had felt like such a gift. The fresh air was quickly nothing more than a memory as soot clung to the fog, making it a thicker, denser mass.
Wrinkling his nose at the smell, Philip almost missed the lady approaching on horseback from the opposite direction on the quiet street.
“Lady Eliza?” The lightness that rushed into him at the surprising sight of her should’ve been of concern, but he was too busy drinking in her presence.
“Your Grace.” Eliza dipped her head, her smile making him smile in return. They both drew to a halt as did the groom who accompanied her. “How nice to see you.”
“You’re out early this morning.” Most ladies he knew tended to sleep much of the morning after a ball.
“A ride seemed like the perfect way to start the day.”
Philip couldn’t help but think of the Graham sisters and that neither of them liked to ride. 
But Eliza did. It was as if fate were taunting him.
She held the reins of her dappled grey mare with a light but experienced hand and sat her horse well. Her blue riding habit molded her body as if it had been sewn on her, the cut of it emphasizing her curves.
“Going to Hyde Park?” If only she’d decided to ride earlier, he would’ve accompanied her.
Philip halted his thoughts. What he should be thinking was thank goodness she hadn’t since he’d told himself she wasn’t for him.
“Yes. I prefer to ride before it gets too busy.”
As did he. Another thing they had in common. Why couldn’t one of the Graham ladies be more like Eliza?
His horse tossed its head, clearly ready to move on. Unfortunately, Philip wasn’t. 
“You couldn’t convince Winston to ride with you?”
Eliza laughed. “Surely, you know my brother better than that.”
Philip smiled. “True. His tendency to keep late nights makes early morning rides impossible.”
“Exactly.” She tilted her head to the side, her expression turning hopeful. “I don’t suppose you’d care to ride a little longer?”
He hesitated, telling himself to say no. Yet what harm could it cause? They were on horses, not in some hidden alcove. He didn’t like to think of her riding with only a groom.
“I suppose I could spare another half hour.” He turned his horse and rode alongside her.
“Excellent.” 
He braced himself for conversation only to realize that Eliza was focused on riding rather than talking. The companionable silence was as easy as his earlier solitude had been.
They entered the park, and she glanced at him. “Do you have a preference as to what direction we ride?”
He dipped his head toward the western side where the open meadows beckoned.
In response, she kneed her horse, and they were soon galloping across the meadow. Eliza seemed to understand her mare’s need to burn away some energy and clearly enjoyed the run as much as the horse did.
Philip held back slightly, remaining on her horse’s flank so Eliza could set the pace and distance of the ride. The disadvantage of the position was that it allowed him to study her when he’d intended to put her from his thoughts.
Why did merely looking at Eliza put him in good spirits when the Graham ladies did the opposite? Was it because they represented duty? Perhaps, but that wasn’t all there was to it. 
He supposed the feeling was due in part to the fact that Eliza allowed him to set aside his title for a few minutes and simply be a man. 
How could there be any danger in that?
[image: image-placeholder]Eliza could hardly believe her luck. Then again, that was because her riding with Philip wasn’t solely due to fate but partly due to careful planning. 
She’d overheard him speaking to Lord Bolton about riding and early mornings and had hoped to come across him. She’d nearly arrived too late. Her guilt at the calculated move dimmed her enjoyment of his presence, but how else could she spend time with him if she didn’t plan it?
At last, she slowed her pace to a walk, pleased when Philip rode alongside her. “Thank you for your help last evening,” she said.
“Ah, yes. The favor. Was our dance effective?”
“I’m not yet certain, but I like to think so.” That was truer than he could know. 
“Did your gentleman make an appearance?”
His question made her regret raising the subject. She needed to proceed cautiously. Miss Melbourne’s remark about implementing the agenda being more difficult than expected came to mind. How right the lady was.
“Yes.” Eliza preferred to speak the truth when possible.
“Why don’t you tell me who he is? I’d be pleased to make certain he’s worthy of your attention.”
She smiled. “Perhaps at some point, but not yet. I would prefer to see where it leads first.”
“Does Winston know him?”
“I’m not certain. Winston rarely comes to the same events I do.”
“Or any, you mean.” 
“True.” She glanced at him again. “Did you enjoy yourself at the ball? I noticed you danced with the same ladies you spoke with at the musicale.” She hid a grimace, wishing she hadn’t mentioned it. 
“Parts of it, I suppose.”
“Oh?” She hoped it wasn’t the part where he’d danced with Lady Alice or Lady Constance. Of course, he had danced with others as well. 
“What of you?” he asked, making it clear he didn’t intend to provide details.
“The same, I suppose. It can be exhausting to visit with those you don’t know well. Of course, I’m not familiar with anyone here as of yet.”
“Surely some of the ladies you attended finishing school with reside in London.”
She considered how best to answer. “Yes, but I wouldn’t call any of them friends.” At his questioning look, she added, “I didn’t fit in well with the others there. We had differing interests.”
The dull ache in her chest should’ve been familiar enough not to hurt anymore. But it still did.
“I’m sorry to hear you were unhappy there.”
She didn’t want his pity but if she wanted a connection with him, she needed to share some of herself. She just had to take care not to offer too much.
“I suppose I wasn’t particularly happy in England either. Living with various relatives wasn’t ideal.” She forced a smile. “My youth was a difficult time.”
“Losing your parents couldn’t have been easy but came at especially the wrong time for a young lady.”
“My mother didn’t seem pleased to have children to contend with.” She waved a gloved hand in dismissal. “I’m sure you’ve heard some of that from Winston.”
“Actually, no. He doesn’t speak of it.”
“Oh?” She’d always imagined the two of them sharing confidences of that sort and had been envious. The information made her wonder about Winston. Was it any surprise that he continued to try to escape his thoughts with his questionable activities when he hadn’t worked through the past? 
Perhaps she should try to have a meaningful conversation with him about it. That might help heal them both. 
“I must take some of the blame,” Philip added. “I don’t know that I spoke of my parents much either.”
Not for the first time, Eliza pondered the difference between men and women. In her experience, the female gender thrived on those conversations even if they weren’t always truthful. On the other hand, males preferred not to speak of emotions. As if they had none and were never hurt.
One thing Eliza had come to realize, everyone had a story and not all of it was pleasant. Life was difficult in one way or another. The depth of wounds might vary, but everyone had them. 
Which made her wonder about Philip’s. Obviously, the death of his father and brother would’ve created a deep chasm. But what about before that?
“I thought you would thrive in Switzerland.” He sounded disappointed to realize she hadn’t. “That it would be an exciting experience.”
To think he’d thought of her at all was a thrill. 
“The fault was mine,” she said. “I should’ve tried harder to fit in. But by the end of the first year, I decided it didn’t matter what the other girls thought of me.”
He smiled. “I’m pleased you stayed true to yourself. Too many don’t.”
They turned the horses toward home and rode in silence for a few minutes. But Eliza’s thoughts whirled with how she could shift the conversation to him. Time was running out as they would soon be at his residence.
“May I accompany you home?” he asked much to her delight.
“Are you certain you have the time?” She didn’t want to impose.
“Of course. It would be my pleasure.”
Her heart lurched. That was one of the reasons she admired him so much. He had always been incredibly kind and considerate. She knew from experience that those qualities were underrated and something too few people practiced.
“I must thank you,” she began after they’d ridden for several more minutes.
“What for?”
“The comfort you offered when my parents died.”
His brows lifted in surprise. “Did I?”
She bit back disappointment to realize the moment hadn’t meant as much to him as it had to her. But of course, it hadn’t.
“You were the only one who talked about it with me. You were the only one who told me that everything was going to be all right. You have no idea how much that meant. How reassuring it was to hear.”
He looked more closely at her. “I’m pleased, if surprised, to hear anything I said was helpful.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think you understand what a difference it made to me. Not just in that moment, but also during my time away in Switzerland. When I was missing home and all that was familiar, I could hear your voice telling me I was going to be all right.” She smiled. “You helped me through some dark days, and I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”
“You are welcome.”
Traffic on the narrow street forced them to ride single file until they reached Eliza’s home. She rode to the stables and drew to a halt, preferring to care for her mare herself when possible. 
She looked at Philip to bid him goodbye only to see him dismount. He left his horse’s reins dangling and moved to her side to reach for her. Surprised by the gesture, she put her hands on his shoulders and slid off her horse, her breath catching at his touch. He set her gently on the ground but kept his hands on her waist. 
The urge to drop her gaze was strong as shyness threatened, but she forced herself to meet his eyes, reminding herself that this was her chance to be bold. 
Then he stepped back and broke the contact, taking her hope with it.
“I will take your horse inside, my lady,” the groom said with a dip of his head. 
“Thank you, Henry,” she answered, embarrassed that she’d forgotten his presence. The groom led their horses inside the stable.
Philip reached out to brush the forehead of his gelding who nudged him in return, seeming to like the attention. Who could blame him?
Though she expected Philip to depart, he remained where he was, so close she could reach out and touch him.
Her hand did just that of its own accord, brushing his lapel. “It seems I will be forever in your debt. First from the kindness you showed me all those years ago and now to the favor I requested. I hope one day I can return your kindness.” 
“Eliza.” He released her to take her hand in his and held it loosely. At least he hadn’t stepped away. “There is no need for you to repay me.”
She drew as close as her skirts would allow. “You are too nice.” She gathered her courage. “In that case, may I ask for one more favor?”
“What?” Had his eyes darkened or was that her imagination?
She told herself not to think. Just do. “I want my first kiss to be with you.”
The shock on his face gave her pause, but she didn’t know if it was because she’d requested a kiss or that she’d never kissed anyone before.
“Just one kiss,” she said, wondering what more she could say to convince him. “I would like to know what to expect, you see. With someone I trust.”
His brow furrowed as if he didn’t like what she’d said. 
She pulled her hand from his and placed both of hers on his shoulders, wishing he would act a bit more enthusiastic about her request and looked into his eyes. “I want it to be you.”
With a smothered groan, he reached for her waist again and took her mouth with his.
Yes, she thought with relief. But that quickly fell away as passion took hold.
Nothing could have prepared her for this moment. How the touch of their lips sent a spear of heat straight through her. How she wanted to be closer. Needed more.
He tightened his hold, pulling her against him until her breasts were crushed against his chest. His tongue caressed her lips and when she nearly gasped in surprise, it danced with hers, sending a delicious shiver along her skin. He tasted faintly of coffee, a drink she had never cared for until this moment. 
As his tongue moved alongside hers, she mimicked it, hoping to give him the same pleasure he was giving her.
He drew back abruptly to look into her eyes. “You need to find a man your age. Not me.”
Her heart pinched at his words even if they confirmed what she’d feared he was thinking. 
Before she could respond, he kissed her again just as deeply as the first time. Her knees weakened, and she held tight to him, uncertain if she could stand on her own. She loved his strength and power and longed for more. 
Before she was prepared, he released her, and she staggered a step before catching her balance.
“Eliza, this cannot be.” He shook his head, even if regret flashed across his features. “Winston—” he began, only to shake his head again. “I must go.” 
With that he took his horse’s reins and vaulted into the saddle and wheeled the horse away, leaving her standing alone, watching as he disappeared from sight. 
“That won’t be the last kiss we share,” she whispered, then pressed the tip of a gloved finger to her burning lips. Surely saying that out loud made it true. She dearly hoped so.




Chapter Nine


“Trentworth. Just the person I wanted to see.”  
Philip looked up to see Winston approaching at the club that evening and braced himself. Based on his stern expression, Eliza had told her brother what had occurred between them. 
He deserved everything his friend might say and more. Winston couldn’t tell him anything that Philip hadn’t already told himself. 
Kissing Eliza—even if she’d asked him to—was beyond the pale. He was ancient compared to her in experience if not age. Besides, he shouldn’t have kissed his best friend’s sister. That was unacceptable. He shouldn’t be kissing a woman he didn’t intend to marry when it could possibly ruin her reputation. Then there was the fact that she already had feelings for another.
He definitely shouldn’t have kissed her.
Yet the voice in his head insisted none of that mattered when the interlude with her had been so shockingly passionate. It only made him long for more. 
Winston had every right to question his loyalty as a friend. He’d broken their trust, an unspoken understanding that helped to define their relationship. 
Not that Winston had ever told Philip to keep his distance from Eliza. But he didn’t have to. It was implied between friends. 
Philip resisted the urge to rap himself on the head to stop his circling thoughts. He’d had the same ones since he’d left Eliza, and they were starting to drive him crazed.
“I can explain,” Philip began as he dragged his attention back to Winston. How could he offer any excuse for what he’d done? 
What had Eliza told Winston? Or worse, had Winston somehow witnessed their kiss?
“Explain what?” Winston dropped into a chair at the table. “Why you have a drink in your hand, and I do not?” He glanced around for a waiter.
Philip resisted the urge to slide his own glass to him if that was his only concern. Luckily, a waiter arrived and took his order.
“What have you been doing today?” Winston asked. His eyes narrowed. “Why is it that you look guilty?”
“You must be imagining it.” Philip took a deep drink, beyond relieved that Winston didn’t seem to know anything. He must’ve imagined his upset when he’d walked in.
“Hmm.” Winston glanced around the room to see who else was there. “Are we playing cards this evening?”
“If you wish.” Philip was willing to do most anything Winston wanted if he didn’t have to tell him that he’d kissed Eliza, let alone why.
The waiter brought his whiskey, and he studied Philip over the rim as he took a sip. “You’re being far too agreeable. Something is clearly bothering you.”
Something is, he wanted to say. Your sister asked me for a simple favor and it’s causing me grave concern not to mention distress. It’s making me think inappropriate thoughts about her. Making me long for what I shouldn’t.
But telling Winston any of that was the last thing he wanted to do even if it would assuage his guilt. 
As he watched his friend, he wondered how close Winston and Eliza were becoming now that she’d returned. Did Winston know how unhappy she’d been in Switzerland? Even more important, did he know a man had caught her attention? Or which one?
That was the question on which he needed to focus. Philip cleared his throat. “Has your sister mentioned anyone whom she admires?”
Winston frowned. “She seems to have become friends with Bolton’s wife and the other ladies in that book group.”
“No, I mean a man.”
His friend scoffed. “Why would she? She has been in London a short while and only attended a few events.” He shook his head. “More than likely, it will be a year or two, maybe more, before she considers marrying.”
“What makes you think that?”
“You already know about the disaster of a marriage our parents had. That left us both with a distrust of the institution. I think she will take her time and choose someone for whom she has a deep regard and common interests.”
The thought made Philip’s chest ache. Who filled those requirements? Clearly, Winston wasn’t paying close enough attention to properly protect her, a concerning realization.
“She gained much notice at the ball last evening,” Philip began, wanting to caution Winston and make certain he would be on guard for whoever approached her.
“Did she?” Winston looked rather proud. “She has changed from our youth, that’s for certain. Between finishing school and her travels with Aunt Frieda, she isn’t a little girl anymore. She’s become a sophisticated lady.”
Philip wanted to groan at the thought, barely able to remember the girl Eliza had been. Not when the woman that she was now had captured his regard so thoroughly.
“Thank goodness Aunt Frieda managed to get her interested in fashion,” Winston continued. “The gowns she returned from France with are quite becoming. It would appear that the French maid they brought home has improved her confidence as well.” He shook his head as if in disbelief. “She’s changed so much.”
Philip was fiercely glad he’d helped her after the death of her parents. He hadn’t realized a few simple words of reassurance would make such an impression on her.
Why hadn’t her numerous aunts and uncles provided comfort when she most needed it? His certainly had. He didn’t know what he would’ve done without the guidance his Uncle Herbert, his father’s younger brother, had given him. He should’ve asked Eliza for details, but he’d been so surprised by what she’d said that he hadn’t thought to.
However, he wasn’t convinced Winston was right about her reluctance to marry. “I think you should watch over her more closely,” he told his friend. “As we know, there are unscrupulous men who would like nothing more than to marry a beautiful young lady like her before she truly knows who she wants as a husband. Especially one with a generous dowry.”
Winston grinned. “You sound like an old man. A beautiful young lady? She’ll be one and twenty later this month. Not so young. And I think her travels matured her compared to most her age.”
Good heavens. That meant nine years stood between them. He could practically hear his father’s words of disapproval.
Philip suppressed a frustrated sigh. He wanted to shake Winston and tell him about the favor Eliza had requested and why. That would open his friend’s eyes to the truth.
But he refused to break Eliza’s confidence unless absolutely necessary. If Winston couldn’t see the truth, Philip would have to keep watch over her until Winston realized what was happening. 
He wouldn’t allow himself to repeat that kiss, even if Eliza asked for another. Even if he longed to have her in his arms more than anything. 
[image: image-placeholder]Eliza scowled as she finished reading a page and yet couldn’t repeat one word of it. Heaving a sigh, she reached for a lace bookmark to place between the pages, far too distracted to read. That alone was a sign of her inner turmoil. 
She only wanted to close her eyes and relive the kiss she’d shared with Philip that morning. She would never have guessed it would be so enjoyable or how much she wanted another. The experience made her even more curious about the other physical aspects of a relationship.
In fact, her entire body tingled at the thought. Was there a chance Philip would be willing to explore those areas with her? 
Her mouth went dry as she considered the idea. But there was more to how she felt about him. She wanted to help lift the somberness that he often showed. It was as if the weight of his duties were pressing down on him, smothering the zest for life he’d previously embodied. 
“Eliza?” 
She looked up to see Aunt Frieda enter the sitting room with several invitations in hand. 
“I wanted to discuss which of these events we should attend.”
“Of course.” In truth, Eliza only wanted to go to the ones where Philip would be. Was there a way to discover which ones those might be? “Perhaps we should consult with Winston as well.” He’d surely have an idea about the ones Philip was likely to attend.
“Winston? Whatever for? He is unlikely to want to join us.”
“Yes, but he knows everyone. He could shed some light on which events would be best.” A closer look at her aunt suggested she had yet to be convinced. “Once we decide what we think, of course.”
Aunt Frieda’s lips twisted as she considered the matter. “You may be right. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.” She studied each one, which didn’t take long as there were only a few. “Deciding will be a different experience come the spring when the Season is in full swing. By then, we’ll better know who is who, won’t we?”
Eliza wondered how Winston would take the news that Aunt Frieda intended to stay that long. But if she left, Eliza would have to find another chaperone. That wasn’t appealing either.
“I still think you should’ve waited to see if there were other book groups to join before you chose the one you did.” Aunt Frieda frowned as she looked through the invitations again as if she might’ve missed one.
“I can’t imagine joining another when I already like the ladies in mine so well,” Eliza countered. “What makes you say that?”
“I heard something questionable about the group.”
“Was it from Lady Jane or her mother?” Eliza already knew she didn’t like the woman.
“Why, yes. How did you know?”
“We had a brief conversation. I don’t think we can believe anything she says.”
“Even so, we must take it into consideration. It would be unfortunate if your reputation became tarnished before you’ve truly had a Season.”
“I think Lady Jane will be the one everyone wonders about if she continues to speak so poorly about others.” Eliza dearly hoped so.
“Hmm. It is a risk I’m not certain you should take.”
“Lady Bolton leads the league and is well liked by many.”
“I heard she was a wallflower prior to her marriage.” Aunt Frieda made the statement with the same condemnation as if Lady Bolton had been accused of parading in the street in only her chemise.
“From Lady Jane?” Eliza was outraged.
Her aunt had the good sense to look away rather than answer.
“What else did she say?” Eliza wanted to be prepared to counter any other gossip the woman was spreading if the need arose.
“She mentioned that all the members are trying to snare husbands.”
“That’s not true.” Eliza wanted to stomp her foot in protest. “I was told about the For Better or Worse idea. There’s nothing wrong with doing something to encourage a gentleman’s interest. He can always refuse if he doesn’t return the regard.”
“It still seems odd. A proper lady should wait to see if she’s noticed.”
Eliza shook her head. “I disagree. If we know our own mind, we should act on what we want.”
“Such ideas are too modern for my taste.” Aunt Frieda tightened her lips but said nothing more.
“I like Lady Bolton and the others. I can only guess Lady Jane insists on gossiping about the group out of envy.” 
“You have to admit their idea is...unusual.” 
“We are doing charitable work as well. That’s not unusual.”
“It is for a book group.” Her aunt lifted a hand only to let it fall. “I thought you were supposed to read and discuss books.”
“We are. We do.” She’d only attended one meeting so she shouldn’t claim to truly know the group, but that was how she felt about the ladies. As if they were already dear friends. “The broader interests of the league are one of the reasons I’m so pleased to have found them. Friends help friends in all areas of life. I can’t imagine trying to find the right charity to assist by myself.”
“I suppose you’re right.” 
Yet Eliza could see Aunt Frieda still had doubts. How odd that her aunt was modern thinking enough to travel with only Eliza and servants for company but thought it improper to do something to catch a man’s attention.
Heaven forbid if her aunt found out about the favor Eliza had asked of Philip. But she knew beyond a doubt that if she waited for him to look at her in a different light, it would never happen. 
The thought had her lifting her chin, pleased she’d already started to change the way he thought about her. Whether it would work remained to be seen. She had to push forward and plan her next move. She knew she could be a good duchess and make Philip happy if given the chance. And that opportunity might be the key to her own happiness, as well.




Chapter Ten


The best way to grant the favor to which he’d agreed was to discover who Eliza was trying to impress. If he approved of the gentleman, he would point the man’s attention in her direction. If he didn’t, he’d demand the oaf keep his distance and advise Eliza she needed a different target for her interest.  
It should be a simple enough matter to resolve. Then he could put it behind him.
He already knew he wouldn’t approve of whoever it was. The thought of her with anyone else had him clenching his jaw. It wasn’t that he was jealous. It was just that he couldn’t think of anyone who was good enough for her.
However, he wanted to see this through and then he would keep his distance before the temptation of her became too great. Once he no longer had to think about paying attention to her at events, he wouldn’t be obliged to dance or converse with her. Then he’d stop thinking of her so often. 
He ignored the doubt his plan brought forth as he strode into the Covington ballroom. His heart ached at the thought of not spending time with Eliza, but this was the right thing to do. 
Members of the ton were slowly returning to London based on the size of the crowd. The weather had been mild with less rain, making the roads passable and presenting the opportunity to travel that some had already taken. 
“Your Grace.” Lord Oxley bowed.
Philip smothered a grimace and bowed in return. “Oxley.” He should’ve taken better care to note who he was walking past. “I hope the evening finds you well.”
The lord was an unwelcome reminder of the decision that loomed before him.
“It does.” Oxley’s gaze swept the gathering crowd. “Looks to be an enjoyable evening.”
“Indeed.” 
Philip took a moment to study the older lord, noting how much he’d aged in the past year. Lines bracketed his eyes and mouth, and shadows marked the skin beneath his eyes. Surely, those hadn’t been there before. 
Was his financial situation causing a strain? Philip hated to think so. Hopefully, his daughters would make good matches and ease his worries. But Philip feared Graham was depending on him to lead the way.
He shifted his shoulders, not liking the pressure the thought brought. 
“Is the rest of your family here this evening?” Philip asked. He should look forward to having another dance with each of his daughters. Unfortunately, he didn’t.
“They are enjoying a glass of champagne, I believe.” Graham nodded in the direction of the refreshment room. “Would you like me to bring them over?”
“No need,” Philip quickly reassured him. He wanted a word with Eliza first. “I will see them soon enough, I’m sure.”
“Good of you to speak with them.” Graham held his gaze, a flare of hope in them. “Constance and Alice enjoyed their dances with you at the charity ball.”
“I was sorry to hear Lady Charlotte wasn’t feeling herself and hope she’s much improved.” 
Graham sighed. “I fear she’s still grieving. She often suffers physical ailments, which I tend to believe are the result of her future being upended.”
Philip understood exactly how she felt. He didn’t like to think of her suffering when she’d genuinely cared for his brother. 
“She’s feeling better this evening,” Graham said, though the statement lacked conviction.
In that moment, Philip realized he couldn’t choose her as his bride. Bedding her would be impossible when she’d surely be thinking of Oscar. The idea was enough to make him shudder. It would have to be one of the other two sisters then.
Thinking of either of them as his wife tightened the hard ball of dread in his stomach. He pushed aside the thought, telling himself he was being dramatic. He hoped none of his inner turmoil showed on his face.
The situation was becoming insufferable.
His aunt and uncle entered the ballroom. Uncle Herbert looked between him and Oxley then gave a nod of approval. That only made Philip feel worse. 
Philip valued his uncle’s opinion. But in this regard, the expectation his uncle placed on him made him feel as if he were choking.
The thought had him tugging at his tie and clearing his throat.
“Is all well, Your Grace?” Oxley asked with a frown. “You look rather pale.”
“I’m fine,” Philip managed. “I just need a breath of fresh air. If you’ll excuse me.”
The lord nodded. 
Philip didn’t look to see if his aunt and uncle were approaching but moved forward. He needed a moment to collect himself and contain his unease. It was odd how the feeling had been growing in the past week or two. Clearly, selecting a wife was more difficult than he’d expected.
As quickly as possible, he rounded the dance floor and moved toward an open door on the far side of the room. By the time he walked through it, his heart was racing and his palms were damp. He drew in deep breaths of the cool evening air, shifting his focus to his surroundings to try to calm his thoughts.
He had always been the carefree brother. The charming one who focused on friends and fun rather than responsibilities. He wasn’t equipped to dedicate his life to duty. He shifted his shoulders, feeling as if he might snap in half under the weight of his changed world. 
Not for the first time, a spear of anger shot through him. Anger at his brother for dying. Anger at his father for doing the same. How dare they leave him alone to wade through the expectations surrounding him.
He blew out a breath, tipping his head back to stare at the night sky. A few lone stars were visible in the dark expanse, barely bright enough to see, as if the inky blackness were smothering their light. That was how he felt beneath the heaviness threatening to overpower him.
“Your Grace?”
He closed his eyes at the quiet feminine tone, willing whoever it was to go away.
“Philip?” 
The use of his given name and Eliza’s voice had him turning to watch as a shadow emerged from the garden. “Are you all right?”
His anger fell away as quickly as it had come. 
“Eliza.” He glanced behind her but saw no one. “What are you doing out here?”
A shaft of light from a ballroom window briefly illuminated her face before she continued forward, and the shadows claimed her once again. “I needed a moment to collect myself.”
He waited to see if she’d add more. Her statement made no sense when it seemed as if she had the world at her feet. She was young, beautiful, and intelligent. No one expected her to do or be anything she hadn’t been taught. How difficult could her life be?
As if sensing his question, she gave a nervous laugh and gestured toward the ballroom. “I suppose I’m still not comfortable in situations like this.”
“A ball? Do you fear no one will ask you to dance?” He’d meant the question as a jest but realized she was truly worried. Was that why she’d asked him for the favor? His heart pinched at the thought.
“Something like that.” She shook her head even as she bit her lower lip. “What of you? Did you need a moment as well?”
“Yes.” He looked away, not wanting to try to explain when doing so would only make him sound like an ungrateful lout. Poor me. I’m now a duke, you see, and I have to learn to properly manage a fortune and numerous holdings. 
Ridiculous.
“It must be such an adjustment,” she whispered as she moved to stand before him. 
He returned his focus to her, telling himself that she couldn’t possibly understand. 
“One day you’re enjoying all life has to offer and the next you’ve lost everything—everyone—important to you.” She frowned, her expression barely visible in the dim light. “To be handed those responsibilities and know hundreds of people depend upon you for their livelihoods. They expect you to know what is best when perhaps you have no idea.”
He stared at her in surprise. That she could have an inkling of understanding about how he felt and made the effort to share it with him when his best friend didn’t seem to have a clue shocked him.
“Thank you,” he said.
“For what?” She lifted one brow, the movement managing to make her look even more elegant and beautiful. And wise beyond her years. Was it any wonder he forgot their age difference?
“For understanding.” He pressed his fingers against his chest at the dull ache there. The one that had lodged deep within him since losing his family. “Few do.”
She reached for his hand and held it tight between her gloved ones.
Then she lifted onto her toes, cupped his cheek, and pressed her lips to his, shocking him yet again.
He must’ve bent to meet her lips because otherwise, her smaller stature wouldn’t permit the kiss. He shouldn’t have permitted it. But the moment their lips met all his good intentions were swept away. How had he thought he could stay away from her?
She tasted so sweet. He feared she’d ruined him for any other. But she also was innocent, evidenced by the hesitation of her movements.
Damn if that didn’t appeal to him. He wanted to be the one to teach her how to please a man. And he wanted to be the one who pleased her in return.
She eased closer. He gripped her waist and drew her against him, surprised by how right she felt. When she wrapped her arms around his neck, he kissed her more deeply even as he breathed in her sweet scent.
At her soft sigh, he lowered his hands to her rounded bottom, loving the feel of it despite the small bustle of her gown. The movement brought her firmly against his lower body and desire surged.
He gave a muffled groan as he broke the kiss. He should be appalled by his behavior. Eliza had offered understanding and he’d repaid that kindness with passion. Yet he didn’t regret it. Not when she was still in his arms.
The faint sound of the orchestra reached him, reminding him of where they were. And that at any moment, they might be caught. He couldn’t bring himself to care. All his arguments about why she wasn’t for him dropped away. She felt perfect in his arms. He should release her, but first he wanted—needed—one more kiss.
He gently took her mouth with his, wanting to show her how much he appreciated her. When a hint of a moan escaped her lips, it lit the tinder already burning inside him. 
Then suddenly she pulled back, her chest heaving as her gaze held on him, eyes wide with surprise. “I must return inside. My aunt will be wondering what’s become of me.”
She glanced over her shoulder, then back at him, and was gone in the next moment.
He blew out a breath as he struggled to understand what had just happened. And why it was Eliza who ignited his passion like no other.
[image: image-placeholder]Eliza ran around the side of Covington House to the side door from which she’d previously escaped as fast as she could manage. That was no easy feat in a ball gown. The reminder of what she wore had her loosening her grip on the skirts, realizing too late that she’d no doubt crushed them in her rush.
Aunt Frieda would take one look at the wrinkles and lecture her on how costly the fabric was and how she should take better care. 
When she and her aunt had entered the ballroom, and she’d hadn’t recognized anyone, panic had taken hold. Aunt Frieda had started to remark about the “distasteful” décor and suddenly, Eliza had needed a moment alone to gather her resolve. She told her aunt she saw a friend with whom she wanted to speak. Now she was fiercely glad she had, for it had given her time with Philip. 
Those precious minutes with him had been worth every wrinkle in her skirts. The taste of him lingered on her lips. Her emotions spun from the passion they’d shared. She tingled from head to toe from the encounter. Surely what she felt in his arms was special. Unique. 
The moment she’d seen him standing on the terrace with that stricken look upon his face, she’d been compelled to try to help. He’d looked so alone, as if grief might overcome him. Kissing him hadn’t been planned but had come naturally when she’d tried to think of a way to comfort him. To lend support and let him know he wasn’t alone, much like he’d done for her when her parents died.
The way she felt in his arms only made her more convinced that they were meant to be together. Did he feel that as well? Time would tell.
She stepped into the narrow, empty hallway that connected the card rooms and the ballroom, pausing to catch her breath and attempt to smooth the fabric of her gown.
Her effort made little difference. She needed a damp cloth to press against the wrinkles if she wanted to reduce them. Perhaps she could find a maid in the retiring room to aid her.
She smoothed her expression and walked quickly down the hall in search of the room only to bump into Markus Carstairs, Viscount Delbert, Philip’s cousin, who was exiting the card room.
He gripped her elbow as if to steady her, but he seemed to be the one in need of support. The smell of liquor on his breath suggested he’d been drinking the better part of the evening. “What do we have here?” he asked with a gleam in his eye that she didn’t care for. “A pretty little bird, eh?”
“Good evening, Lord Delbert.”
He drew back to study her more closely, his brow furrowed. “Have we met?”
“Of course. The Marquess of Linford is my brother.”
His eyes widened in surprise. “Lady Eliza?” He stepped back, though didn’t release her, and looked her over from head to toe. “Haven’t you become a beauty.”
The way he said it made her feel anything but. 
She managed a polite smile as she attempted to pull herself free to no avail. “If you’ll excuse me, I must find my aunt.”
Though it was a lie, she wanted to make it clear she wasn’t alone.
“Not so fast. Surely you can spare a moment or two for an old friend.”
They had never been friends. In fact, Winston didn’t care for him either last she’d heard. Delbert had a mean streak that he rarely bothered to suppress. Winston had shared a story or two from their university days that were enough to make her shudder. Anyone who used their position in the world to get what they wanted would never have her respect.
“Perhaps another time.” With that, she jerked her arm free. 
The movement was enough to send him off balance given his inebriated state. Delbert sober was trying enough. Delbert drunk was another matter entirely.
He muttered a protest—or was it a curse?—as she hurried away. She’d often wondered what Philip thought of him. Did he know how often his cousin acted poorly?
After finding a maid in the retiring room who managed to smooth most of the wrinkles from her skirts, she returned to the ballroom and Aunt Frieda’s side.
“Where have you been?” her aunt whispered in an angry tone.
“I had a mishap with my gown that required repair and have been in the retiring room.” At least it was partly true.
“Your gown?” The horror in her aunt’s tone as she looked over Eliza might’ve been comical if it didn’t show how concerned she was about her purchases.
Eliza was careful to brush the side of the fabric that hadn’t been crushed to draw her aunt’s eye there. “I think the maid did an excellent job.”
“Hmm.” Her aunt studied the gown a moment longer. “I do hope so.”
“What did I miss?” Eliza asked as she glanced around the ballroom.
“Very little, although I did enjoy a brief conversation with Lady Oxley, the mother of the Graham sisters.”
“Oh?” Eliza braced herself to hear what her aunt learned. 
“Three daughters to find husbands for.” Her aunt shook her head. “Can you imagine? The expense alone would be daunting.” She leaned close. “Lady Oxley mentioned how distraught her eldest daughter is. She was to marry the heir to the Duke of Trentworth before he died, you know.”
“A sad story, isn’t it?” Eliza’s heart ached for the lady. To have happiness within reach only to have it jerked away was tragic.
“Lady Oxley said she doesn’t like to say for certain, but she and her husband hope the new duke will choose to follow in his brother’s footsteps.”
Eliza masked her concern. Though it was probably obvious to those watching that Philip was spending time with the sisters, it seemed wrong of Lady Oxley to say such things when it fanned the flames of gossip, not to mention that it placed unfair pressure on Philip.
Family had always been important to him, but she dearly hoped he would make his own choice and keep his future happiness in mind.
Suddenly, the chance of her having a future with him seemed even further out of reach. She searched the ballroom for him, certain he must’ve returned by now.
She found him, her heart squeezing at the sight of him speaking with the three Graham sisters across the room. Lady Oxley beamed with delight at whatever was being said.
Perhaps the kiss they’d shared on the terrace hadn’t been as exciting for him as it had been for her. The thought was upsetting. Did she give up on her plan? The last thing she wanted to do was place more pressure on him. 
He should be free to select a bride for no other reason than love and happiness. Would one of the sisters provide that?
Luckily, someone asked her to dance followed by another. The evening passed quickly until her breath caught at the sight of Philip standing before her.
“Your Grace.” She curtsied even as she tried to read his expression.
“Lady Eliza.” He smiled, his gaze lingering on her lips. Then he greeted her aunt before turning to Eliza again.
“May I have the honor of a dance?”
“Of course.” She took his offered hand, her heart warming when he tucked it beneath his arm. She did her best to hide how he made her feel even when they were only walking alongside one another. “Are you feeling better?” 
“I am, thanks to you.” He tightened his elbow on her hand but didn’t look at her.
She was pleased to hear it but couldn’t help thinking of him speaking with the Graham ladies and wondering what they’d said. 
“I hope my behavior didn’t alarm you,” he whispered. 
“Not at all.” Her face heated at the reminder. Hopefully, anyone noticing her pink cheeks would blame the warmth of the ballroom.
“It occurred to me that I didn’t ask what happened that caused you to also be outside.” He glanced at her. “Is all well?”
They were making their way closer to the dance floor. Philip nodded at a few of the other guests, but Eliza kept her focus straight ahead, wondering how to answer. Should she be honest or brush aside the question with a light response?
This was hardly the time or place for a true conversation. Besides, her difficulties were small in comparison to his. 
“I needed a breath of fresh air and a moment to collect myself.” That was true. 
“Any particular reason?” They arrived at the edge of the dance floor and waited for the other couples to clear it.
She hesitated. But since he’d asked and had also shared a confidence with her earlier, she wanted to do the same. Building a relationship that included sharing feelings was her fondest wish. “I confess to feeling overwhelmed at events like this.”
“Oh?”
Yet Eliza realized she couldn’t truly explain. Not when there was still so much of the girl inside her who’d been so easily set aside by her mother and then passed from one family member to another, always unwanted. 
It would be a poor idea to share just how unlovable she still felt with this man or anyone else for that matter. Why reveal her flaws when they might cause him to turn away?
When she didn’t say more, he nodded. “The crush of a ballroom isn’t necessarily anything I enjoy either.”
If only that was her problem. 
They took their places on the dance floor with the other couples, and Eliza set aside her troubled thoughts, determined to enjoy the dance with Philip. 
“It seems as if your evening has been successful from what I’ve seen,” he said as the music began.
It was now that she was dancing with him. But she only smiled politely in response.
“Is the gentleman here?”
“Which one?” she asked before realizing what he meant. “Yes, he is.”
“And did you dance with him?” At her hesitation, he added, “I only ask because I thought perhaps my services were no longer needed.”
Alarm filled her, along with disappointment. Was that the only reason Philip had asked her to dance? To fulfill the favor that she’d asked for? She studied his expression but couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “I would like us to continue if it’s not too much trouble.”
The dance steps prevented further conversation for several minutes. 
“I do think it best if you share his identity with me,” Philip said.
“That would be most unwise,” she countered.
“Why?”
“Then he might realize how I feel.” 
Philip frowned. “Wouldn’t that be a helpful development?”
“Not if he doesn’t return my regard.” She truly hoped that wasn’t the case.
“How will you know if you don’t try?”
“Exactly.” Excitement that he agreed with her logic overcame her. 
His raised brow suggested he didn’t understand her answer.
Before she could offer an explanation, the dance steps drew them apart again. Thank goodness. She needed a moment to determine what to say. Yet a feeling of triumph flooded her that he agreed with her. Somehow, even though he didn’t know what he was agreeing to, it felt as if he’d given his approval.
The thought lightened the worry she’d been carrying. 
But what did she tell Philip?
Based on his expectant look, he still wanted an explanation.
“What I meant to say was that I want to remind him that I exist in more subtle ways.” She waited, hoping that was sufficient.
“How could he possibly not know?”
Irritation swept over her. “I would’ve said you weren’t aware of my existence until we became reacquainted at the garden party.” Where I dropped my handkerchief to gain your notice. But she didn’t say that. There was such a thing as too much honesty in moments like this.
He seemed to acknowledge that truth as they parted ways yet again for several steps.
“Exactly how are you reminding him of your presence if you don’t speak with him?” 
“By being within view.” 
“There has to be more you can do than that.”
She stared at him in astonishment. “What would you suggest?”
He opened his mouth to reply several times only to remain silent. Perhaps he was understanding the dilemma of being a woman who cared for a man who was unaware of her. “I suppose you must take care to protect your reputation.”
“Quite.” Eliza drew a breath, hoping that was the end of the conversation. Never mind that they’d taken a terrible risk on the terrace earlier.
With luck, one day she would remind him of this conversation and share that she was speaking of him the entire time. 
The thought was comforting.
At least it was until she caught sight of the three Graham sisters watching them closely. They were an unwanted reminder that Philip wasn’t hers and might never be.




Chapter Eleven


Philip didn’t bother to hide his surprise at the breakfast table the next morning when Markus strode in. The fact that his cousin was up this early was unusual but that he looked the worse for wear was not. 
“Don’t say it.” Markus held up a finger as he glanced at Philip.
“What? Good morning?” Philip couldn’t resist.
“Yes. And no, it isn’t.” Markus pulled out a chair as he gestured for the butler to pour him coffee.
“Is there a reason you’re up and about when it’s so clearly putting you in a foul mood?” 
Markus had always been prickly, but in the last few months he’d acted especially so. It seemed doubtful that the reason was grief. He hadn’t gotten on with Philip’s brother and father that well.
“I wanted to speak with you.” Markus reached for the cup and took a careful sip followed by another, suggesting he needed it to revive himself.
“We live in the same house at the moment. I hardly think waking early is necessary.” Nor was it welcome. Philip preferred to have the quiet of the morning to himself before beginning the day. 
“Yes, but you’ll be off doing one thing or another or holed up in the study with the steward or something. You’re always busy these days.”
If he didn’t know better, Philip would’ve said a hint of envy colored Markus’s tone. That couldn’t be the case when his cousin went out of his way to avoid carrying out any task asked of him. Which meant that he was criticizing Philip, something in which he took great pleasure.
“There is much to do.” He couldn’t help but defend himself. As if he didn’t feel out of his element already, his cousin was always the first to point out any potential fault or error.
Philip had made numerous missteps since inheriting. Granted, they were small thus far, but Markus managed to discover each and every one. 
“I’m sure.” Markus’s doubt was clear based on his expression. Apparently, he thought Philip should be better able to deal with his duties.
Philip bit back a sharp retort, reminding himself that his cousin’s opinion didn’t matter. It was best to pick his battles with Markus, and this one wasn’t worthy of his attention.
Markus acted more agreeably when Uncle Herbert was present. If only his uncle was an early riser as well.
Philip ignored his unwelcome breakfast partner and focused on eating quickly. The meal was already ruined so the sooner he was finished and could begin his day, the better. He refused to ask what Markus wanted to talk to him about, but he’d be willing to wager what it was regarding.
Markus set down his cup and cleared his throat. “I am in need of funds.”
Philip would’ve won. “Why?” He knew his uncle provided a generous allowance for Markus in addition to the income he received from a small holding. It should’ve been more than enough for him to comfortably live on.
“Does it matter?” When Philip lifted a brow, Markus scowled. “A gaming debt.”
“No.” Philip had given him money three months ago for the same reason and told him he wouldn’t do so again.
“Don’t be ridiculous. I need to pay it soon.”
“Then speak with your father. I told you last time I wouldn’t aid you again and I meant it. Clearly, you didn’t heed my advice not to gamble beyond your means.” 
“Father was of no help.” Markus tapped a finger on the table. “Therefore, Your Grace,” he said with derision, “it is up to you to assist me.”
“No. Find another way to pay it.” Philip feigned interest in the news sheet at his elbow, hoping the subject was closed.
A minute or two of blissful silence ensued, though Philip knew it wouldn’t last.
“I couldn’t help but notice with whom you danced last evening at the Covington Ball.”
Philip didn’t respond even if his entire body stiffened.
“Does Linford know you’re sniffing around his sister?”
“I am not ‘sniffing’ anyone.” The retort was out before Philip could stop himself. Old habits were hard to break.
“Who knew Lady Eliza would turn into such a tasty morsel.” Markus’s smile was sly. “I do believe I will have to sample her as well.”
“The way you speak of ladies is repulsive, Markus. Show them respect.” The thought of him anywhere near Eliza angered him, though he did his best to hide it. He didn’t want his upset to show, lest Markus decide to make a point of bothering Eliza just to irritate Philip. That was something he wouldn’t permit.
“Women are here for our pleasure. Especially ones that look like Lady Eliza. She used to be such a plump girl but now she has curves that make a man take a closer look.”
It took all of Philip’s fortitude not to lunge across the table and grab Markus by the shirtfront to give him a good shake. 
Moments like this confirmed that Philip was not the man his father had been, nor his brother. Markus wouldn’t have dared to act like this with either of them. Nor would he have asked them to pay his gaming debts. It was clear his cousin didn’t respect him. He’d told himself it didn’t matter since he didn’t respect Markus either. But it did.
This was one area he couldn’t consult his uncle about. He had to manage Markus’s behavior on his own. 
“If you can’t say something polite, don’t say anything at all.” Philip stood and tossed his napkin on his plate. 
“My question is why you’re looking at Lady Eliza when you’re supposed to offer for one of the Graham sisters.” 
Philip forced himself to relax, not wanting to reveal how much Markus’s comments were hitting their target. “Perhaps you should stay focused on your own life, cousin. I’d venture to say there are a few areas that could use improvement. Especially your finances.”
He quit the room but knew that wouldn’t be the end of it. Markus’s actions were becoming more and more reckless. Unfortunately, what to do about it remained unclear.
[image: image-placeholder]Eliza entered the Haverford Ball three days later, hoping to better control her emotions than she had at the last ball. No one could see the insecure little girl she’d been. It didn’t matter that her own mother hadn’t loved her. At least, it shouldn’t matter anymore.
Yet somehow it did, and she worried that if someone looked closely, they’d see exactly why she’d never been loved. Maybe they could explain it to her. As she had so many times over the years, Eliza wished she knew what was wrong with her so she could change. 
She’d been nine years of age when she realized the depth of the problem with her family. A picture in a magazine of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert gathered around a Christmas tree with their children made it clear how broken her own family was. 
She’d soon determined that she was the reason why. 
Winston had shared a few memories of holidays with her. Good memories. Whereas she had none. Therefore, it was only logical that her arrival had changed their family. She’d done her best to fix her flaws and continued to do so but wasn’t certain her efforts were enough.
She shook off her dour thoughts, uncertain what it was about balls in particular that brought them forth. Perhaps because she felt as if she were on display. That everyone was staring at her and listing her faults. She knew she had many compared to the other ladies in attendance.
Not as pretty. Not as clever. Not as graceful. Not as thin. The list was long. She’d heard most of them many times during finishing school. Tiny barbs that had struck true, piercing her meager defenses.
Eliza straightened and reminded herself that she had several good qualities. After all, the ladies from the literary league seemed to like her. That counted significantly to her.
“Whatever is the matter with you?” Aunt Frieda asked with a frown. “You’ve issued so many sighs that I have to wonder if you’re ill.”
They waited in the reception line with numerous other guests. Eliza dearly hoped no one had heard her aunt. 
“I do believe my corset is too tight,” she whispered.
“Nonsense. You need only draw shallower breaths.”
Eliza had told herself many times that it was good that Aunt Frieda wasn’t sympathetic to any complaint. Otherwise, Eliza would focus on the past rather than the future.
The future was where her hope was.
Which brought to mind Philip. The thought of him eased the tightness in her chest. They’d had not one but two kisses. If she were brave enough to share that with Lady Bolton, she was certain her new friend would agree that her progress was remarkable.
Perhaps Lady Bolton or one of the ladies from the league would be at the ball this evening. That was an encouraging thought as well and helped to steady her.
At last, they greeted their hosts and made their way into the ballroom. 
“Oh my.” Eliza studied the décor, impressed by the effort Lady Haverford had gone to. Autumn touches were everywhere from the red, brown, and yellow strands of silk twisted around the columns and framing the windows along the far wall to the vases of flowers that scented the air. 
“Impressive.” Aunt Frieda gave a rare nod of approval. 
Eliza studied the room with care. After all, if her plan went well, she would host a ball each year. Perhaps even more often. The thought made her smile.
“There’s Lady Oxley and her daughters. Why don’t we greet them?” Aunt Frieda suggested.
The family had Eliza’s sympathy, but she didn’t want to speak with them. “It looks as if they’re already in conversation with others. Perhaps we should wait.”
“Oh, yes. I see that now.” 
Eliza released a relieved breath. They continued forward, and she couldn’t help but look for Philip. Another dance with him would be wonderful.
Her aunt paused to speak with two other ladies, giving Eliza a better chance to look around. Lady Winifred Barnes and Miss Millicent Davies stood a short distance away. She hadn’t seen them since the last meeting and was eager to converse with them. “I’m going to speak with friends.” What a delight to be able to say that.
“Don’t go far,” her aunt advised, then frowned at her blue gown with its layers of silk that were drawn into a small bustle in the back. “And be sure to take better care with your attire this evening.”
“Of course.” Before her aunt could say anything more, she joined the two ladies. “Good evening.”
“Lady Eliza. What a pleasure to see you,” Lady Winifred said. “Your gown is beautiful.”
“Thank you. So are both of yours.” The two ladies’ smiles further eased her nerves. “Aren’t the decorations lovely?”
They visited for a time, sharing their progress on the book they were reading for the league, along with other topics. Eliza was pleased to become better acquainted with them. 
“Do you know if Lady Bolton will be attending?” Eliza asked. 
“I believe so,” Winifred said. “In fact, there is Phoebe now.”
“How good to see the three of you,” Lady Bolton said as she joined them and squeezed each of their hands in a warm greeting. “Isn’t this a wonderful ball?”
Millicent giggled. “You say that about every ball since you married.”
Lady Bolton laughed, a hint of blush rising in her cheeks. “That’s true.”
“To think you used to be standing along the wall with us.” Miss Davies heaved a sigh that held a hint of envy.
“That is proof of how quickly things can change. Why don’t we find dance partners for all of you?” Lady Bolton suggested as she glanced around the room. “You look too pretty this evening not to dance.”
Before the ladies could respond, Viscount Delbert, Philip’s cousin, approached Eliza. “May I have the honor of a dance, Lady Eliza?”
Eliza wanted to refuse even if good manners dictated that she accept. 
“How kind of you.” She took his offered arm but kept as much distance between them as possible. 
Lady Bolton gave her a worried look as if sensing that Eliza was less than pleased by the invitation. 
It was only a dance. How difficult could it be? 
They passed by her aunt who nodded. This was one time when Eliza wished Winston were here. She had to think he wouldn’t approve of her dancing with the viscount.
“It’s a nice ball, isn’t it?” she said in an attempt to make conversation.
“It is now.” The smile he gave her as he studied her only increased her unease.
How different he was from Philip. Like night and day. His dark blond hair was overly long, brushing his collar. His skin was sallow and shadows marked his eyes. Thin lips and a narrow nose kept him from being handsome, as did his often derisive expression. 
“How are you finding London since your return?” he asked.
Relieved to have something to break the awkward silence, she answered only to realize she needn’t have bothered. He wasn’t listening based on the way he glanced around the room as if in search of someone.
Soon the dance began, and she didn’t bother trying to speak to him. She only wanted it over. He was a passable partner, but she had to take care to keep the proper distance between them.
His grip tightened as the dance continued, and he guided her firmly across the floor. Too firmly. She resisted the urge to pull her hand from his. By the time the dance ended, she realized he’d maneuvered them to where the doors opened to the terrace. 
He bowed and she curtsied then he took her hand before she’d straightened and drew her toward one of the doors. “A breath of fresh air is in order.”
“I must return to my aunt,” Eliza said as she again tried to pull free to no avail.
“A few more minutes won’t cause any harm.” He studied her face. “I can see how warm you are.”
If her face was flushed, it was because of anger. “I must refuse.”
“And I deny your refusal.” His smirk suggested he thought his reply was clever. “It’s only a little fresh air.”
“Do not force me to cause a scene,” she said as she tugged on her hand.
“We shall avoid that at all costs.” With that, he took an even firmer hold on her arm and pulled her out the door. 
Eliza’s heart raced when she nearly stumbled in response. Surely someone had witnessed his treatment of her and would aid her. 
“See?” he asked once they stood outside, his grip still tight. “This isn’t so terrible.” He leaned close as if sharing a confidence. “It’s for your benefit as much as mine. The air in the ballroom is stifling.”
She drew a deep breath and then another for good measure despite the actual pressure of her corset. “There. All better. I’m returning inside.”
“Not so quickly.” He studied her for a long moment. “My cousin seems to have taken an interest in you of late. I confess that I was curious as to why.” His gaze lingered on her neckline. “Now that I’ve had a closer look, I’m starting to understand.”
Eliza’s heart pounded with fear when he forced her closer, the liquor on his breath making her feel even more unsafe.
“Why shouldn’t I have a taste of you to know for certain.”
“Release me at once,” she demanded. Yet an icy cold shiver crept up her spine at the menacing look in his eyes. 
The fact that they were just outside of a ballroom filled with people should’ve been reassuring but it wasn’t.
She couldn’t count on anyone to assist her in this moment or for the rest of her life. It had been that way since well before the death of her parents. She needed to save herself without causing a scene because the last thing she wanted was to be compromised by Delbert. 
“Soon.” He offered a lazy smile. “But first a kiss.”
“No.”
“One kiss and I’ll set you free.”
Absolutely not. But telling him that would gain her nothing. 
He bent toward her as if assuming she’d comply. Her best hope—her only hope—was to act complacent so he’d relax his grip.
“One kiss?” she asked, forcing herself to stop fighting his hold.
His triumphant expression made her stomach turn. “Yes. You have my word.”
His word meant nothing. She already knew better than to trust him. 
His focus shifted to her mouth. This was her chance. It was now or never. She stomped on his foot and jerked her hand free just as she saw something move out of the corner of her eye.
“Lady Eliza?” a feminine voice said.
Her heart flew to her throat at the thought of being caught like this. She looked to see Lady Millicent and Miss Davies exiting the terrace door.
“Is all well?” Lady Millicent asked as they walked closer, her worried gaze holding on Eliza. 
“It is now.” She stepped away from Delbert with a glare and joined her friends, hoping their presence meant safety rather than witnesses. She didn’t want them to sound the alarm.
They moved to flank her and continued to glare at Delbert with suspicion. To think her new friends noted her absence and had come to her rescue warmed her from the inside out.
“You weren’t out here alone with Lady Eliza, were you, my lord?” Lady Millicent asked. “That simply isn’t done.”
“No, it isn’t,” Miss Davies added.
“Eliza?”
She turned to see Philip standing in the open doorway, his brow furrowed. The lights from the ballroom kept her from truly being able to see his expression, but his tone suggested he wasn’t pleased.
Neither was she. She had nearly been ruined.
“Markus, why don’t you explain what’s going on here,” Philip demanded.
“Merely enjoying the evening air after a dance,” he replied in a droll tone. “You must’ve noted how warm the ballroom is.” His gaze moved to Eliza and her friends. “How...nice to visit with Lady Eliza and her lovely friends. I wish you all a good evening.” 
He offered a half-bow then moved to the door which Philip blocked. “I do hope the ladies provide you with the same enjoyment they did me, cousin.”
“We’re not done here, Markus,” Philip said.
“As I’m sure Lady Eliza and her friends will attest, there’s nothing more to be said.” Delbert looked past Philip into the ballroom. “I think I’ve had my fill of dancing for the evening.” With that, he turned and disappeared into the darkness of the garden.
Eliza watched Philip, unable to guess what he thought. Her heart pinched at the idea of him thinking poorly of her because of his cousin. Had the viscount ruined her plan?




Chapter Twelve


“Are you certain you’re all right?” Philip asked as he looked at Eliza, his concern growing despite Markus’s departure.  
He didn’t pretend to understand what was going on, but he didn’t like the look of the situation. Especially since his cousin was involved. 
Upon arriving at the ball, he’d seen Eliza’s aunt and knew Eliza must be there as well. He’d been making his way around the dance floor in search of her when he’d noted two ladies near her age walking quickly toward the terrace door. While he didn’t know what made him follow them, he was grateful for it. 
“Yes,” Eliza replied rather breathlessly. 
Regardless of her answer, she was obviously upset. He didn’t know the ladies at her side, but they appeared to be lending her support. The notion that she needed it made him more determined to discover what had happened.
“Perhaps it would be best if we all returned inside,” one of the ladies said.
“Yes, it wouldn’t do for anyone to note Lady Eliza’s absence,” the other lady added.
Eliza drew a slow breath then nodded as she rubbed her wrist, a movement that made Philip’s stomach turn. “Excellent idea.”
He gestured for the ladies to precede him through the door and followed, gently catching Eliza’s elbow to slow her pace. “Are you certain you’re well? Did my cousin hurt you?”
“I’m fine.” She smiled, though it was far from genuine. Nor did she truly answer his second question. “Any potential disaster was avoided.”
“Potential disaster?” Philip’s anger stirred even more. “What did Markus do?”
“Perhaps you could smile, Your Grace,” the taller of the two ladies suggested with a smile of her own. “Several people are looking in our direction.”
He couldn’t manage that but tried to mask his anger. He should’ve known Markus would do something rash based on their conversation a few days ago. Of course, he’d retaliated because Philip had refused to pay his debt.
“Why don’t you introduce your friends?” Philip lifted a brow at Eliza as they stopped just inside the ballroom.
“Of course. Where are my manners?” She turned to the taller one first. “Lady Winifred Barnes and Miss Millicent Davies. His Grace, the Duke of Trentworth.”
They both curtsied as he bowed. “How nice to make your acquaintance.”
“Thank you both for aiding me,” Eliza said in a quiet voice. 
“It looked as if you already had matters well in hand without us.” Miss Davies grinned. “So resourceful.”
Philip stared at Eliza. “Resourceful?” His chest tightened as his imagination went wild with what the lady meant.
“Perhaps we should dance,” Eliza murmured as she looked around. 
He followed her gaze to see a few guests still watching them with interest. There was no chance of him walking away until he had some answers, so a dance was the best alternative. “Yes. We should.” 
He offered his arm, dipped his head toward the other two ladies, and then moved toward the dance floor. “Now would you care to tell me what happened?”
“Viscount Delbert and I shared a dance. He insisted on a moment on the terrace afterward.”
His anger rose another notch. “When you say insisted, what exactly do you mean?”
She hesitated as if uncertain whether to share the full truth. “That I declined without success.”
While relieved she’d been honest, he could hardly believe his ears. To think Markus had put a hand on her was beyond the pale. “I’m going to kill him.”
“No need for murder on my account, Your Grace.” The lightness in her voice served to reassure him that she truly was all right. But he was still going to hurt Markus. “As I said, nothing untoward occurred.”
Yet as they took their places on the floor with the other couples, he couldn’t help but think of what might’ve happened if someone had caught them alone on the terrace. Markus might’ve been forced to propose. 
He nearly shuddered at the thought.
Thinking of anyone with Eliza made him positively ill. But the idea of his cousin with her made him furious. Had that been Markus’s purpose? Had he sensed the level of Philip’s interest and thought his actions might force Philip to pay his debt?
What might his cousin do next?
“Do not worry so,” Eliza said as she squeezed his hand. “Let us enjoy the dance.”
That felt like an impossible request until he confronted Markus again. Then he looked into her green eyes and some of his upset eased. He couldn’t begin to guess what she was thinking, but the emotion in their depths reminded him how much he enjoyed being with her. How wonderful it felt to have her in his arms. How passionate their kisses had been. 
If only he could keep in mind that she was his best friend’s younger sister. And that he was going to marry one of the Graham sisters. 
Comparing them to Eliza was like comparing night and day. Water and wine. A pond and the raging sea.
He had no idea what to do about the situation—or how he felt about her. 
No. That wasn’t true. He knew exactly what to do. What he had to do. He would honor what he knew his father—and brother—would’ve wanted. It was a promise he’d made to himself that he refused to break. How could he hope to become as honorable as they had been if he couldn’t do this one thing?
No matter how lovely and delightful Eliza was, nor how she made him feel.
He detested the idea that his paying attention to her had caught Markus’s notice and prompted his cousin to behave so abhorrently. That was all the more reason he should keep his distance—so that Markus wouldn’t bother her again.
If only he hadn’t agreed to her favor. But he was honor bound to fulfill his promise. At least for now.
He ignored the rush of relief the thought brought. 
The coming days wouldn’t be easy when each time he was near Eliza, his attraction to her outweighed his good sense. But he need only think of his father and brother. Besides, his growing feelings for her had already placed her in danger. Markus had much to answer for.
[image: image-placeholder]Eliza sensed Philip’s withdrawal before the dance had ended but couldn’t understand the reason for it. Did he think her at fault for Delbert’s conduct? The thought was hurtful.
By the time they were stepping off the dance floor, a wall had descended between them that she couldn’t hope to scale. 
“Is something amiss?” she asked as he escorted her from the floor.
“Nothing at all. I do hope my cousin’s behavior didn’t cause you undue distress.”
It had. Very much so. But she didn’t say that as it wouldn’t serve any purpose. She would keep her distance from Delbert from this point forward and refuse if he requested a dance in the future.
The true problem was Philip and how she could close the crevasse that had spread between them. She felt certain she could make him happy if he’d give her a chance. 
If only she knew how to convince him. Perhaps she could help him see her better qualities. But what? And how? It was unfortunate that nothing she’d learned in finishing school would aid her.
She sighed, worrying not for the first time that she didn’t deserve Philip. Perhaps she wasn’t the right one for him. After all, what did she have to offer him other than her admiration?
Yet a stubborn part of her heart refused to give up. She risked a glance at him out of the corner of her eye. 
Support. That was a start. He was a good, kind, honorable man, and she would make certain he knew that. How many times over the years had she wished someone believed in her?
Yet doubt returned in full force. He was a duke. The chances of him needing to be told he was worthy were slim. Nonexistent, in fact. It was naïve of her to think anything to the contrary.
They reached her aunt’s side, and it was clear from his closed expression that the opportunity was gone.
“Thank you for the dance. Good evening,” he said and turned away.
With a heavy heart, she watched his broad-shouldered form walk to the opposite side of the room as if to get as far away from her as possible.
Thank goodness she hadn’t told any of the league members of her attempt at the For Better or Worse agenda since it looked to be a complete failure. 




Chapter Thirteen


“What do you mean you don’t want to go?” Aunt Frieda stared at Eliza as if she’d grown two heads. “We already accepted the invitation.” 
Eliza bit her lip, realizing too late she should’ve made up a better excuse than simply stating the truth—that she didn’t want to venture out this evening.
The opening of a new museum had sounded exciting last week when the future had looked bright. Now it looked anything but.
In the two days since the ball, she hadn’t been able to shake her dismal mood. All she could see was Philip’s reserved expression when they’d parted ways after dancing. His manner had turned positively chilly, and she had no idea how to change it. He had to know of her admiration already since they’d shared those kisses. Surely, he didn’t think she frequently kissed gentlemen. 
After he’d left her side at the ball, she’d glimpsed him speaking with the Graham sisters again. She supposed it made sense that he would marry one of them since his brother had intended to. 
But the few times she’d seen him with them, he’d looked anything but happy. Polite, yes. Ducal, yes. But happy? Definitely not. 
Of course, he had duties and responsibilities to see to given his title. That didn’t mean he had to be unhappy for the rest of his life. He would have so much more to give if he was filled with love and joy. 
She need only look at her parents to know that. 
They’d been so busy arguing and seeking petty revenge against one another for this affair or that one, they’d left their holdings to a steward to run. Luckily, the man had taken his duties seriously and was talented enough to make them profitable. He’d taught Winston more about running the estate than their father had and continued to manage it to this day. 
Her parents had also ignored their children. Now that she considered the matter further, she realized how selfish they’d been as they hadn’t bothered with charitable activities either.
If Philip had the right person at his side, preferably Eliza, they could work together and do twice as much good for the people who depended on them as well as those in need. 
“I suppose I’m not feeling myself,” Eliza began. “Attending an event sounds less than appealing.”
“Nonsense. If you step out, you’ll feel better. You need to be around people your age. Some of your new friends, perhaps.”
That idea was certainly appealing. Any time spent with the ladies in the book group was welcome.
“I suppose we should go since we already said we would,” Eliza relented.
“Go where?” Winston asked as he strolled into the room.
Her brother had made more and more appearances of late. Perhaps he was finally adjusting to them being in the house with him.
“To the party celebrating the opening of the Museum of Ancient Artifacts.” Eliza raised a brow. “I don’t suppose you are going?”
It would be nice to have him at one of the events they attended, but thus far, he hadn’t gone to any.
“To a museum?” He frowned. “No, thank you. Though I think Trentworth is, as he mentioned something about it.” Winston dropped into a chair and extended his legs before him.
Eliza perked up at the news. “Is he?” Her mood immediately plummeted again. “That must mean the Graham sisters are going as well.”
“Why do you say that?” Winston asked.
“Those are the only events he seems to attend.” Eliza hoped her tone didn’t reflect her feelings on the matter.
“Yes, well, it sounds as if he’ll be marrying one of them.” Winston didn’t sound particularly pleased about it either.
“Which one?” Aunt Frieda asked, much to Eliza’s relief. She was happy to know she wasn’t the only one who was curious.
Winston waved his hand in the air. “Who knows? He certainly doesn’t. They are one and the same. It seems ridiculous for him to consider any of them as far as I’m concerned.”
Aunt Frieda huffed. “I think it a fine and noble gesture for him to marry one of the sisters. It shows that he’s determined to honor his brother’s memory.”
A lump formed in Eliza’s throat. Why was it that the quality she most admired about Philip was one of the reasons they couldn’t be together? She already knew him to be a thoughtful and honorable man. He’d proven that with the comfort and kind words he’d offered after her parents’ deaths. 
“Even if doing so will make him miserable?” Winston asked. “He doesn’t act the least bit happy when he speaks of them. I don’t think marrying one will change that.”
“How unfortunate.” Eliza’s heart ached for him. She would’ve set aside her own wishes if she knew Philip would be happy in his future. 
Given what her brother had said, she had to try again with Philip. Surely, there was another way for him to honor his brother. The question was whether she could convince him of it.
“Aunt Frieda, we should definitely go this evening,” she said, hoping her aunt wouldn’t comment on her abrupt change of heart. 
“Of course, we should.” Aunt Frieda frowned as if that were obvious. “Are you certain you won’t join us, Winston?”
“No, thank you.” He shook his head. “If I want to look at old stuff, I need only walk around our country estate. There’s plenty of that sort of thing there.”
While Aunt Frieda lectured him about having the proper respect for history, Eliza allowed herself to ponder the evening ahead.
With luck, she’d have a chance to speak with Philip and remind him of the favor he’d agreed to help her with. A little more time with him might be all she needed to convince him that they would be perfect together. The thought filled her with hope.
[image: image-placeholder]The two days following the ball had proven beyond frustrating to Philip. Markus had left London to stay with a friend and taken Philip’s chance to confront him along as well. Philip knew his cousin was avoiding him. But if he thought Philip’s anger over the situation would dim, he was wrong.
How dare Markus place Eliza in a compromising situation. Even the memory of it was enough to stir his anger. Though tempted to mention Markus’s behavior to Uncle Herbert, Philip resisted. He wanted to resolve the situation himself.
Markus would only deny that he’d done anything wrong and suggest that Philip was overreacting. With Eliza involved, Philip couldn’t claim objectivity. But Markus placing her or anyone else in such a precarious circumstance was unacceptable. Markus also needed to understand that his behavior wouldn’t force Philip to pay his gaming debts. 
Yet Philip’s mind continually focused on how terrible the outcome of those few moments on the terrace could’ve been. If Markus had been forced to propose—
He stopped himself from going down that path again. It had kept him from sleeping well the past two nights. His worst nightmare hadn’t happened. And Philip intended to make certain it didn’t.
One thing had become clear—until he determined a way to control his cousin, he needed to keep watch over Eliza whenever possible. 
Though tempted to share the potential threat with Winston, that would mean explaining why Markus thought his actions would bother Philip. Which meant revealing what was progressing between Philip and Eliza. He couldn’t imagine trying to explain it to his friend when he couldn’t describe it to himself. Nor did Philip want to tell Winston of the favor he’d granted Eliza. 
It was Philip’s fault Eliza was in danger and therefore, it was up to him to protect her. If she attended the opening of the Museum of Ancient Artifacts, he would watch over her. Especially since it was unclear whether Markus had truly left town. 
Philip intended to take every possible precaution regardless. He also wanted to warn Eliza that his cousin was not to be trusted, something she surely already knew. But he wanted to make it clear that she should keep her distance from him. Perhaps he could finally convince her to say who had caught her interest so Philip could end the favor one way or another.
The exterior of the elegant townhome, now a museum, looked like all the others on the street except for the small sign posted near the front steps. 
Like many museums in London, this one had been a residence. Sir John Colby had been a wealthy man who’d spent most of his life traveling and collecting items along the way.
Upon his death six months ago, Sir John donated his house and its contents to the Archaeology Society to run as a museum. From what Philip knew, the man had confined his collection to a few areas of interest with his primary focus being the Mughal Empire of Southeast Asia. That focus made for a more cohesive collection rather than random odds and ends that were difficult to display. 
Philip entered the museum and realized he was already searching for Eliza. He forced himself to greet other guests instead.
Musicians played from somewhere in the near distance, their instruments echoing through the house. The entrance hall was filled with people, and servants helped to direct the guests to the various exhibits. 
“Good evening, Your Grace. So pleased you were able to come,” Sir John’s son, Alastair, greeted him. He was a little older than Philip and had been a friend of Oscar’s. 
“Thank you for inviting me. How nice of you to open your home to the public and share Sir John’s collection.”
Alistair leaned close to whisper, “If we didn’t, what would we have done with all the items?” He shook his head. “I can’t say that I share my father’s taste for artifacts. I don’t mind a few here and there, but his collection was getting out of hand. Thank goodness the Archaeology Society agreed to the museum.”
Philip considered the man a little closer. “You’re not upset to lose your family home?” He couldn’t imagine giving up his own, but that had more to do with the memories it held of his father and brother than anything else.
Alastair shrugged. “It hasn’t been my home for quite some time. I moved to my own nearly ten years ago. My mother isn’t especially happy about the public traipsing through the place, but we found her a nice townhouse near a park, and I think she’ll be quite happy there.”
“That’s good to hear. What do you suggest as far as where to start viewing the collection?”
Philip was familiar with the house as he’d visited it with his brother on more than one occasion. He was interested to see how they’d changed it to display the artifacts.
“The next floor with its jade and rock crystal objects is the most interesting in my opinion. If you like everything that you see there, the third floor is worth visiting, too.”
“Thank you. I look forward to it. I’m sure I’ll see you again before I leave.” 
Alastair bowed and moved on to greet someone else.
Philip walked up the stairs with several other guests, speaking with a few familiar faces. Many continued to the upper floor, but he followed Alastair’s advice, along with one or two other guests, and entered the large room to the right at the top of the first landing. 
Most of the furniture had been removed with the exception of a few chairs and a narrow settee. Glass shelves, tables, and display cases held a variety of items, including an elegantly carved pale jade jug that caught his eye. 
He had seen parts of India and Asia during his Grand Tour and found the artifacts interesting, especially since he knew some of the history behind them. As he studied the artifacts, he kept watch on the doorway for Eliza only to see Lady Charlotte Graham enter the room.
“Your Grace. How nice to see you.”
Philip bowed. “Good evening, Lady Charlotte. I didn’t realize you were a fan of history.” Then again, he didn’t know that much about her or her sisters.
“Oh.” She glanced around as if just now seeing the objects. “I suppose I don’t mind it.” She leaned close. “Just don’t ask me to recite who was king during what year or what battle they were engaged in.” Her smile had him smiling in return. She glanced over her shoulder, but the other visitors were on the opposite side of the room. “Actually, I’m pleased to have a private word with you.”
“Oh?” Philip braced himself, uncertain what she might say.
“I wanted to tell you how much I appreciate the attention you are paying to my sisters. While my mother and father might think it a fine idea for you to consider me for a wife, I must confess that my heart would not be in it. My affections were quite caught with Oscar and...” Her voice trailed off as if her emotions were gaining the better of her.
“I understand.” Never mind the huge relief he felt. He couldn’t imagine marrying her either.
“Please know that I mean no offense.” She squeezed her eyes tightly shut for a moment. “I would ask you not to mention this conversation to my parents.”
“You may count on my discretion.”
“Thank you. Needless to say, they would be overjoyed if you considered one of my sisters.” She glanced around again to make certain she wouldn’t be overheard. “I know it isn’t proper of me to speak of this, but the financial situation my family is in is rather dire. I thought it best that we speak plainly and avoid any misunderstandings.”
Philip nodded, his respect for the lady increasing. Perhaps her forthrightness was one of the reasons his brother had been taken with her. But he didn’t want to know about Oxley’s financial troubles as that only made him feel more pressured. “I appreciate that.”
She lifted a brow. “May I ask whether Constance or Alice is winning your favor?”
Philip smothered a groan. Unfortunately, he couldn’t return the courtesy of her honesty and share that it was neither. Rather, it was a pair of green eyes set in a heart-shaped face with a hint of dimples that held his thoughts and stirred his passion. 
A faint scent caught his attention and caused him to breathe in more deeply. The familiar mix of fresh flowers, sweet with a hint of spice, had him turning to find its source as awareness spread through him. 
The green eyes he was just thinking of met his. “How delightful to see you, Your Grace.” Eliza dipped into her customary, graceful curtsy which never failed to make him sigh with appreciation. 
“Lady Eliza.” He bowed with a smile, hoping he hid his reaction to her. Her timing was perfect and kept him from having to answer. “Lady Charlotte, have you met Lady Eliza Chadwick?”
“I have not yet had the pleasure.” Lady Charlotte studied Eliza in such a way that made Philip wonder if he hadn’t masked his attraction for her completely.
“How nice to finally meet you.” Eliza looked at her with the same open interest she showed everyone. “I’ve seen you and your sisters several times from across the room. I do believe my aunt has spoken with your mother on occasion.”
He watched to see if Lady Charlotte would succumb to her charm like everyone else seemed to. “Yes, I believe you’re right,” she said. Then she glanced between them with a curious look. “How is it that the two of you are acquainted?”
“My brother and His Grace have been friends for many years.” Eliza’s expression filled with sympathy as her gaze shifted to them both. “I’m terribly sorry for your shared loss.”
Grief flashed over Lady Charlotte’s expression even as a wave of it washed over Philip. It was a terrible thing to have in common. That realization confirmed he couldn’t marry Lady Charlotte.
“Thank you. The past year has been...difficult for both of us.” Lady Charlotte managed a smile even if it didn’t reach her eyes. “What of you, Lady Eliza? Why is it that I don’t remember seeing you at any events until the last few weeks?”
Eliza spoke of her time in Switzerland and the travel she’d enjoyed with her aunt. The version of it that she told expressed only gratitude for having such an opportunity even if Philip knew those years had been challenging for her.
“How difficult it must’ve been to be away from your parents and everything familiar,” Lady Charlotte said. “I’m not certain I could’ve managed it.”
“My parents passed away when I was younger, so finishing school was the best option.” A hint of the loneliness she’d experienced seeped into her face—a shadow in her eyes and a melancholy tone to her voice.
Though subtle, it pulled at Philip. To know she felt that way after all this time showed how hard those years had been.
Then she flashed a charming smile and erased any suggestion of sadness. “Life sometimes carries us in different directions than we expect, doesn’t it?”
“It does.” Lady Charlotte nodded, her gaze catching on someone past Eliza’s shoulder. “If you’ll excuse me, my mother is requesting my presence.” She looked at Philip. “Thank you for the conversation, Your Grace.” Then she turned to Eliza. “It was nice to meet you, Lady Eliza. I look forward to speaking with you again.” 
“As do I.” Eliza’s attention shifted to Philip after her departure. “She seems very nice. Is it comforting to be with her since she knew your brother?”
“I confess that seeing her only makes me think of Oscar more often.”
“That’s understandable, if difficult.” 
The understanding in Eliza’s expression made him wish they had more privacy. She was excellent company and always managed to make him feel better. He felt as if they could converse on any subject with ease. The odd thing was that the more time he spent with her, the more he wanted. As if he didn’t feel quite himself unless they were together. Her presence was a rudder that steadied him from the gales of life.
With a silent reprimand to gather his fanciful thoughts, he reminded himself what he wanted to say. “I trust you haven’t suffered any ill effects from the encounter with my cousin?”
“No.”
“I’m very pleased to hear that. He’s left town so I have been unable to speak with him. But I wanted to suggest you avoid him when possible.”
“That was my plan as well.”
“Good. I do believe it would be best if you told me the identity of the man who’s caught your interest. That way, we can make certain our efforts are effective.” And end the favor before his attraction to her grew deeper.
“No.” 
He blinked. “Excuse me?”
“No thank you.” She smiled politely.
“Why not?”
“We’ve already discussed this. Besides, I feel certain our plan is already working.”
“Eliza, I must know his name. Then I can advise you as to whether he is worthy of your attention.”
She shook her head. “I appreciate your offer, but I have to decline.”
Philip sighed. How could she be simultaneously wonderful and undeniably maddening? Whatever was he going to do with her?




Chapter Fourteen


Eliza gritted her teeth. The man refused to believe that she knew her own mind when it came to the matter of whom she favored. It was incredibly maddening even if she still adored him. Whatever was she going to do with him? 
Smoothing her expression, she said, “The simple favor I requested doesn’t require your approval of the gentleman.” Not when it was him. 
For a brief moment, she almost wished he’d realize the truth. How would he react?
But no. If he knew how she felt, he would put an end to their relationship. She had to be patient and do her best to show him they were perfect for one another.
However, she couldn’t be too patient when the Graham ladies were so clearly on his mind. 
Concern had flooded her when she’d seen him speaking with Lady Charlotte. She was nice enough, but even Eliza could see that Philip didn’t seem particularly enamored with her. Nor did the lady act as if she cared for him as anything more than a friend.
Then again, dukes rarely married for love, and Eliza understood the duty he felt to his brother’s memory.
She smiled with as much politeness as she could muster despite the discouraging thought. Before she could think of a way to switch his attention to another topic, he spoke. 
“Eliza, you don’t know London or the people like I do,” he continued, much like a dog with a bone. “It truly would be best if you told me who it was. If he’s not worthy of your attention, we can find another who is.” 
“How kind of you. But you see, I intend to follow my heart in this matter and see where it leads.”
His stormy blue eyes narrowed, and his lips tightened, emphasizing the hint of cleft in his chin. Dare she hope he might be jealous?
“That’s a terrible idea,” he said, dashing her hopes. “Who knows where that would lead or whether your heart is true?” He shook his head. “You’ll have a better chance for a happy future if you set aside your emotions and consider a partner for logical reasons. That will ensure you’re suitable for one another.”
“Logical reasons?” Anger speared through her, and she knew it colored her tone. Yet she wanted to make it clear that she disagreed. Strongly. 
“Of course.” He shifted as if uncomfortable.
“Are you saying you’ve never led with your heart? That you’ve never followed your instincts?”
“Those aren’t the same thing.”
“According to who?” She waved a hand in dismissal. “Nonetheless, I’m certain you’ve experienced a time when something inside you insisted you do one thing when logic told you to do something else.”
Philip paused as if to seriously consider her words. For a moment, she was certain her statement struck true.
“An interesting notion.” His expression suggested he was determined to make his point. “Still, let us consider your interests first. You like to ride, I know.”
“Yes.” Though tempted to remind him that their ride together had ended with a heated kiss that had been anything but logical, she held her tongue.
“What else?”
“Reading, of course.” She watched as another guest passed by as he viewed the artifacts.
“Hmm. That’s not particularly helpful.”
She stiffened at his remark. “How do you mean?” 
“Not many gentlemen like to read anything other than a news sheet. Nor do they like ladies who do.”
She knew that, of course, but didn’t appreciate the reminder. “But you do.”
His noncommittal expression had her gasping in surprise. 
“You don’t like to read?” The idea had never crossed her mind. Clearly, he wasn’t as perfect as she’d thought. 
“It’s not that I don’t like to read. I do so daily.”
The casualness of his response suggested he was avoiding the meaning of her question. “What was the last book you read?”
He frowned. “I couldn’t say. It was a long time ago.”
Dismay flooded her to realize he didn’t appreciate the hobby she loved the most. She’d been so certain they were compatible in every way. 
“What?” He studied her expression.
“I can’t believe that you don’t enjoy reading books.” While she supposed it didn’t matter as it was improbable for a man and a woman to like all the same things, she was disappointed.
“You say that as if it’s a sin. I beg to differ. Does your brother read novels?”
She’d never seen him look twice at a book. She lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. “We might be brother and sister, but in some ways, we don’t know each other at all.” She liked to think that was changing since her return to London yet only time would tell.
“Why does it bother you that I don’t read books?” Philip asked with a puzzled expression.
She heaved a sigh, doubting she could explain it properly without giving away her feelings. “Books have helped me through many difficult times. They’re like a friend of sorts. A constant in my life that I have always counted on to help me escape the world around me and bring me comfort when I need it. I’ve learned so much from books that it’s impossible to imagine life without them.”
“Hmm. Based on your passion for the topic, I will have to reconsider and read a novel again.”
“I hope you do.” Her heart warmed to think he would be willing to try just because she wanted him to. Because it was important to her. That suggested a level of respect and appreciation for her—something she already felt for him—and was the basis for a true relationship. 
Perhaps that was love—appreciating one another’s preferences. Being willing to change and consider a different point of view. A couple didn’t have to be mirror images of each other to be perfect together.
All the same, she glanced around the room at the objects surrounding them to find something they might agree on. “Do you enjoy history?”
“Parts of it.” He raised a brow. “Does that further lower your opinion of me?”
She laughed in response. “Your dislike of reading might but history is optional. I appreciate better understanding how people lived hundreds of years ago more than I like reading about battles. I think there’s much to learn from the past and exhibits like this can be quite interesting.”
“I am beginning to think you enjoy learning of any kind.”
“I do, though there are some subjects that are more intriguing than others.”
“On that, we can agree.” 
As if by unspoken agreement, they turned to wander through the displays of artifacts, pausing to look at some that caught their eye.
“What a collection Sir John had,” she said as she perused an intricate jade carving of a horse. “I hope they brought him joy.”
“Yes, otherwise, what is the point in collecting?”
“Some do it for other reasons.” Eliza glanced over her shoulder. “I think my aunt acquires items to prove to others, and perhaps to herself, that she is worthy.”
“That’s an interesting observation.” He appeared surprised.
“I’ve done much of that over the years.”
“Observing?” At her nod, he said, “You speak as if you’re ancient when you’ve only just begun your life.”
She held his gaze, hoping he understood what she was trying to say. “It’s not age but experience that brings wisdom. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
Their age difference shouldn’t matter. It was of no consequence in her mind.
“You truly are wise beyond your years. I can think of a friend or two who hasn’t changed since our university years, which proves your point.”
“Thank you.” Though the victory was a small one, she relished it as well as the fact that they’d agreed with one another.
“Now then, back to the gentleman in question,” Philip said as they continued to the next display, and Eliza nearly groaned in frustration. “Is he here this evening?”
“I don’t know.” That seemed like a reasonable answer since she’d only spoken to Philip since her arrival and hadn’t been paying attention to the other guests.
“Allow me to guess. If you did know, you wouldn’t tell me.”
Eliza turned to face him again. “I appreciate your concern, but I am confident in my ability to judge whether or not my tendre is justified.”
He scowled but seemed prepared to let it go. “But you think our efforts have proven helpful?”
Her chest tightened. Yes and no. Yes, because they were speaking at this very moment. No, because she didn’t think he cared for her in the same manner she did for him. But she couldn’t share any of that. 
“It’s difficult to say. These things take time.”
“Well, if he is here, I shouldn’t be taking so much of your attention. The poor man will decide any hope is lost if we continue speaking.”
Disappointment flooded Eliza. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye. Even when she didn’t like the direction of the conversation, she still enjoyed speaking with Philip. 
When she was with him, she wasn’t thinking about the past or how she looked compared to the other ladies in the room. She was only thinking about him. 
He looked so handsome in his formal evening attire. His jacket fit him like a glove, making it clear no padding was needed to make his shoulders look so broad. His physique suggested an active lifestyle. From what Winston had said, he’d spent a fair amount of time working at his country estate during the past year.
All that masculine grace made her breathless. It made her mouth dry and her palms damp. In truth, she wondered if she could’ve convinced herself he was out of reach if not for the physical reaction she had to him each and every time they were together. Her affliction was growing worse, the symptoms increasing. Especially since their kisses.
The thought had her gaze dropping to his lips. She longed for another kiss with him. The memory of their last one nearly caused her to shiver. 
Did he feel any of what she did?
It was impossible to tell as their gazes held. Her breath caught as the stormy blue of his eyes deepened. That had to mean—
“Your Grace. How nice to see you here this evening.” 
The feminine tone had Eliza blinking as the spell cast between them was broken. Snapped like a twig on the forest floor. 
“Lady Alice. It’s always a pleasure to see you.” 
Eliza looked to see the youngest of the Graham sisters rising from a curtsy. 
“May I introduce Lady Eliza Chadwick,” Philip said smoothly. 
Eliza hid her disappointment that she’d obviously imagined the spark of attraction between them only a moment before.
“How nice to meet you,” the lady said, her tone cool.
Eliza nodded and forced a smile. “And you as well. Isn’t the museum interesting? So many artifacts.”
“It is, indeed.” Lady Alice’s gaze followed Eliza’s around the room. “Though I’m not quite certain what I’m looking at. My knowledge of these sorts of artifacts is rather limited.” 
Eliza clenched her teeth. She recognized a hook when she heard one. Did Philip? To her surprise, he remained silent as if he intended to let Eliza and Lady Alice converse.
Lady Alice glanced over her shoulder and Eliza followed her gaze to see Lady Charlotte near the doorway with a purposeful intensity in her expression. 
Lady Alice’s face tightened with determination as she looked back to Philip, ignoring Eliza completely. “I don’t suppose you would be kind enough to share some of your knowledge, Your Grace.”
Under other circumstances, Eliza might’ve applauded the woman for finding the backbone to pose the question. But not when Philip was the lady’s target. 
She couldn’t help but feel that the moment she’d allowed herself to realize how much she was enjoying his company, fate stepped in to jerk it away.
“I’d be happy to share what little I know.” He gestured toward a nearby display case. “This white jade wine cup was owned by the man who built the Taj Mahal.”
“Truly?” Lady Alice’s eyes opened wide, and she blinked up at Philip as if in awe of his expertise. “How fascinating.”
It was all Eliza could do not to lift her own eyes to the ceiling in response. The lady was laying it on rather thick. She needed to be more subtle if she hoped to disguise her purpose. Or perhaps her effort was more effective if she didn’t bother.
“What of this?” Lady Alice pointed to an open book next to the cup that had a brightly colored picture on the page next to elegant writing that was indecipherable to Eliza.
“Most likely a poetry book as poems were popular during that period. The emperors funded many writers and historians and often had significant libraries in their palaces.”
Now even Eliza was impressed by Philip’s knowledge. “How did you come to know so much about the Mughal Empire?” she asked.
Amusement lit his eyes as he looked at her. “Are you asking because you know it didn’t come from a book?”
Eliza couldn’t help but smile. She truly liked this man—duke or not. Her heart ached as he continued to hold her gaze. If she wasn’t careful, she’d find herself head over heels in love with him.
[image: image-placeholder]Philip continued to converse with Lady Alice, reminding himself that it was important that he come to know her. But doing so was impossible with Eliza next to him. 
He wanted to take Eliza’s hand and find somewhere they could be alone for a few minutes. She was so appealing in every way that he simply couldn’t keep his attention on Lady Alice. He didn’t care what she thought of the exhibits or anything else for that matter. 
Yet oddly enough, he wanted to hear everything Eliza had to say.
“Don’t you agree, Your Grace?” Lady Alice asked.
He searched his memory but had no idea to what she referred. Hoping for assistance, he glanced at Eliza, wondering if she could read his mind.
“From what I understand,” Eliza said, “the fact that Sir John collected these items allowed them to be preserved rather than destroyed. Perhaps at some point in the future, some of the artifacts can be returned to the region they were found.”
Philip nodded and told himself to thank Eliza for her assistance later. “It’s certainly not ideal to remove artifacts from a country. However, during periods of turmoil, it can serve to preserve them in addition to allowing others to learn about that particular culture.”
He looked to where Lady Charlotte stood on the opposite side of the room and saw that she was speaking with her other sister. A pointed look in his direction suggested the eldest Graham sister was directing Lady Constance to join them as well.
Pressure tightened his chest, making it difficult to draw a proper breath. It was too much. He couldn’t do it.
Before he could think twice, he said, “Lady Eliza, I do believe your brother is trying to gain your attention.”
“He is? What a surprise.” Her pleasure almost made him feel guilty. “Where is he?” she asked as she turned to look.
“Allow me to take you to him.” He turned to Lady Alice. “If you’ll please excuse us.”
Without waiting for her reply, he took Eliza’s elbow and marched her out the door and down the hallway, as far away from the Graham sisters as he could go. He was willing to deal with any consequences later if needed.
He suddenly remembered her previous words. That sometimes, following one’s instinct—or heart—went against logic. Hadn’t he done just that when he’d escorted her out of the exhibit room? Perhaps Eliza had more to teach him than he’d realized. 




Chapter Fifteen


“Where is he?” Eliza asked, glancing toward the people wandering through the other exhibit rooms as Philip guided her past them with his hand on her elbow. “He said he wasn’t coming this evening.” 
“Shh.”
The hiss in her ear had her looking at Philip in question. Never mind the shiver it sent along her skin. In a few moments, they were at the end of the hallway, which was dark since the doors along the corridor were closed. Clearly, no exhibits were in this area and no other guests were either.
Why were they?
Philip didn’t look at her but kept walking then opened the second to the last door on the left as if he knew exactly what he was about.
The room was dark, cool, and very quiet.
Eliza halted, unable to see anything in the inky darkness. “Philip?”
“A moment, if you please. Stay right there.” He moved past her only to bump into something. “Ouch.”
Her eyes were slowly adjusting, and she could make out the shape of furniture.
Philip continued forward and drew back one of the drapes, allowing in a stream of moonlight. “I thought I remembered a small sitting room was here,” he murmured as he turned to view the space. “Oscar and I visited several years ago.”
He made his way to a table, and she heard the sound of a match being struck. The small flame revealed his features as he lit a candlewick, the warm glow of the candle further lighting the room.
“What are we doing in here?” Eliza whispered. “You didn’t see Winston, did you?”
“No, I didn’t. Forgive my ruse.” He adjusted the candleholder on the table. “I needed a moment without one of the Graham sisters staring at me.”
“Oh.” Disappointment welled within her. For a moment, she’d thought he’d wanted time with her. But of course, that wasn’t the case. “How terrible it must be to have them vying for your attention.” She hoped her tone sounded sincere and didn’t reveal her disappointment.
“It’s not terrible. Just trying at times.” He ran a hand over the back of his neck as if to ease the tension there. “Oscar was much better at all of this than I will ever be.”
Eliza hesitated, uncertain what to say as she walked slowly toward him. “It must be difficult to adjust to the changes in your life and your future while still grieving.”
“It is.”
The dark, quiet room with only a single flame between them created an intimate atmosphere. The planes of Philip’s face were made harsh by the dim light, but she heard the emotion in his simple answer.
Wishing she could help, she stepped near enough to reach for his hand and hold it between her gloved ones. “You are doing an amazing job from my perspective. These are not easy waters to navigate.”
He smiled even as emotion swirled in his eyes. “Thank you for saying so. That is reassuring.”
“Sometimes we need to hear that everything is going to be all right. I suppose I’m trying to tell you that.” It was ridiculous to think he needed reassurance, let alone from her, so a bit of levity was needed. “Besides, I need only compare what you’re doing with the little Winston does to see a remarkable difference,” she said dryly.
Philip chuckled like she’d meant him to. “Forgive me for speaking ill of your brother and my best friend, but he lacks a certain motivation when it comes to managing his inheritance.”
“It’s true. I haven’t completely given up on him yet, but there are times when it’s tempting.” She sobered as she looked into his eyes. “You’re a good man, Philip. You always have been.”
He scoffed, though it was followed by another smile. “You are far too kind.”
“Actually, I’m quite serious.” At his obvious doubt, she shook her head. “Truly. I was forever following you and Winston around and listening to your conversations when possible. Never once did you speak harshly to me. I know I already told you this, but when mother and father died, you offered me comfort and hope. That was a gift beyond measure. One I treasure to this day.”
Though she longed to tell him what was in her heart, it was too great of a risk. She feared doing so would allow him to see that the same old Eliza was beneath the trappings. That she really was unlovable as nearly everyone she encountered seemed to eventually discover. 
She had always done her best to be friendly and helpful and the best person she could be, but experience had taught her that doing so wasn't enough. Time and again she’d been rejected by her mother, her father, her brother, and all the numerous relatives she’d stayed with over the years. Not to mention her fellow students at finishing school.
She didn't know if she could overcome the fear of being unwanted. But she knew beyond a doubt that if she offered her heart to Philip and he rejected it, she wouldn’t recover. She was in too deep.
Her only hope was to try to help him see there was more to her than everyone else saw even if she worried there wasn’t. That would take time. Would she have enough of that precious commodity to convince him? How strange it was that she was confident she could do just that until an opportunity like this arose.
“Eliza.” He adjusted his hand to take hers. “You are a very special person.” With his free hand he gently rubbed the pad of his thumb along her cheek, the sensation causing her mouth to go dry. “Thank you for seeing me as no one else does. It helps to think that I might be doing a better job than I realize. As you know, I have big steps to follow as my father and brother were exceptional men. I used to go out of my way to be different so I wouldn't be compared to them when I would so clearly fall short.”
He dropped the hand that touched her cheek. “Such as this very moment,” he continued. “I'm not supposed to do things like dragging young ladies into dark and deserted rooms and placing their reputations in jeopardy. Yet here we are.”
“Your need for a moment to collect your thoughts does not mean you are failing in any way.”
“You are determined to see me as a better man than I truly am.” His eyes narrowed. “What if I were to tell you that right now all I can think about is kissing you?”
Her breath caught as her heart pounded. “I would tell you that there is no harm in a kiss. Especially when it is something we both want.”
With a muttered oath he grasped her upper arms and pulled her against him. He took her mouth with a passion Eliza hadn't been prepared for but welcomed all the same.
She looped her arms around his neck, reveling in his desire. To think it was for her was an intoxicating feeling. 
He deepened the kiss, his tongue pressing against the seam of her lips until she granted him entrance. Her knees weakened as her passion rose further when his tongue swept against hers. She cupped her hand over his cheek and leaned into him. 
Her entire body tingled with need even as certain unmentionable parts of her ached.
His hands shifted to her waist and squeezed before lowering to cradle her hips. To her surprise, she could feel his manhood pressing against her as if stiff and ready for what might happen next. 
She had read about such things in one of the more erotic romantic novels that she’d enjoyed, but experiencing it was a completely different matter. The liquid heat that pulsed in her very center shocked her. To think that she was capable of such desire was enlightening.
Philip broke the kiss to press his lips along her jawline and on her neck. She tilted her head back, enjoying the sensation and wondering if a person could faint from passion.
To think a kiss could lead to so much more was astonishing. The fact that she was willing to venture down the path of “more” to see where it led was another shock. How wanton of her.
The realization made her heartbeat quicken in response.
His hand on her hip shifted upward, and her breast tightened. Yes, she thought—or had she said it out loud? She dearly hoped not. 
When his hand cupped her breast, she thought she might collapse with pleasure. He kneaded it, which only made her ache for more.
“Philip,” she whispered, not sure how to ask or if she dared to.
“Yes,” he murmured between the kisses he fanned over her skin. 
His fingers grazed the neckline of her gown, suggesting he knew what she wanted. Then those fingers reached below her gown to tease her nipple, and for a moment, she forgot to breathe.
She found the narrow opening between the buttons of his soft linen shirt. Though she still wore gloves, she ran a finger over what she knew was his bare skin. He shuddered, suggesting he was as affected by her touch as she was by his.
Though she knew they should stop, she didn’t want to. Moments like this were how ladies were ruined. But this was Philip, and she trusted him with every fiber of her being.
“Eliza, we shouldn’t be doing this.” He withdrew his hand, and already she missed his touch.
Yes, we should, she wanted to counter. Yet she wasn’t brave enough to allow the words freedom.
He eased back to look into her eyes. “I shouldn’t be doing this.” 
“Philip.” She licked her lips, wanting desperately to kiss him again. 
With a groan he answered her unspoken request. This time, she savored every second as she knew it would soon end. She pressed a hand on his chest, wanting to know if his heart pounded as fiercely as hers. 
If there was any chance of her capturing it the way he had hers.
He straightened to look at her again. “You are so special. And I hope the right man sees that.” He released her to take her hand in his much like he had before this interlude had begun. “I wish I could be that man.”
Her heart pinched. No. It hurt much worse than a pinch. A terrible ache that made it impossible to breathe.
“What do you mean?” she asked, hoping to hide the pain his words caused.
He shook his head. “I have always considered you my honorary sister given my friendship with Winston. He would never forgive me if he knew what had just happened.”
“You don’t know that for certain.” But she also worried what her brother would think. “And I’m most certainly not your sister.”
“I also feel as if I’ve lived a lifetime longer than you.”
“The years between us are nothing.” She paused, trying to determine the best way to react. Revealing her hurt would only make him more determined to keep his distance. 
“They are.” He released her hand and panic set in. 
“The years I spent away felt like a lifetime to me. I don’t think we’re so different.” She had to keep her wits about her. She needed to act with the maturity she claimed to have. 
Better that she walk away in this moment rather than him. Before he said something rash that she didn’t want to hear.
With a forced smile, she reached out to straighten his tie. What better way to keep him off balance than to make light of the encounter? “We are dear friends, Philip. I wouldn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that.”
“Nor would I,” he readily agreed.
“Exploring the...attraction between us is only natural.” She turned toward the door, but not before she noted the crease of his brow as if he was perplexed by her statement. “But you’re right. We should leave before we are found.”
“Yes.” Yet his frown only deepened.
Better that she confuse him so he didn’t make up his mind to avoid her. That wouldn’t do.
“I’ll leave first. Wait a few minutes before you follow.” She reached for the knob and looked back at him. “Philip?”
“Yes?” His expression was unreadable from this distance in the single candleflame.
“Thank you for the kisses.” She touched the tip of her finger to her lips. “They were quite delightful.”
Then she slipped out the door.
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Or had it been more than that?
He truly did enjoy her company. And heaven help him, but he enjoyed kissing her. The problem was that he wanted so much more than that.
Quite delightful, she’d said. Only quite? What had she meant by that? 
He’d worried that she would react differently to their passionate interlude. After all, she was an innocent and he’d touched her where he was certain no other had.
But instead of outrage, she’d returned his passion and said it was only natural for them to explore the attraction between them.
He considered her meaning as he snuffed out the candleflame. It insinuated that she was attracted to him. A primal part of him wanted to growl in satisfaction.
But it also meant that she thought—or rather, knew—that he was attracted to her. The realization had him frowning again. While he was, and it was ridiculous to think she didn’t know that considering what had just happened, it concerned him as well. He didn’t want to raise her hope for a future together when that was impossible.
With a sigh, he walked slowly toward the door in the darkness. He was clearly overthinking all this. She was an attractive woman, and he was a man. They’d known each other for some time. An opportunity had presented itself, and they’d taken it.
The surprising thing was to know that she truly knew her own mind. He had to admit she was more mature than other ladies her age. Certainly more than Lady Alice, though the lady had to be at least three years older than Eliza. Eliza’s life thus far had given her a variety of experiences that contributed to her maturity.
He stepped into the dark corridor and looked for her toward the exhibit rooms, but she’d already disappeared.
The disappointment that washed over him made him realize how much her company meant to him. If only he didn’t care for her so deeply.




Chapter Sixteen


The visit to the Whitechapel Workhouse was one Eliza had been looking forward to. She greeted three of the ladies from The Mayfair Literary League with a smile, pleased to already feel like they were becoming friends. 
Yet on second thought, as she studied the grim, soot-coated brick building, this was not the place to express happiness when so many unfortunate souls were inside enduring desperate circumstances.
“How have you been finding London?” Lady Harriet asked as she joined Eliza near the front entrance while they waited for everyone to arrive.
“Better than I expected for the most part,” Eliza said after thinking about it for a moment. Much of her time had been pleasurable. She’d certainly made more progress toward her goal with Philip than she’d hoped.
However, frustration had taken hold after the evening at the museum and continued to simmer inside her. How could he not see what was possible for them? The passion she’d felt hadn’t been one-sided. She didn’t know what more she could do to open his eyes. 
But that worry would have to wait.
“That’s lovely to hear.” Lady Harriet appeared much different than at the last meeting. She looked as if a weight had been lifted from her. The shadows that had marked her blue eyes were gone, replaced by happiness.
“I’ve attended several enjoyable events, and I am so pleased to have found you ladies.” Eliza leaned closer. “Forgive me if I’m being overly forward, but you seem much happier than when I previously saw you.”
“Oh?” Lady Harriet’s eyes widened in surprise followed quickly by a smile. “I suppose that’s because I am. At the meeting, I was worried about several issues that have since been resolved.”
“I’m so pleased.” Eliza reached out to touch Lady Harriet’s arm. The joy on the lady’s face demanded no less.
“Thank you.” Lady Harriet glanced at the other ladies nearby. “I haven’t shared that with anyone yet, but I intend to. If you would be kind enough not to say anything, I’d appreciate it.”
“Of course.” However, Eliza could see from the interested looks that Lady Bolton cast in Lady Harriet’s direction that whatever her news was wouldn’t remain a secret for long.
Lady Bolton was speaking with Mrs. Hatch, which gave Eliza a few more minutes with Lady Harriet as they waited for Miss Melbourne, Lady Winifred, and Miss Davies to arrive. Lady Marian and Lady Tabitha wouldn’t be joining them as they had other commitments.
“Do you have news as well?” Lady Harriet lifted a brow in question.
“How do you mean?” 
“I thought perhaps from your reaction at the last meeting that you might be implementing the For Better or Worse agenda soon.”
Eliza felt her face heat. How could she admit that she had when she still might be facing failure? “Oh. Well. I haven’t been in London long.” 
“But?” Lady Harriet offered a gentle smile. “You don’t have to tell me. I just had the feeling you might act sooner rather than later.”
“That much is true.” Eliza studied her new friend, wondering how much to share. “It’s much harder to implement than one would think. In theory, it seems simple but...”
“I know precisely what you mean. Especially when the man in question can’t even remember being introduced to you.” Lady Harriet’s thoughtful expression suggested she’d experienced exactly that.
“Oh dear. I can’t imagine.” Thank goodness Eliza had that much behind her. She already counted Philip as a friend and hoped he would say the same.
“Yes, well, it was distressful at first, but I’m pleased to say we’ve come a long way since then.” Her blue eyes softened with emotion.
“You’re in love,” Eliza whispered as the realization came. Then she quickly clamped her mouth shut. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude—”
Lady Harriet laughed. “Is it so obvious?” She pressed a hand to her chest as if to calm her heart. “Yes, I am. Much to my astonishment, the gentleman cares for me in return.”
“That is wonderful news.” It was all Eliza could do not to catch the attention of the other ladies so they could celebrate Lady Harriet’s good fortune, but the news wasn’t hers to share.
“Thank you. I suppose I haven’t told anyone as of yet because I need a little time to believe it’s true.”
Eliza nodded. That made perfect sense. “It’s often nice to hold good news to yourself for a time. Allow it to seep in until you feel it in your bones.”
“That’s very true. But I know it will soon burst forth.” She glanced at Lady Bolton, suggesting the lady would be one of the first people she’d tell. “I won’t be able to keep from sharing it for long.”
“I look forward to hearing the details soon.” 
The remaining ladies arrived, and the porter who guarded the entrance showed them inside. The building and those within it were a depressing sight. 
Eliza couldn’t imagine being forced to live in such a hopeless place. But if one had nowhere else to go and no food to feed their family, it was the only option if they didn’t want to risk sleeping on the street.
The front portion of the facility held the offices where they were greeted by Mr. Johnson, who was to be their guide. 
An unpleasant odor met them the moment they walked in the door, a mix of stale sweat and lye soap. The casual ward near the front entrance was where vagrants stayed only for the night. There were also relieving rooms where those seeking admittance remained until a medical officer examined them. 
Once that took place, the paupers were separated into various wards by age, gender, and ability. Children younger than two years were allowed to stay with their mothers. A uniform was given to everyone and to be worn at all times.
“You’ll note the casual wards are rather stark and dismal,” Mr. Johnson said. “This is to discourage vagrants from wanting to be admitted to the workhouse. The porter decides whether or not they’re allowed to spend the night.”
Eliza wasn’t certain what she’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this. A hopeless feeling lingered in the air and pressed heavily on her. What might Philip think of the place? Would he feel as compelled to do something as she did? She hoped she had the chance to speak with him about it. Someone in his position would be able to make improvements much more readily than the literary league. 
The casual ward they viewed was a large room with a row of narrow beds and with a bucket at the end of each. Any vagrants who’d spent the night had already left for the day, having performed a few hours of work before being allowed to leave. 
While the process was orderly and the place relatively clean, Eliza still felt as if her heart was lodged in her throat during the tour. The glimpses she caught of those inside, so many with despair etched in their faces, nearly brought her to tears.
A look at the other league members suggested they were experiencing much the same emotions.
Mr. Johnson showed them briefly into the other wards. One housed only elderly women. Another had young girls under the age of fourteen.
In addition to cleaning the wards and performing other domestic duties, the young girls picked oakum. Old tarry ropes were picked into pieces which were used to make new ropes or pressed between the planks in ships to help make them watertight. The task was a terrible job that caused their fingers to hurt and often bleed, something Eliza knew from a book she’d read.
“Surely, there is a better option for some of these people than this,” Miss Melbourne murmured to Eliza as they left the ward.
“Indeed.” Eliza nodded. “There has to be a way we can help.” 
“It feels impossible when so many are here,” Lady Winifred whispered. “And this is only one workhouse. There are numerous ones in London.”
“We can’t allow that to change our intent,” Eliza said. “These people need aid of some sort.”
They finished the tour and thanked Mr. Johnson for his time.
Once they were standing outside the entrance again, Lady Bolton looked around the group. “Let us venture to somewhere more pleasant to discuss our thoughts.”
Eliza was relieved they weren’t going to try to have a conversation under the porter’s watchful eye.
“To the lending library?” Lady Harriet asked, and everyone agreed.
Of course, they’d go to the one place they all enjoyed and where they felt comfortable.
A short time later, they were gathered around a table, but no one said a word until at last Lady Bolton cleared her throat. 
“That was enlightening.”
“Clearly, we need to do something,” Mrs. Hatch said, her stricken expression suggesting how upset she was by what they’d seen.
“Donating funds might help but surely some of these people just need a way to stand on their own again,” Miss Davies added.
Much like the meeting Eliza had attended, the discussion was a lively one. Everyone shared their thoughts and was listened to with respect. 
“Parliament needs to take measures to change how workhouses are run,” Lady Bolton said. “I will certainly be discussing it with my husband.”
“I will share what I learned with as many as possible. But changing the laws will take time.” Eliza looked at the other women. “Those people need help now.”
“I agree,” Lady Harriet said with a single nod. “But how?”
“Unfortunately, we can’t help everyone in the workhouse ourselves,” Lady Bolton said. “Joining our efforts with other groups will have more benefit. I have been told of two different plans underway to help those interested in bettering themselves. The first would offer training to those willing to learn crafts that could provide them with a living wage.”
“That’s an excellent idea,” Eliza said, feeling a small measure of hope.
“Skills such as knitting, weaving, lacemaking, sewing, and others would be taught which would in turn produce goods,” Lady Bolton continued. “The goods would then be sold by the workhouse to help pay for the training.”
“But they’d still be living in the workhouse.” Miss Melbourne’s frown showed her opinion on that.
“Yes, but once they become adept at it, they might be able to find a position and make a living using that skill, which would allow them to move out.”
“Are the workhouses agreeable to this?” Lady Winifred asked.
“From what I’ve learned some are reluctant to try it.” Lady Bolton shook her head. “Never mind that volunteers would be used to train those who are interested. It appears as if the cost for the items used to produce the goods would need to be paid for with donations until the plan is proven. Once the workhouses see that it’s working, they would surely be willing to take responsibility for the costs and the plan would become self-sufficient.”
“What is the other option you mentioned?” Eliza asked.
Lady Bolton’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Boys are being sent to other British colonies, especially to Canada and Australia, to be taken in by farming families.”
“They’d be working for free?” Miss Davies shook her head in disapproval.
“They’d also be separated from their families,” Lady Winifred protested.
“That already occurred when the family entered the workhouse.” Lady Bolton raised her hand when Lady Winifred started to say something more. “I know. Moving to another continent is quite different than being placed in another ward where there’s still hope of being reunited.”
“The crafts you mentioned mainly pertain to women.” Eliza frowned. “Couldn’t young men be taught carpentry or some other skill that would offer them the same chance?”
“I’m sure you’re right. But even with volunteers, an effort of this magnitude requires funds to support it. We can certainly donate to it ourselves, but...”
“That’s not enough,” Eliza finished for her.
“No, it’s not.”
Eliza’s thoughts whirled with how more could be accomplished. If it hadn’t been for the visit to the workhouse, she wouldn’t be as committed to helping to find a solution. But seeing the circumstances of the people forced to go there firsthand changed that. Members of Parliament needed to tour one as well. She intended to speak to both her brother and Philip about what she’d learned. 
Meanwhile, the league had to find a way to help. “We could hold a fundraiser of some sort.”
“Yes,” Lady Harriet agreed. “Something significant that will gather many affluent people and help to spread the word about the plan.”
“The holidays will be here before we know it.” Miss Melbourne stared across the room as if in deep thought. “The charity ball supporting orphans was a success. Perhaps we should host a Christmas ball and sell tickets to it.”
“Expensive tickets,” Eliza added.
“That’s a tremendous idea.” Lady Bolton beamed. “Holding it near Christmas will give us time to organize the event and for those planning the training to have the details in place.”
“This is incredibly exciting.” Miss Davies clapped her gloved hands together.
“And an incredible amount of work.” Mrs. Hatch sighed. “While I am in favor of the idea, I worry how we can manage it.”
“Perhaps we should compile a list of the tasks and assign a few to each person,” Miss Melbourne suggested. She lifted her chin and a finger. “I volunteer to lead the planning of the ball. That is if you all agree to aid me.”
“Frances, that is very generous of you,” Lady Bolton said. “Are you certain?”
“Absolutely. My mother will be pleased to assist us as well.” Miss Melbourne glanced at Lady Harriet out of the corner of her eye, and the emotion that flashed across her features made it clear there was meaning behind it. “I need something with which to occupy myself.”
A mix of sympathy and what appeared to be regret took over Lady Harriet’s expression. “Frances—”
“No need to say anything, Harriet.” Frances shook her head. “All is well. Truly. But I should like to have a task to keep me busy for a time.”
Eliza didn’t pretend to know what they were speaking of, but it seemed the original members of the league did. That only made her more curious.
“Very well.” Lady Bolton looked around the group. “Frances will manage the ball with our help. I will contact the person who’s organizing the volunteers for the training and see how we can help them as well and inquire whether it’s possible to add carpentry and other such skills to the options. Meanwhile, I think we should write down any ideas we have for goods that will sell well and spread the word to search for volunteers. Our next league meeting is in two weeks’ time, and we will discuss progress again then.”
Eliza sat back in her chair with a sigh. Mrs. Hatch was right. This was going to require work. But if the plan helped even a few of those in workhouses to have a better life, it would be worth it. Something simply had to be done to help change the fate of those poor people. 
Thank goodness she’d never been in the situation of the women in the workhouse. Listening to the other ladies made her more grateful for their friendship. To be surrounded by like-minded people was a true gift.
These were the sort of tasks she would need to undertake if she wanted to be not only a helpful individual but a worthy duchess. Whether she’d have that chance remained to be seen. But that didn’t change her goal of wanting to help the less fortunate and changing the world around her for the better. 
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Philip nodded his thanks to the butler and stood from his desk chair. He’d remained home the entire day to work and was pleased he had. He had been waiting for his cousin to return so he could make it clear that his behavior with Eliza had been unacceptable.
Markus was a puzzle. He seemed to have the world at his feet and yet was determined not to appreciate it. He had wealth, parents who loved him, and fine examples of good people, including his parents and Philip’s father and brother, to follow. But Markus didn’t seem to appreciate his lot in life.
That wasn’t Philip’s concern except when his behavior affected others. Though tempted to mention his latest misstep to Uncle Herbert, Philip had decided against it for now. Besides, anything his uncle said had little effect on Markus’s behavior thus far.
Philip strode into the billiard room and found Markus staring out the French doors toward the garden with a drink in hand, despite it being only afternoon. “Decided you couldn’t hide forever?”
Markus glanced over his shoulder at Philip as if he’d been expecting him. “So it seems.”
Part of Philip wished he would, though it was terrible to think. But his cousin continually went out of his way to cause problems. 
Deciding he didn’t care where he’d been or why, Philip went straight to the point. “Do not ever put a lady’s reputation in jeopardy again.”
Markus slowly turned to face him and lifted a brow. “I’m sure I don’t know to what you’re referring.”
That was a lie and they both knew it. But Philip supplied the details anyway. “Lady Eliza at the Haverford Ball.”
“Who?” Markus frowned as if he had no idea who she was.
“Don’t.” Philip was in no mood for games.
Markus smiled then took a sip of his drink. “No need to be so angry, cousin. I was merely having a little fun with you.”
“Your idea of fun and mine are worlds apart.”
“They weren’t always. I rather miss the old Philip who was willing to share a few laughs.”
“Never at the expense of others. That seems to be the only type you enjoy these days.”
“Did Lady Eliza claim I harmed her?”
“No.” Philip’s chest tightened at the memory of her rubbing her wrist even as she’d said she was fine. 
“Then what is the problem? We shared a moment alone on a terrace with no one the wiser other than you.”
“And her two friends. You are lucky no one else witnessed it or you would be planning a wedding.”
Markus grinned. “That wouldn’t be so terrible if it was to Lady Eliza.”
White, hot rage flooded Philip. “Markus.”
His cousin raised a brow. “What? Do you fancy her for yourself? I thought you were aiming for one of the Graham sisters.”
“I am not the one in question.”
“No, of course not. You never are.” Markus took another sip. “Perfect Oscar. And now it is perfect Philip who can do no wrong. Oscar was far from that, but apparently, I’m the only one who knew those details.”
“What do you mean?”
“He didn’t like Lady Charlotte. He proposed because your father told him to. He only pretended to admire her because it made the whole situation seem less cold and calculating.”
Shock kept Philip silent for a long moment. “Calculating?”
“You don’t think your father would allow Oscar to marry simply because he liked a lady, do you? Don’t be naïve, cousin. There were other factors at work.”
Philip refused to believe anything Markus said. His cousin would take great pleasure in ruining Philip’s memories of his father and brother. That was all he was trying to do. 
“What is your problem, Markus? You’re determined to act as if your life is terrible when it isn’t.”
“Oh? What do I have to be so pleased about?”
“You have a life of privilege and relaxation. Still, you’re unhappy.”
“I’d be happier if you assisted me with my gaming debt.”
“I already said no, and I meant it. You made the mistake and need to fix it yourself. Besides, you were unhappy before that.”
“I have no purpose,” Markus countered.
“Then find one. There’s no need to make the rest of us miserable because you don’t know what to do with your life.” While Philip had gone through a similar struggle after university, he hadn’t floundered the way Markus had. 
When Markus’s expression didn’t change, Philip continued, “Help the less fortunate. Learn new farm techniques. Study to be a barrister. Take your vows. Work on the estate. There are numerous ways to find purpose if you look for them.”
Markus scoffed. “As if my father would allow any of those.”
“Because he denied you buying a commission to join the military? That was in our youth. You’re a grown man now. The decision is yours.”
“If only it were that easy.”
Philip shook his head. “It can be. I would be happy to assist you.” He stepped closer to catch his cousin’s gaze. “But don’t gamble away the money you have. And keep your distance from Lady Eliza and the other innocents out there. Don’t ruin them to thwart me or your parents.” Philip started to turn away only to turn back. “If you cross me again, Markus, you’ll regret it.”
With that, he stalked out of the room, hoping he’d made his point. He didn’t know if his cousin would change, but Markus needed to make some changes or keep his unhappiness to himself. 
And his cousin had damn well better stay away from Eliza.




Chapter Seventeen


Eliza applauded with enthusiasm at the Princess’s Theatre in Oxford Street where she and Aunt Frieda, along with three couples who were friends of Aunt Frieda’s, had watched a production of  A Dark Night’s Work. 
Though the subject matter was indeed dark, the acting was impressive and the action riveting. 
“I hardly think it warrants that much applause,” Aunt Frieda murmured to Eliza. She shuddered. “What a terrible set of circumstances with an unsatisfying ending.”
The play told the story of man who was ill-suited to serve as a lawyer with ambition above his station who killed another in the heat of an argument. His daughter and servant helped him to bury the body in the backyard. Yet the family’s fortunes deteriorated after that night in drastic ways.
“It is considered a realistic portrayal that shows how class discrimination and too much ambition can ruin someone’s life.” Eliza continued her applause. “I thought it well done.” 
“As did I,” Lady Compton, one of Aunt Frieda’s friends, added. “Not all stories can have happy endings.”
Eliza preferred happy ones but understood why this play, which was based on a book, didn’t. The harsh lessons the story offered wouldn’t be as dramatic or thought-provoking if everything worked out in the end.
Their group rose from Lady Compton’s theater box but stood visiting rather than departing.
“It’s such a crush in the corridors,” their hostess said. “Let us wait a few minutes before we attempt to leave.” She leaned close to Eliza with a smile. “Meanwhile, we can admire the other members of the audience now that the lights are up. That’s part of the fun of attending the theater. Consider it part of your education to have the chance to be able to recognize some of the people you’ll encounter when the Season begins.” 
The lady turned toward the rows of seats and boxes that lined the upper levels, and Eliza followed her gaze. “The Marchioness of Marbury is there. Just look at her gown.” 
Lady Compton pointed her fan discreetly toward a lady who wore a blue satin gown with rows and rows of ruffles. She must’ve been in her forties and was quite striking. She spoke with two handsome gentlemen on either side of her who vied for her attention. 
“Do you suppose one of them is her lover?” The lady smiled at Eliza’s gasp of surprise before she continued to study the people in the other boxes. “Ah, the Duke of Trentworth is here, as well. How interesting.”
Eliza didn’t need to see where she pointed but searched for Philip herself and found him two boxes to the left of the marchioness. As always, he looked striking in his formal evening attire. His aunt and uncle were with him. To her dismay, so were all three of the Graham sisters and their parents. Another couple was with them as well.
Her heart sank as she watched him speak with Lady Charlotte, who smiled in return. A sigh must’ve escaped, for Lady Compton glanced at her and then back at Philip.
“Rumors suggest His Grace might take his brother’s place and propose to Lady Charlotte,” the lady said. “He is a handsome one, is he not? The hint of a cleft in his chin, those blue-grey eyes, his dark hair with that slight wave. Delicious.”
Eliza’s body heated at the reminder of his many attributes. Her longing for him shocked her. Not just because of his physical appeal, but because of who he was as a person. A friend and so much more. She pulled her gaze away with the hope of controlling the ache that filled her. Apparently, the anger she’d felt after their last encounter had eased.
“Who else can we see?” Lady Compton asked before pointing out several other interesting lords and ladies until at last decreeing it was time to depart.
They made their way out of the box and down the stairs, though many still lingered in the corridor, slowing their progress. 
“Lady Eliza.”
Eliza’s breath caught at the familiar tone as she turned to see Philip approach. “Your Grace.” She offered a brief curtsy since the crowded area made anything else impossible. “I hope the evening finds you well.”
“It does. And you?” He took in the interested gaze of Lady Compton and dipped his head as she curtsied as well.
“Well, indeed,” Eliza said. “I assume you are acquainted with Lady Compton.”
“Of course.” They exchanged pleasantries as they slowly made their way toward the lobby. “How did you find the play?”
“Interesting. It makes one think, does it not?”
“It does.”
Eliza noted that he matched his pace to hers and her heart soared. “We were debating the preference for a happy ending. Do you have one?”
“I prefer happy ones. The world has enough of the other kind. What of you?”
“I agree.” She smiled. “I rarely choose books that don’t end on a good note.” She couldn’t help but glance at her aunt who walked just ahead of them with the others in their party. “Though Aunt Frieda wished for a happier conclusion to the play, I understand why it wasn’t possible.”
“Why wasn’t it?” He looked at her as if truly interested in her answer, which only made her heart soar more. 
Soar? Oh dear. The realization caught her breath. She halted the direction of her thoughts. Now was not the time for revelations.
“If all ended well, the audience would’ve been able to brush away the difficulties the play presented. By ending it as they did, we are forced to consider each character’s actions and the effect they had on their own lives and the lives of those they loved.”
“Excellent point, and one I hadn’t considered.” His eyes glinted with admiration. “That is quite insightful of you.”
A little swell of pride filled her. How nice to receive a sincere compliment on something other than her attire or her hair. She did her best to ignore the effect it had on her heart. “As I mentioned before, I have learned so much from books. I am already enjoying the discussions we have in the literary league about the issues presented in the books we read.”
“Lady Bolton is quite enthusiastic about the group.”
“She has every right to be. Not only do we read a variety of literature, we visited a workhouse and are in the throes of planning a major effort to aid those wanting to learn new skills and earn a living.” 
Eliza couldn’t help a smile when she said “we.” It was wonderful to be part of such a group when she’d always felt as if she were on the outside looking in. Already, she enjoyed a camaraderie with the members, something she’d never had at finishing school.
“Truly?” Philip studied her with surprise. “You enjoy charitable activities?”
“I’ve only just started but most definitely. I can’t wait to see what we’re able to do.” She leaned closer. “I shouldn’t speak of it yet when we’re still in the early planning stages, but there is talk of a Christmas ball to benefit the endeavor.”
“That is an ambitious undertaking.” The growing respect in Philip’s eyes as he nodded made her pleased she’d mentioned it.
“Alone, an endeavor like this would be difficult, but together, I do believe we could move a mountain.” She smiled at the thought, certain it was true.
“I’m sure you could. I look forward to hearing how your plans are progressing.”
“That is good to hear because I would like to speak with you about what I saw at the workhouse. Members of Parliament should take action to change the conditions there.” The idea of working with Philip on this issue was a heady one.
Before she could say more, Lady Constance joined them, bringing a dose of reality along with her. “Your Grace, my father wondered if you were ready to depart.”
“Certainly.” He introduced Eliza to the lady, though she wished he hadn’t. 
She didn’t want to come to know her or her sisters when she feared one of them might soon become Philip’s wife. 
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His focus shifted to Eliza, wishing they could continue their conversation. He’d thoroughly enjoyed hearing her thoughts on the play. She seemed to have no problem sharing her opinion on any matter, something he found refreshing. Obviously, the visit to the workhouse had greatly affected her, and he looked forward to hearing more.
While Lady Constance acted more confidently around him than her younger sister, Lady Alice, she rarely said anything that helped him to better know her.
He’d reluctantly accepted the invitation Lord Oxley had extended to attend the theater. Only after the lord had said others would be going as well and that the evening would conclude with a late supper at Lord and Lady Vaughn’s home had he agreed.
This was as intimate of a gathering as he was willing to partake in until he decided who he would marry. He felt as if he were being slowly pulled into Oxley’s family whether he wanted it or not.
Eliza smiled and that made him even more reluctant to part with her. She was a lure he couldn’t resist. A light in an otherwise foggy world.
A few more minutes in her company would make the remainder of the evening bearable. 
He turned to Lady Constance and managed a polite smile. “I will join you at Lord Vaughn’s home directly.”
“Very well.” The lady nodded then sent one more pointed look at Eliza before turning away.
Philip glanced around to make certain no one was watching and whispered, “Meet me at the end of the hall.”
Eliza stared at him in surprise. “What?”
“Just for a moment.” He looked at the location he meant, and Eliza followed his gaze.
“Now?”
“As soon as you can manage without anyone noticing.” Philip nearly grimaced at his words. They sounded like something that a man with poor intentions might say. She’d be wise to refuse. 
“Philip,” she began, her hesitation obvious. 
He clamped his lips tight to keep from begging. Still, he couldn’t keep from raising his brows in anticipation, praying for a positive response.
Another moment ticked by before she nodded. “Very well.”
Relief flooded him at her agreement. “I’ll meet you there shortly.”
He moved away to visit with another lord, noting when Lord and Lady Oxley departed, along with their daughters. He greeted a few other acquaintances as he eased toward his destination. Much of the crowd lingered to visit and no one paid him any mind when he walked up a short flight of stairs that provided another path to where he’d directed Eliza to meet him.
He’d had a brief affair with an actress years ago and was familiar with the path that led back down to the corridor. He remained hidden in the shadows on the lowest step until Eliza appeared.
She glanced around as if in search of him, and he reached out to take her arm and pulled her up two stairs, causing her to gasp in surprise.
“I didn’t see you,” she whispered.
“Perfect,” he said. “That means no one else will either.”
He didn’t know what he intended. He only knew he needed a few more minutes with her to help calm the restless feeling that had overtaken him. Perhaps then he could endure the evening ahead.
His eyes had adjusted to the dimness of the stairway, and he could see her puckered brow as she looked at him.
“How is it that you seem to know so many hidden places everywhere we go?” she asked.
He shrugged. “One reason or another.” Her question was a reminder that he had to stop meeting her like this. It wasn’t fair to her, yet neither could he resist. He didn’t like to think what that said about him.
“Is all well?” she asked, clearly curious about why he’d asked her to join him.
How should he answer? A portion of the truth would have to suffice. 
“I just...wanted a few more minutes with you.”
Her slow smile was his reward. “How nice. I appreciate that as well.”
Was it possible that she wanted another kiss as much as he did? Though he knew it would only leave him hungry for more, he reached to trail his fingers along the back of her bare arms. “I didn’t expect to see you here. It was a pleasant surprise.”
“As it was for me,” she whispered. “But aren’t you expected elsewhere soon?”
“I am.” The reminder of how short a time they had sped his heartbeat. The last thing he should do was kiss Eliza. “I’m sure you are as well.”
“Yes. I told my aunt I would return directly.” She lifted her hands between them, hesitating before resting them on his chest. 
He didn’t think he’d ever felt anything so wonderful. “We will have to go soon.”
“Yes.” She stared at him as if waiting to see what he intended. Then her gaze dropped to his mouth.
With a groan, he kissed her, pleased when he felt her hands wrap around his neck. She responded ardently, which thrilled him. 
Before he knew it, his hands had shifted from her waist to her hips then ran along her curves. He delved his tongue into her mouth, relishing the taste of her before pressing kisses along her cheek and down to her neck. 
“We need to go,” she murmured.
“Yes.” She was right but he didn’t want to leave her.
He kissed her deeply once again and couldn’t resist cupping a hand just below her breast. She arched into him, and his manhood stiffened in response. His desire was flaring out of control, but he was loathe to halt it. 
Eliza was perfect in every way. She felt so good in his arms. He enjoyed hearing her opinions on everything from the weather to the books she so enjoyed to the play they’d viewed that evening. Was it any wonder he wanted her for himself?
An image of Winston came to mind. But even that wasn’t enough to force him to let her go.
“Philip?” Eliza whispered, her chest heaving. 
The sight had him moving a finger along the neckline of her gown, already imagining the full globes of her breasts in his hands. “Yes.”
“We truly do need to go.” She reached for his finger and pressed it tightly against her chest. The movement befuddled him.
But she was right. If they weren’t careful, they’d be caught in a compromising situation. 
For the first time in his life, that didn’t seem like such a terrible thing. He smothered the thought before it took hold. He was supposed to be honoring his family, not giving in to desire.
Still, he bent to press a kiss on the bare skin just above where she held his finger then released her. “You’re right.”
She nodded. 
Should he apologize for his behavior? How could he when he didn’t regret it for a moment?
“You go first,” he told her. “I’ll follow in a few minutes.”
“Very well.” She smoothed her gown then moved down the stairs, glancing back at him. “Good evening, Philip.”
Then she was gone, leaving him standing alone on the darkened staircase, wondering how he could live without her.




Chapter Eighteen


Satisfaction filled Eliza as The Mayfair Literary League concluded their discussion on  The Eustace Diamonds by Anthony Trollope. She liked to think she’d added something meaningful to the conversation. 
Lady Harriet—or rather, Harriet, as the ladies had all agreed to use first names—remained in good spirits just as she’d been during the workhouse tour. Eliza hoped she’d share details before the meeting concluded.
“The next item on the agenda is a report on our visit to the workhouse and an update on our plan to host a Christmas ball to raise funds for the training endeavor,” Phoebe said.
The members shared their impressions with those who hadn’t been on the tour followed by ideas for additional crafts that could be offered in the training as well as various products that might sell well. The goal of making the project self-sufficient was vital.
“If we can assist even a handful of people to get back on their feet,” Tibby said, “it would be worth it.”
“I like to think we could help more than a few,” Millicent countered with a smile. “It’s an excellent plan.”
“I took the liberty of speaking with my parents about the idea.” Frances grinned. “They are willing to lend assistance however we need it, and my father has already promised a sizeable donation.”
“Wonderful.” Phoebe’s excitement was matched by everyone. 
More ideas were offered, and Frances advised that she would assign tasks in the coming weeks.
As the discussion ended, Phoebe looked around the room, her expression hesitant. “We have another request for membership into the league.”
“Oh?” Tibby studied Phoebe with narrowed eyes. “Why do I have the feeling we won’t be pleased about this one?”
“Lady Lucinda spoke with me at The Orphaned Children of London Charity Ball and asked if we would please reconsider her request.”
Frances’ mouth dropped open. “After everything she’s done, why would we do such a thing?”
“What did you tell her, Phoebe?” Harriet asked, her brow puckered with worry. “Surely, you don’t think it’s wise to allow her and her sister to join us. We’ve already established that they don’t even like to read.”
Eliza remembered the two from the charity ball. She hadn’t met Lady Lucinda but didn’t care for Lady Jane from what little she knew.
“Apparently Lady Lucinda does enjoy books. She doesn’t want her sister to know, but she’s been reading in secret for years. She hides it from Lady Jane because she doesn’t want her to tease her about it.”
“Do you think she’s telling the truth?” Millicent asked.
“I do.” Phoebe nodded. “We discussed several works and it’s unlikely that she would’ve known such details if she hadn’t read them.”
“If she joins us, her secret would be out,” Marian said. 
“She is prepared to tell her sister if we accept her membership request.” 
“Do you think she wants to join simply because of the For Better or Worse agenda?” Frances scowled, her suspicion obvious.
“She offered not to participate in it.” As voices rose, Phoebe lifted a hand to halt them. “She also offered to never speak of anything said during our meetings to her sister.”
“I don’t understand,” Harriet said. “Won’t that cause a rift between them?”
“It seems that Lady Jane has been quite the tyrant, and Lady Lucinda has had enough. This is one of the ways she’s separating herself from her. But she confessed that she would like friends who understand and would offer support and can think of none better than the members of our league to do so.” Phoebe shrugged. “I almost felt sorry for her. But I made no promises. I only said I’d bring it before the group for consideration.”
Eliza watched as the original members exchanged looks, clearly wondering what the others were thinking. Since she hadn’t been involved when the sisters had caused so many problems, she didn’t want to offer an opinion. But she was more than impressed that the ladies were considering Lady Lucinda’s request given her past behavior.
“I don’t know.” Tibby’s lips tightened. “I’m not certain we can trust her. She didn’t show any hesitation when she and her sister told my husband about our agenda before we were married. That was nearly a disaster. It’s difficult to believe she has regrets.”
“I agree,” Frances said. “The two have been unkind to several of us over the years with their catty remarks. Especially to you, Phoebe.”
“That’s true,” Phoebe admitted. “Lady Lucinda did apologize to me and wants the chance to do the same to those of you she hurt.” 
“But?” Winifred lifted a brow.
“I suppose it will take time to believe she’s sincere.” Phoebe lifted a hand only to let it drop to her lap. “I confess to wondering if it’s some sort of trap.”
“That’s understandable.” Tibby nodded. “I feel the same way.”
“I suggest we think upon it,” Harriet said. “If she truly intends to change, we’ll see it in the coming weeks. We can’t be the reason she separates herself from her sister. She needs to do that of her own accord. If her actions show sincerity, we will consider her request.”
“That’s an excellent idea.” Phoebe looked at the other ladies. “Is there further discussion on the matter or are we prepared to vote on Harriet’s suggestion?”
They agreed unanimously to vote, and all agreed to table the request for the following meeting.
“Next is our For Better or Worse mission.” Phoebe waited a moment before asking, “Would anyone care to share?”
Eliza looked at Harriet, hoping she’d provide an update.
But it was Frances who cleared her throat. “I would like to, if that’s all right.” She glanced at Harriet with a questioning look.
Harriet nodded and reached to squeeze her friend’s arm in support.
“I’ve already apologized to Harriet, but I want to share what happened with everyone.” She heaved a sigh. “I thought I knew which gentleman held my interest, but I was wrong.”
“Oh?” Phoebe’s eyes widened with curiosity.
Frances pressed a hand to her heart. “I don’t know why I didn’t realize the truth when it was clear that I didn’t even know him.” She glanced at the group. “While I was figuring it out, I fear I missed an opportunity with the right man for me.”
“Oh dear. How troubling.” Tibby’s brown eyes were full of sympathy.
“But now that you know, you can move forward,” Phoebe said.
“I realized it too late. He’s left England to visit family in America.” Frances’ disappointment was obvious. “It’s unclear how long he’ll be gone or whether he’ll return.”
“It’s difficult to make a bold move if he’s not in the same country.” Harriet offered a sympathetic look.
“Quite. But I will remain hopeful.” Frances frowned. “My shyness overcomes me at times, especially when gentlemen are involved. I hope to improve upon that before he returns. By then, I’ll better know whether what I feel for him is true.” She glanced at the other ladies. “I’ve come to realize how important it is to listen to one’s heart instead of one’s head.”
“Excellent advice.” Phoebe nodded.
Frances held Harriet’s gaze once again. “I’m sorry that I was so involved in my own thoughts that I didn’t realize what you were going through. I’m even more sorry for the upset I caused you.”
Eliza waited with bated breath to see what Harriet would say. While she didn’t know what had happened, it was clear something significant had occurred. 
“And I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you how I felt about Joseph, or rather, Viscount Garland.” A delicate blush rose in Harriet’s cheeks. “It’s just that I didn’t truly think there was a chance of him returning my regard.” 
“Oh, Harriet.” Tibby leaned forward in her chair. “Will you tell us what’s happened?”
Harriet smiled. “I’m very pleased to say that he is courting me. It’s too soon to say how it will work out, but...”
The look on her face was much like it had been when Eliza had spoken with her at the workhouse—she was clearly in love. Eliza released a quiet sigh as a pang of envy filled her.
Frances showed no surprise at the news and looked delighted for her friend.
The support the ladies showed one another as they congratulated Harriet and offered encouragement to Frances warmed Eliza’s heart. Their bond was something she’d never experienced before, and she already loved being a part of it. This was so different than the faux friendships and petty jibes that had flourished during finishing school. 
Knowing these more mature ladies accepted her as one of their own made Eliza wonder if what she’d experienced during her time in Switzerland hadn’t been a reflection on her but the other girls. Maybe she was likeable and worthy of friendship. The idea filled her with hope. Didn’t that also mean she might be worthy of love?
“Is anyone ready to move forward with their bold move?” Phoebe asked. 
Winifred and Millicent stared at the floor. Rebecca, the widow, had stated at the last meeting that she wasn’t interested in participating in the agenda. Marian looked out the window as if her attention was caught by something outside.
Eliza clenched her hand, uncertain whether she was prepared to share that she’d already embarked on hers. Yet if these ladies were truly her friends, this was the perfect time to do so. She would welcome their support. 
Given that the outcome was still so uncertain, she might need it in the coming weeks. The last two heated interludes with Philip made her think she might be on the right path.
“I am.” The words slipped out before Eliza could halt them. When all eyes shifted to her, embarrassment flooded her, along with remorse for having said anything. What had she been thinking?
“Eliza!” Phoebe grinned and gave a single clap of her hands. “That is wonderful news.”
The other ladies offered encouragement, as well. Her embarrassment eased when no one looked at her as if she were making a terrible mistake.
“Do you have a plan?” Tibby asked. “Not that you have to share any details that you don’t want to.”
“I asked him for a favor. To show me attention so that I might more easily gain the attention of someone else.”
Winifred’s mouth gaped open. “That’s brilliant.”
Harriet frowned. “Won’t he think your attention lies elsewhere?”
“That is a risk,” Eliza admitted. “But it also provides a reason for us to be together. To come to know one another better.” She gave a one-shouldered shrug as doubt overcame her again. “Time will tell, I suppose.”
Millicent sighed. “I must say that I am in awe of those of you who have proceeded. Your bold moves have been clever and perfect for your particular situations.”
“Except for mine,” Frances added. “I don’t advise writing messages from a secret admirer. It didn’t work.”
“Only because your heart wasn’t in it,” Phoebe suggested. 
“Perhaps.” Frances’ lips twisted as she considered the matter. “Or perhaps I’m not meant for love.”
Eliza’s heart squeezed. Hadn’t she thought the same thing her entire life? “If that is your concern, that’s all the more reason to try something,” Eliza said, wanting to encourage her. “To take a risk that might change the course of your future.”
“Eliza is right,” Phoebe added. “You should be prepared to act in case—or rather, when—he returns.”
Eliza knew Philip would never have considered her as anything other than his friend’s sister if she hadn’t done something. But the stakes were high, considering her heart was at risk. Yet the moments they’d shared, including their kisses, made her believe the risk was worth the potential reward. 
[image: image-placeholder]Philip shoved back from his desk in the study and rose to stare out the window. It was impossible to concentrate this morning. Not just this morning, he admitted. Three days had passed since he’d been with Eliza at the theater. During those three days, he’d been able to think of little else except her. 
What was he to do about Eliza?
He rubbed his hand along the back of his neck, the tension there an outward sign of his inner turmoil. He knew what he wanted to do—hold her in his arms again. Gaze at her. Talk to her. Be with her. 
He sighed. And kiss her. 
His longing was a physical ache that had grown worse each day since she’d asked him for that favor. He was certain he could’ve kept his distance if not for it. He might not have even noticed her if she hadn’t asked for his help.
There was no purpose in regretting it now. The matter was done. Well, not quite, he admitted. The way he felt suggested whatever was between them was far from over.
A knock on the door had him turning to see his Uncle Herbert in the doorway. “Philip, do you have a moment?”
“Of course.” He gestured toward the chair before his desk, welcoming a distraction from his thoughts.
“I wanted to see if you’ve decided with which of the Graham sisters you want to proceed.”
Proceed? As if this were a business matter and not his heart.
A lightheaded feeling overtook him for a moment. His heart? Was that true? 
“Lord Oxley approached me yesterday when I was at the club and asked if you’d mentioned your plans.” His uncle smoothed his fingers over his thick moustache as he waited for Philip to answer.
“I have not.” How could he when he didn’t particularly care for any of the lord’s daughters?
Uncle Herbert nodded. “Understandable. It’s not an easy decision. After all, we’re talking about a serious commitment. The rest of your life, in fact.”
The reminder only made Philip feel more uncertain. Would it be so terrible if he pursued Eliza? She had many attributes he wanted in his duchess. 
“I know your father would’ve been pleased with all you’ve been doing, Philip,” his uncle continued with a nod of approval. “From the changes you’ve implemented at the estate to your intention to marry one of Oxley’s daughters, he must be smiling with pride from wherever he is.”
Philip’s stomach sank at the words. How had he thought for even a moment to place his desire for Eliza above honoring his father’s wishes? He felt as if a cinch were tightening around his neck, choking off his breath. 
But he’d forgotten that his happiness was of no consequence. Ridiculous of him to have forgotten that.
“I will decide within the week.” Seven days. Surely that was long enough to come to grips with what he needed to do.
“Excellent.” Uncle Herbert turned away only to look back. “I know the last year has been difficult, but your aunt and I are very proud of you as well.”
“Thank you.” They wouldn’t be if they knew what he’d been thinking of late.
At this point, they never would. 




Chapter Nineteen


Why had he given himself the deadline? Philip wondered for what must’ve been the fiftieth time as one day quickly turned into three. Unfortunately, he had come no closer to selecting which of the Graham sisters would best suit him. Now he need only decide which sister. Lady Charlotte was off the list, which left the other two. He’d conversed and danced with both but didn’t feel as if either would suit him.  
The clock continued ticking on the decision, but he couldn’t bring himself to make it, and that was making him miserable. 
No. That wasn’t true. The idea of never holding Eliza again was.
A ride in Hyde Park early that morning didn’t help to settle his mind. Frustrated, he secluded himself in his study with orders not to be disturbed. 
He paced the room, considering his options. 
Despite what he’d told his uncle, he continued to wonder if it would be so terrible to propose to Eliza. Would she accept if he did or was her heart otherwise engaged? That was difficult to believe when she’d responded so ardently to his advances. 
If she cared for another, Philip had yet to determine his identity. She’d danced with many others at the balls they’d both attended, but he hadn’t noticed her speaking with anyone in particular. Then again, he’d been careful not to watch her too closely for fear others might notice.
His uncle would be shocked at his doubt about marrying either of the Graham ladies. Philip couldn’t imagine sharing his mixed feelings on the matter.
Then there was Winston to consider. What would he say if he found out how Philip felt about Eliza? Trepidation knotted his stomach at the thought of trying to tell him. It would be difficult if not impossible to explain.
He shook his head as he walked the length of the room again. His goal was to honor the title and his father’s wishes. And if his father still lived, he’d want Philip to fulfill the promise made to Lord Oxley and marry one of his daughters. He knew that better than he knew his own name.
That was it then. That fact decided the matter once and for all. However, it did nothing to improve his spirits. 
Was it wrong to wish he felt something—anything—when he was with them? If not a spark, at least warmth that would help him believe that a lifetime together would be bearable.
Perhaps seeing them again would help. The next event when he might do so wasn’t until the following evening. He needed to stay busy lest he go mad with his circling thoughts.
Winston had sent a message asking to meet at the club that evening but Philip had sent his regrets. Seeing his friend would only remind him of Eliza. That wouldn’t help in the least.
His best hope was to keep his mind clear of distractions so he could come to terms with what he needed to do, select one of the sisters, and move forward with his life. Yet the future held no allure. 
Not without Eliza. 
He shoved away the thought. Obviously, his indecision was making him ill-tempered. That made it all the more important that he choose and be done with it.
Though tempted to talk to his uncle about the advantages or disadvantages of the two sisters, he couldn’t bring himself to do so. He already knew what his uncle’s response would be—pick one and move on.
With an oath, he stalked to his desk and penned another reply to Winston, advising him that he’d pick him up that evening. The distraction of a few drinks and a hand or two of cards would have to do for now.
He paused before sealing the message. He owed Eliza an explanation. And he had to tell her that he couldn’t help with the favor any longer. Doing that much would be a step toward his goal.
When he called on Winston, he would hopefully have a chance to speak with Eliza and tell her of his intent. He owed her that much given what had passed between them.
Despite the plan, the rest of the day dragged by, leaving him far too much time to wonder if he was doing the right thing.
He departed for Linford House early. Winston was never ready on time, and this would give him the chance to speak with Eliza if she was at home.
Within a quarter of an hour, he was waiting in the drawing room. Much to his disappointment, Eliza wasn’t in sight. He caught a passing maid and asked her to advise Eliza that he’d like to speak with her if possible. 
Hopefully, the maid wouldn’t be inclined to tell Eliza’s aunt or her brother about his unusual request.
Just as he was beginning to regret speaking with the maid, Eliza appeared in the doorway with a smile. “Good evening, Philip.”
One look at her sent his heart pounding. “Eliza.”
As always, she looked so beautiful. Her vivacity and liveliness were qualities he would always appreciate, and he hoped she never lost them.
“I wanted a moment to speak with you before Winston and I depart for the club.”
“Of course.” Her bright smile slowly faded as she studied him. “What is it? What’s happened?”
His mouth went dry. So dry that he wasn’t certain he could say the words. But he brought an image of his father to mind and straightened his shoulders. This was the right thing to do even if it felt terribly wrong. Wasn’t it?
Before the question took hold, he halted it. No more doubt. He’d made his decision and that was the end of it. 
“I won’t be able to assist you with the favor you requested any longer.”
“Oh?” She clasped her hands before her, her disappointment clear.
“I want to offer my apologies for acting so forward with you. I shouldn’t have kissed you when I wasn’t free to do so.” Damn if he didn’t want to take her into his arms and kiss her again this very moment. 
“May I ask why?”
He frowned. “Why I kissed you?”
She hesitated, suggesting she would like an answer to that question as well. “Why you can’t continue to help me with the favor.”
He was pleased she’d asked as it forced him to explain. “It was my father’s wish that I marry one of Lord Oxley’s daughters, and the time has come to move forward with that.”
“I see.” Her face went pale at the news. “Philip, I...” She looked away, her upset clearly written in the stiffness of her body.
What? he wanted to ask. Tell me. Say something that will force me to choose you.
Her focus returned to him. “The favor was—”
“Favor? What favor?” Winston strode into the room, looking between them. “What are the two of you talking about?”
“Nothing important.” Eliza gripped her hands so tightly that her knuckles turned white.
“It seems that it must be based on how serious you both are,” Winston countered, his eyes narrowing. “Trentworth, what favor?”
Philip hesitated, trying to think of an explanation. 
“I asked Philip for a favor,” Eliza said before he could respond. She turned to face her brother. “To pay a little attention to me at events.”
“Whatever for?”
“So that I might catch the notice of...someone.” Eliza’s voice faltered on the last word.
“Ah.” Winston nodded with a knowing smile. “This is part of your book group, isn’t it?”
“No,” Philip answered on her behalf. But something niggled at the back of his mind. A forgotten bit of information that was trying to resurface in the pool of his jumbled thoughts. He looked at Eliza in question.
The guilt on her face sent an unpleasant jolt of surprise through him.
“Eliza?” he asked.
“Aren’t you the one who told me of it?” Winston asked Philip. “At the club one evening, you mentioned there was a book group whose members were trying to snare husbands. That was before Eliza’s arrival.” His attention shifted to his sister. “Aunt Frieda was going on about your reading league a few days ago, saying how she thought it was inappropriate of them to do anything to sway a man’s opinion. That it was unladylike.”
“Philip, I can explain,” Eliza began, reaching out a trembling hand only to let it fall.
“Lady Bolton’s book group is that one?” Philip shook his head. “What man were you trying to catch?”
“I wasn’t. I mean...that isn’t how it works.”
The sinking feeling in his chest was taking his heart down with it. “So you didn’t really want my help.”
“Of course, I did.”
“You were setting some sort of trap?” Winston asked.
Philip couldn’t believe it of her. “For who?”
Her mouth opened and closed several times before she at last held out a hand toward him. “Philip, surely you don’t think there is anyone but you who holds my regard.”
“Me?” He couldn’t take it in. Not with the other information that had just been revealed. “You were trying to trap me?”
“It wasn’t a trap at all,” she said with a shake of her head. “You can ask Phoebe. That’s not how the For Better or Worse agenda works.”
“That’s quite the name for it,” Winston said in disbelief. “It certainly sounds as if you’re trying to catch husbands.”
“Only a man’s notice. Nothing more. To help them see us differently.”
Philip laughed but it wasn’t a pleasant sound. Not when his heart ached that she hadn’t told him the truth. Instead, she’d tricked him. “You certainly accomplished that much. I see you much differently.”
“What does that mean?” Winston asked, his outrage obvious.
He had no answer. Unable to believe what he’d just learned, Philip turned to leave. He needed to go before he said something he’d regret. Or told Eliza just how much she’d hurt him. 
Marrying out of duty was clearly a safer choice than allowing emotions to affect his decision about the future and who would stand at his side.
[image: image-placeholder]“Now you’ve gone and done it,” Winston said as he glared at Eliza. “What were you thinking? Did you hope to trick Trentworth into marriage? Snaring a husband by tricking him seems a little extreme, don’t you think?”
Eliza pressed a hand to her mouth, hoping to hold back her tears as she heard Philip’s steps on the stairs, the sound echoing through her empty chest. “It wasn’t like that.”
“He’s my friend, Eliza.” Winston shook his head. “To think you’d try to take advantage of him is unbelievable.”
She felt like she was back at finishing school with the other girls talking over her and never listening to her. A deep breath did little to clear the feeling. Still, she had to make her brother understand.
“If you’d allow me to explain,” she began but paused when Winston shook his head again. 
Hurt speared through her as his dismissive expression. While she and her brother hadn’t been close, she liked to think they’d been moving in that direction since her return. Surely he’d allow her to share the details of what had happened and why.
“Philip has always been kind to me.” She tried to think of what to say that would help her brother understand.
“And you repay that with this crazed scheme? I’m very disappointed in you, Eliza.”
She briefly closed her eyes, the words ringing through her memory. How often had her mother said that same phrase to her? Disappointed that she’d gotten crumbs on her dress, that she’d mussed up her hair, that her curtsy hadn’t been graceful enough.
“Winston, please. If you’d listen—”
“I’m going after Trentworth to make certain he’s not angry with me.” With a disgusted look at her, he added, “I’ll speak with you later.”
Later. Never first. 
Her brother’s choice shouldn’t surprise her when it mirrored all the other people in her life. She didn’t come first to anyone. Still unworthy of love after all this time. The changes she’d tried so hard to make over the past few years were of no consequence. They hadn’t changed who she was at the heart. That person wasn’t enough. When would she learn to stop trying to be someone she wasn’t?
She wiped at her tears as she hurried to her bedroom. The hurt on Philip’s face had shattered her. She’d made a terrible decision when she’d tried to help him see her differently. Clearly, she couldn’t trust herself or anyone else.




Chapter Twenty


Philip didn’t bother going to his club. He didn’t want to see anyone let alone talk. Besides, Winston would probably look for him there. He only wanted to be alone. What better place to go than home?  
Everyone else was out this evening at one event or another. He poured himself a drink in his study and sat before the fire, wishing the flames could warm the inside of him as they did the outside.
To think Eliza had tried to trap him in such a manner seemed callous and unlike the person he thought her to be. He was still filled with disbelief.
Had she been required to act on the...what had she called it? Oh, yes, the For Better or Worse agenda. The name was apt if their intent was to trick unsuspecting men into marrying them. Was proceeding with it a requirement for membership in their book club? An initiation of sorts?
He frowned as he finished his drink and rose to pour another. Had Bolton been a victim of the scheme? It seemed likely given that he’d married the group’s founder. Yet there was no denying his happiness. He and his wife acted completely enamored with one another. They were one of the reasons Philip had reconsidered what was possible in a marriage.
Philip wished he knew who else was a member so he might see if they’d recently married. And whether they were as blissfully happy as Bolton and his wife. 
The thought had him slowing his pace as he walked back to his chair, reconsidering the situation and his reaction. The study door opened, startling him. 
Markus strode into the room only to halt, staring at him in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
“It’s my study.”
“Yes, well, I thought you were out.” He continued walking toward the sideboard where crystal decanters stood neatly in a row. “I only came to drink some of your whiskey.”
“You could’ve had one of the servants bring you a glass.”
“Yes, but they don’t bring the whole bottle, which is what I need this evening.”
“Why is that?”
Rather than answer, Markus poured himself a drink then walked slowly to where Philip sat. He leaned an elbow against the other wingback chair but didn’t sit and took a drink. “I would ask you again to,” he paused, nearly grimacing, “please give me the money to pay my gaming debt.”
“No.” Philip was in no mood to consider his request. His cousin needed to sort out the matter on his own.
Markus shook his head as if irritated but not surprised by Philip’s response. “I fear the situation has become more dire than I predicted,” he added.
His appearance was rather disheveled with his hair looking as if he’d run his hand through it numerous times, his tie askew, and his shoes spattered with mud.
Sympathy welled within Philip. Yet he couldn’t help but think of Markus’s behavior with Eliza and what might’ve happened. 
If not for that, Philip might’ve relented and helped him. But not after he’d taken the chance of ruining her. “It sounds as if you will have your hands full dealing with it.”
Markus scoffed. The silence drew out as he sipped his drink until at last, he said, “Apparently you will soon have your hands full as well as my father says you will be proposing to one of the Graham sisters in the next day or two.”
Feeling as if his heart were coated in thick tar which threatened to smother its beat, Philip nodded. “I am.” Even if it’s the last thing I want to do.
“I thought for certain you’d change course and court Lindfield’s sister.”
“Why? Because I danced with her once or twice?” He hoped no one knew how he truly felt about her.
“No. Because of the way you look at her.”
Was it so obvious? That he was falling for her from head to toe? He swallowed at the realization of just where his feelings were going. Straight into the palm of her hand. 
Had she selected him as a target because of his title, or because of his friendship with her brother? The latter made him more likely to agree to her request for a simple favor.
Simple? Far from it when the time he’d spent with her had stolen his heart.
Had he been a fool to agree to her request? Was he nothing to her but a task to be completed for her book group? Or had that favor been fortuitous and allowed him the opportunity to come to know her better? 
All he knew was that he was filled with a terrible ache at the thought of never holding her in his arms again.
“Ridiculous of me to think you might forge your own path,” Markus said then tossed back his drink before returning to the sideboard to refill his glass. “Of course, you are only following behind Oscar as if still in your leading strings.”
“At least I’m trying to honor our family,” Philip bit out. “What are you doing, Markus? Tossing away what money you have on the next hand of cards?”
“You look at your father and brother with blinders on,” Markus continued as if Philip hadn’t spoken, unsurprising since he was never willing to answer for his behavior. “Neither of them was a saint. They made mistakes as often as the rest of us.”
“What mistakes might those be?” Philip pulled his gaze from the flickering flames to see if Markus would answer. The way he harped on the issue made Philip wonder if he referred to something specific.
“Why should I list them when you wouldn’t believe me anyway?” The glare his cousin offered had no effect after what Philip had already been through this evening.
Suddenly, it was all too much. He didn’t want to hear what Markus thought his father and brother had done. Not after what he’d already discovered about Eliza.
“I will be proposing to one of the Graham sisters,” Philip said more to himself than to his cousin. Yet saying it out loud didn’t help him accept it.
“Which one?” Markus asked.
He shrugged. “Does it matter?”
Markus muttered an oath under his breath. “It should.”
For once, his cousin was right. But Philip couldn’t bring himself to care.
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Only when Aunt Frieda threatened to call for the doctor did Eliza make an effort to return to her life. Yet how could she when she felt as if her chest had a gaping hole where her heart had been? 
The emptiness that remained made her feel ill as if she was suffering from a physical malady rather than just an emotional one.
She shouldn’t have reached for Philip. She’d known he was beyond her. What harm could come from her trying? she’d thought. More harm than she could’ve possibly guessed.
Gathering her resolve, she allowed her maid to help dress her and prepare for dinner that evening. Dining with her aunt was a small way to step back into her life. 
They were to attend an art exhibition the following evening. At least, it wasn’t a ball and she’d have paintings and sculptures to distract her. With luck, that meant she wouldn’t have to talk to others as much.
She had to try to pretend all was well, something that felt impossible. Especially when the worry of coming upon Philip concerned her. That would happen sooner rather than later, and she needed to prepare herself for that moment. The thought of seeing him was enough to put a lump in her throat.
If she had the chance to apologize, she would. She still wanted to explain that she’d only requested the favor because she cared for him and thought she could make him happy. That she could be a partner in his life and help to share the burden of his title. 
“Decided to emerge from your room at last?” Winston asked when she arrived in the drawing room before dinner. He stood near the fireplace with a drink in hand but there was no sign of her aunt.
A rush of anger filled Eliza, surprising her with its strength. The one person who should’ve stood beside her hadn’t. If she wasn’t important to him, why should she allow him to be important to her?
She held tight to it, drawing from its strength, and moved to stand directly before him.
“That you didn’t offer me the benefit of the doubt is disappointing, Winston. As is the fact that you haven’t allowed me to explain. Why do you choose to think the worst of me before hearing the truth?”
Her brother’s eyes widened, clearly taken aback by her passionate words. 
“If you have so little regard for me, I will remove myself to the country estate until further notice.” That would also serve to distance herself from London and Philip. Perhaps doing so would be for the best.
She waited a moment to see if he’d respond. When he only stood staring at her, she turned to go, unable to bear any more.
“Eliza, wait.” 
She stopped but didn’t look back. 
“I’m sorry.” The softly spoken words had her turning around. “I should’ve listened to what you had to say.” He gestured to one of the chairs. “Will you explain now?”
Eliza appreciated his words but didn’t know if he was sincere. Would he actually listen to her?
“I truly am sorry,” he said. “Please?”
With a deep breath, she moved to the chair, wondering where to begin. And whether it would make any difference. 
[image: image-placeholder]Markus’s comment about his father and brother bothered Philip to no end. They were gone and he didn’t understand why Markus continued to say such things. It almost made him wonder if his cousin knew something Philip didn’t.
The concern had Philip seeking out his uncle before dinner that evening. 
“Uncle Herbert, I have a question,” Philip said as he joined him before the fire in the drawing room where his uncle was enjoying a drink.
“Of course. What is it?”
Philip hesitated, wondering how to ask. His uncle resembled Philip’s father in many ways, especially in his eyes. That made it even more difficult to raise the topic.
“Is there something I don’t know about my father?”
“How do you mean?” Uncle Herbert smoothed his thick grey moustache as he frowned at Philip.
“Did he or Oscar ever act without honor?”
His uncle shifted in his seat, making Philip wonder if the subject made him uncomfortable. “Why do you ask?”
Philip watched him closely. “Markus said something that made me wonder.”
The sigh his uncle heaved suggested it came from the depths of his soul. “Markus shouldn’t have said anything.”
“So there is something to it?” He waited as his uncle seemed to consider whether to tell him. “I would like to know.”
“Your father wasn’t perfect. No man is. And Oscar did his best to act as your father wanted him to. Unfortunately, your father didn’t always do the right thing.”
“No one expects perfection. It’s impossible.”
“True. But despite your father’s own mistakes, he still seemed to expect it from Oscar.”
Distant memories of conversations came to Philip’s mind. Ones he’d chosen to forget. Of his father berating Oscar for minor mistakes. Choosing the wrong friends. Losing at cards. Showing interest in an “unsuitable” woman. Was it any wonder that Philip had gone out of his way not to try to live up to his father’s expectations?
“Do you remember the land your father acquired a few months before Oscar died? The tract to the north of the estate?”
“Of course. He was very pleased to get it.”
“He was accused of cheating at cards to win it.”
Philip straightened in his chair. “I thought he purchased it. From Halifax, the baron who owned it. That’s what he told me.”
Uncle Herbert shook his head. “He won it.”
“That was a significant amount of land to risk in a card game.” Halifax had been foolish to wager it.
“Lord Oxley also played in that card game.”
Alarm filled Philip as his thoughts raced. “Did Oxley think Father cheated?”
“He’s never said.” 
“Because Oscar agreed to marry his daughter.” The truth was clear.
Uncle Herbert remained silent but watched Philip closely.
Philip lunged to his feet to pace the length of the room before turning back to his uncle. “Am I right?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t there and Oxley has never said a word about it.”
“What of Halifax?”
“He is the one who accused your father. But he died soon after losing the land. His heart gave out.”
“This is unbelievable.” Not only did it leave a sour taste in his mouth, but it shook everything he’d always thought about his father. And his brother. “Why did Oscar agree to the match?”
“Oscar did everything he could to earn your father’s approval. That didn’t change when this situation arose.”
Philip returned to his chair and looked his uncle in the eye. “I don’t want to marry any of Oxley’s daughters.”
His uncle grimaced. “That could prove to be a problem.” He studied Philip. “Is there a reason why?”
Again, Philip hesitated. “There’s another who has caught my attention.” And my heart. But he didn’t say that. Much still stood between him and Eliza.
“I see.” Uncle Herbert stared into his glass at the amber liquid then lifted it to drain it in one gulp. After a long moment, he looked at Philip. “I don’t know how Oxley will react. But he invested in a railroad that failed. From what little I know, he’s in trouble financially and was counting on his daughter marrying Oscar. And now you.”
“You think he might threaten to tell what happened the night of that card game if I don’t marry one of his daughters.”
His uncle shrugged. “One never knows what a desperate man will do.”
Anger stirred at the unfairness of the situation. He felt as if the ground had turned to sand, shifting beneath his feet. What he’d thought to be true wasn’t. 
But did any of what he’d learned change his future? How could he be true to his heart as well as to the memory of his father and brother?




Chapter Twenty-One


The evening art exhibition at the Dulwich Picture Gallery in South London was one Eliza had been looking forward to. Her interest in art had increased dramatically while she and her aunt had been abroad. They’d toured many museums and galleries throughout Europe. 
This gallery was the world’s first that had been built specifically for the public rather than private individuals to view its collection. It had been founded in 1811 when Sir Francis Bourgeois bequeathed his collection, which consisted mainly of old masters, specifically for the public to see. Normally, the gallery was only open during the day but this evening, they were holding a special event to celebrate a new collection of donated paintings that were now on display.
While Eliza was lucky enough to have viewed many private collections during her travels, she welcomed the idea of allowing the public to see artwork as well. She couldn’t imagine not being able to study and appreciate paintings, statues, and other works of art when it allowed one to see the world through someone else’s eyes, much as books did.
Hopefully, the evening would prove to be a welcome distraction from her dour thoughts. Winston had listened to her story and seemed to understand, something she appreciated. He apologized for thinking she’d had some nefarious plan to trap Philip into marriage. 
They’d cleared the air on the matter but none of that changed what Philip thought. She detested knowing he had such a poor opinion of her, regardless of whether they had a chance for a future together. At this point, it was obvious they wouldn’t. 
Frustration took hold once again. To think he would believe her capable of such terrible behavior was disappointing. But that he wouldn’t allow her the opportunity to explain was worse. She deserved better and hoped she had the opportunity to tell him so.
She lifted her chin and forced herself to focus on her surroundings and stop dwelling on Philip. If the occasion arose to speak with him, she’d tell him everything. But she refused to waste the evening pining for him. 
If only she could convince herself to stop looking for him.
She pressed her lips tight, determined to enjoy the exhibition. In the large lobby, uniformed waiters offered the finely dressed guests silver trays of canapes and flutes of champagne. Many people lingered in the area conversing.
Eliza smiled as she caught sight of Harriet across the room, standing beside a handsome gentleman who looked at her with such admiration that he had to be the one she’d told the book club about. Harriet grinned when she saw Eliza and wiggled her fingers in greeting. 
Since they were on the opposite side of the room, and Eliza wasn’t ready to converse with anyone, she returned the gesture before moving along with numerous other guests into the first room, which featured work by Peter Paul Rubens. 
The paintings were displayed in a single horizontal row rather than from floor to ceiling as was the case in many galleries. That made for a much more pleasant experience, in her opinion. One had the chance to consider each painting before moving on rather than being overwhelmed by so many at once.
Eliza glanced behind her to mention it to her aunt only to realize they’d been separated in the crowd. She stepped aside to let several people pass but still didn’t see her. She decided to continue forward, certain Aunt Frieda would be along shortly.
She walked from one painting to the next, sighing when she realized how much she would’ve liked to share the experience with Philip. Rubens’ depiction of religious scenes brought them to life. His use of light to draw the viewer’s eye to specific details was impressive. 
If only Eliza had been able to do the same with Philip. To draw his eye to what she wanted him to see rather than what she didn’t. Yet she realized that was where she’d failed. She needed to let him see her for who she was—the good and the bad. That was the only way to have a true relationship with a solid foundation based on honesty and trust.
Would she have the chance to tell him everything?
“Lady Eliza?” A waiter stood at her side and, at her nod, handed her a slip of paper. “A message for you.”
She stared at the note confused as to who would send it to her at the gallery. The waiter had already departed, and a glance around didn’t reveal an answer, so she opened it.
Meet me in Room 12. 
T.
Eliza’s heart leapt as she read the masculine script, her heart pounding at that single initial. 
But wait.
She’d never called him Trentworth. Why would he sign the missive that way? Probably a force of habit, she supposed.
Another look around revealed Aunt Frieda was still nowhere in sight. This might be her best chance to meet him without anyone knowing. Surely him wanting to see her meant he was prepared to listen to her explanation. Perhaps Winston had shared some details and helped him to see her intention.
With hope lifting her spirits, she moved with the crowd out of the Rubens’ room, uncertain where Room 12 was located. A small brass plate on the door of the next room noted it was Room 6. 
She passed quickly through it and exited into a corridor near the staircase toward the rear of the building. A small plaque at the foot of the stairs stated that Rooms 10-18 were on the second floor and Rooms 20-25 were on the third.
Only a few other visitors walked up the stairs. She followed in their wake and found Room 12 tucked in an empty corner of the gallery. The door was closed. How like Philip to know a place they could meet without fear of detection. 
Hesitating, she glanced around again but no one was nearby. She tried the knob, which turned easily beneath her gloved hand.
To her surprise, the room was dark. She left the door open as she paused on the threshold. “Philip?”
“Over here.” The whispered words came from a male voice, but something struck her as wrong. 
Unease crept over her. She took a step back only to see a shadow rush toward her.
Before she could flee, the man grabbed her wrist and pulled her forward, quickly closing the door behind her.
“Philip?” She didn’t know why she asked when she knew beyond a doubt it wasn’t him. She wrenched at her wrist, but the man’s grip was too tight. “Release me at once.”
“I don’t think so.” The voice definitely didn’t belong to Philip but sounded vaguely familiar.
“What do you want?” she asked.
The man chuckled, an unpleasant sound that caused her to shiver. “Nothing you can give me. You are only here to provide the leverage I need.”
“Delbert?” Knowing it was Philip’s cousin did much to ease her fear even if she knew not to trust him.
“Ah. You’re not as stupid as I first thought.”
“Unfortunately, I’m not certain I can say the same of you.” Though she knew she risked angering him, she refused to allow fear to take hold. 
He shook her arm hard enough to hurt. “How dare—”
“I have no hold over Philip.” She cut him off before he could say anything more. “Involving me won’t gain you anything.”
“I would expect you to say that. No doubt you want to protect him.”
“You would’ve been wiser to give the message to one of the Graham sisters rather than me.” Admitting that hurt. She pushed the ache away to focus on her captor as her eyes adjusted to the dimness.
Delbert scoffed. “Philip wouldn’t bother to come to their rescue. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. You’re the one who matters.”
Eliza’s breath hitched. If only that were true. Yet a corner of her heart held tightly to the thought, desperately wanting it to be so.
“Surely you don’t believe you can force him to do anything he doesn’t want to do,” she insisted.
“I can and I will. He should arrive momentarily.”
“You intend to make your demand in the dark?” she asked, her tone suggesting how ridiculous that would be. If he had to light a candle, she might manage to escape.
With an oath, Delbert pulled her closer to the door and reached toward the wall. Gaslights slowly illuminated the small room filled with paintings stacked along one wall. He left the lights low using the switch on the wall, all while still holding onto her.
How frustrating for her plan to be foiled by a modern convenience. At least being able to see was reassuring. 
Delbert wore formal evening attire, but his dark blond hair needed washing, and his gaze flickered around the room, revealing his nervousness.
“You’re making a mistake. Release me.” She jerked on her arm to no avail. Surely if she screamed loudly enough, someone would come to her rescue. 
The glint of a knife in Delbert’s hand caused her breath to catch, and she stilled, hardly able to believe he was armed.
“Do not make a sound,” he ordered. “We are going to wait quietly for my cousin’s arrival.” He glanced toward the door.
“What is it you need so desperately that you’d resort to this?” She shook her head, fear trickling like ice down her spine at the thought of Philip coming through the door unaware of what his cousin intended. “It seems to me that you’d be careful of your family when you have recently lost two members.”
His expression tightened, making his thin lips all but disappear. “Philip is following in their footsteps too closely. They were tightfisted with money just as he is.”
“You’re doing this for money?” 
“I owe a gaming debt to some rather unscrupulous men who insist on being paid immediately. If I don’t pay them by midnight, I won’t live to see the dawn.”
“Did you tell Philip this?” 
“It would do no good. He’s already refused. Hearing their threat won’t change anything. He’d only think I was lying.” He sneered. “But using you will.”
“You’re wrong. He would help if he knew you were in danger.” She knew Philip well enough to be certain of it. “You can’t think that threatening to kill me will make him give you the funds.” The disbelief she cast in her tone caused him to glare at her again.
“Oh, but I don’t intend to threaten to kill you. Only to ruin you. Unless he agrees to pay the debt. I need only take you into the lobby and make it clear you’ve been compromised. I’ll be forced to propose. You’ll be forced to accept. Either way, I’ll soon have the money I need.”
“That is a ridiculous plot.” She shook her head to make her doubt clear despite her fear. Delbert seemed desperate, willing to do anything. She hoped shedding doubt on his plan would convince him to release her. “I won’t be compromised by you.”
Yet she feared that if Philip refused to help, Delbert wouldn’t hesitate to hurt him. 
“You won’t have a choice. You see, there’s no possibility of him marrying you to save your reputation, so I will have to. He has to wed one of the Graham sisters.” 
“Why?”
“Gambling runs in our family. My dear, departed uncle fell prey to its lure. However, he forced the odds in his favor and cheated at a card game. That is something I won’t stoop to.”
“What does this have to do with Philip?”
“Lord Oxley played in the same card game and knows what he did. But he kept quiet because Oscar proposed to his daughter. Philip will have to honor that same promise in order to protect his father’s memory. Philip can’t propose to you, or he’d risk Oxley revealing the truth. That would ruin my uncle’s reputation, something Philip would never allow.”
Eliza released a slow breath, her faint hope of a future with Philip crumbling like an autumn leaf in the winter wind. “I see.” 
But that didn’t change her current predicament. There had to be a way to convince Delbert his plan would fail or at least distract him so she could knock the knife from his hand.
She had to do something—anything—to protect Philip.
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“Oh?” The earl lifted a brow. “You look as if you have something on your mind.”
“I do.” Philip looked around and leaned close, not wanting to be overheard. “Forgive me for being blunt, but were you trapped into marriage?”
Bolton chuckled. “Do you want the long answer or the short one?”
“The short one will do for now.” Philip had high hopes that Eliza was in attendance this evening and wanted to speak with her if she’d allow him to. But first, he needed to know how Bolton had ended up married sooner than anyone had expected.
Yet before his friend responded, the truth struck him like a blow. Eliza would never try to force him to marry her. It had been ridiculous of him to think so. She’d had more than one opportunity to arrange for them to be caught in a compromising situation but had gone out of her way to make certain they weren’t.
What had he been thinking? 
“No.” Bolton’s gaze shifted to his wife who spoke animatedly with another lady. “I was not. In fact, you could argue that I am the one who trapped her.” He looked back at Philip. “Regardless of the details, I consider myself the luckiest of men. I hope you’re fortunate enough to enjoy a marriage like mine.”
The knot in Philip’s chest loosened and suddenly everything seemed clear. Before he could respond, a waiter appeared at his elbow.
“A message for you, Your Grace.” He bowed and offered a slip of paper to Philip then moved away.
I have something of yours.
Come to Room 12 alone.
M
Philip’s thoughts raced as he read the message. Markus had to have sent it. The question was what he had. Whatever it was, Philip knew he wouldn’t like it. Anger at his cousin took hold.
“Is something amiss?” Bolton asked.
“Yes, it is.” He read the word “alone” again. He might’ve done just that if Markus hadn’t ordered him to. “Might I ask for your assistance?”
“Of course.”
Before he could explain, another friend, Joseph Harris, Viscount Garland, joined them. “Good evening.” He looked between them. “Or perhaps it’s not. Whatever is wrong?”
“I am in need of help,” Philip said. “My cousin is apparently up to no good. If either or both of you would care to follow me to Room 12, we will see what he’s about.”
“Of course,” they both readily agreed. Bolton had a word with his wife to let her know where they were going, and Garland spoke with Lady Harriet, whom Philip had previously met, to do the same.
Nerves stretched taut, Philip led the way up the stairs to where the signs directed him only to pause. “I should mention that this could prove dangerous.”
“Then it’s good there are three of us,” Garland said with a grim smile.
Bolton nodded. “We will be prepared for whatever comes.”
“Thank you,” Philip said, appreciating his friends in a way he hadn’t before. Was it any wonder that Eliza was so pleased to have found true friends with her literary league? 
It was understandable that the ladies would support each other in any endeavor they undertook, including helping a man to see them in a different light.
He’d latched onto the wrong meaning of the For Better or Worse agenda as an excuse to avoid his own predicament and the difficult decision he needed to make. He’d been an idiot and owed Eliza an apology. 
He moved toward the door even as a terrible thought came to mind. Surely, Markus didn’t have Eliza in that room.
His heart racing, Philip flung open the door to see Eliza standing beside Markus, eyes wide with fear.




Chapter Twenty-Two


Eliza gasped as the door swung open to reveal Philip with two men behind him. 
“Eliza!” Philip’s eyes went wide with shock at the sight of her.
Not wanting to waste the opportunity, she shoved Delbert toward the wall. But he still had a hold of her, and she fell with him when he toppled onto the wall and fell to the ground.
A sharp pain in her side made her flinch even as she called out, “He has a knife.”
She struggled to right herself, but Delbert held tight. 
He straightened, still sitting on the floor, and pointed the blade at Philip, his other hand continuing to grasp her arm. “Stay back,” he shouted.
“No!” Horrified at the thought of Philip being hurt, she shoved at the hand that held the knife, surprised to see blood on the blade.
Philip and the two men descended on them, their movements a blur. Philip grabbed Delbert’s outstretched arm, and the knife swayed in her direction before Philip pushed Delbert’s hand upward.
Bolton and the other man seized hold of Delbert, and they quickly subdued him.
“Drop it,” Philip demanded, squeezing Delbert’s wrist until the blade fell to the floor. The two other men hauled Delbert to his feet and restrained him.
“Damn you.” Delbert tried to pull free without success.
“Eliza, are you all right?” Philip reached for her and gently drew her upright. 
“Yes, of course. I didn’t want him to hurt you.” Her hands were shaking, and her side ached, making it difficult to draw a proper breath. She glanced down to see a red stain on the pale blue fabric of her gown. “Oh no. Aunt Frieda is not going to be pleased.”
“You’ve been stabbed.” The shock in Philip’s voice had her frowning, certain he was wrong as it didn’t hurt that badly.
“I didn’t mean to hurt her,” Delbert said as he tugged at his arms to no avail. “No one was supposed to get hurt.” He glared at Philip. “You were supposed to come alone. You’ve ruined everything.”
“I think you’re the one who’s done that,” Bolton said.  
Philip wrapped an arm around Eliza as if expecting her to collapse at any moment, ignoring his cousin.
“Philip, whoever he owes the money to has threatened to kill him if he doesn’t pay by midnight,” Eliza said, pressing a hand to her side.
“What?” He looked at Delbert. “Is that true?”
“What do you care?” Emotion coated Delbert’s voice but still he attempted to jerk his arms free.
“Of course, I care.” Philip’s outrage had Delbert staring at him in surprise. “However, I don’t agree with any of what you’ve done of late. The time has come to change, Markus.”
At that, he seemed to lose all fight, his shoulders slumping.
Philip shook his head. “Do not ever put someone else in danger to gain what you want. Do you understand me?”
“Yes.”
“You should rethink your gambling habits,” Bolton said as he released him but continued to watch him closely. 
“Most definitely,” the other man said as he let go of Delbert’s arm as well then bent to retrieve the knife still on the floor. “Perhaps your communication skills as well.”
Delbert stared at Philip, his expression guarded. “Will you truly help me?”
“Yes.” Philip glanced at Eliza then back at his cousin. “But never again will I pay your gaming debts. Make this the last time you’re in this situation.”
“Should I send for a doctor?” Bolton asked as he studied Eliza’s side.
“No,” she said even as Philip said, “Yes.”
“It’s nothing serious.” She lifted her hand from where she’d held it against the injury, hoping it was true. “See? The bleeding has already stopped.”
“I’m sorry, Lady Eliza.” Delbert shook his head. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“I must’ve fallen on the knife,” Eliza said when she noted how Philip’s expression tightened. “It only nicked me. I’ll be fine.”
“I won’t be satisfied until a physician has seen to the injury,” Philip said, his voice trembling as was the arm that held her. 
Eliza nodded, too overwrought to argue. But it was the information Delbert had shared that truly upset her—not the injury. 
She knew how Philip felt about his father and brother. It was only natural that he’d do all in his power to protect their memory. 
Which left her without him. The terrible ache she’d felt earlier returned, and it was all she could do not to falter. But she didn’t want Philip to worry about her. 
“Perhaps someone should find my aunt,” Eliza suggested, ready to go home. She’d already been away far too long.
“Of course. I remember her.” Lord Bolton moved toward the door then glanced back at Philip. “If you’re all right here?”
Philip nodded then addressed the other man. “Garland, if you’d escort my cousin to my carriage?”
“Of course.”
Philip stared at Delbert. “Await me there. Then we will deal with your debt together. Agreed?”
For a long moment, the viscount only stared at Philip as if unable to believe the turn of events.
Eliza felt the same way.
“Yes.” His mouth trembled. “Thank you.”
“Afterward, we’re going to have a conversation about expectations and purpose. No more of this, Markus.”
Delbert nodded, his expression grim. Then the others departed.
Only too late did Eliza realize that left her alone with Philip. Surely she could manage the next few minutes without falling apart.
“Eliza, are you certain you’re all right?” Philip drew back to examine her side. 
Her body chilled as he released her, the cold slowly seeping into her heart. “Yes. As I said, it’s only a nick and no longer bleeding.” At least, she didn’t think so. Better that she focus on something else. “I would still like to explain why I asked the favor and apologize for not telling you the truth.”
“I’m the one who should apologize. I should’ve let you explain rather than acting so thickheaded.”
“I would tell you all the same. You see, I’ve cared for you for a very long time. As I told you before, the comfort you offered when my parents died meant the world to me. And when I returned to London after my years away and saw you again, my affection was caught.”
“Eliza—”
“Please.” She held up a hand to stop him. “Allow me to finish. The ladies in The Mayfair Literary League helped give me the courage to act on how I felt. I don’t know how much Winston shared with you about our parents but suffice it to say that they ignored us for the most part. My mother tended to be critical the few times she was near. Then after they died, none of my relatives wanted me. Nor did I manage to make friends at finishing school.” 
She shook her head to dispel the bad memories and to keep him from interrupting. “I’m not telling you this to gain your sympathy, but rather to explain. Those experiences left me feeling unworthy of earning anyone’s affections. Therefore, I didn’t think I had a chance that you’d like me for who I am.”
“Eliza.” The dismay in his expression as he tightened his hold on her gave her the strength to continue.
I’m sorry I tricked you,” she said. “That was never my purpose. I only wanted you to look at me as someone other than your best friend’s little sister. As someone worthy of your attention.”
“You did that and more.” He reached for her gloved hand and brought it to his lips, and her breath caught in her chest. “I don’t know whether I would’ve seen you as the beautiful woman you are if not for your request. I applaud you for reaching for what you want. That only makes my admiration for you grow.”
Eliza swallowed against the lump in her throat, hardly able to bear him saying everything she wanted to hear when a future together wasn’t possible. It was too much.
“Delbert told me everything,” she managed.
“Everything?”
“About the...card game. About your father and Lord Oxley.” She couldn’t bring herself to say the rest of it, especially about him marrying one of the Graham sisters.
He glanced away, the pain that tightened his face causing her heart to twist.
“Please don’t worry,” she whispered. “I won’t tell anyone.” 
“That’s not it. I know I can trust you.” He gestured at the room as if to refer to what had happened. “That was clear before your actions this evening. Putting yourself in danger to try to protect me.”
“You would’ve done the same for me.” That much she knew.
“Yes, I would’ve.” He stared into her eyes, making the lump in her throat worse. “Because I love you.”
“Philip.” She closed her eyes, not wanting to hear that when they couldn’t be together.
“And I hope you might feel the same about me.” She opened her eyes when she felt his hand along her cheek. “I have come to realize that honoring my father and brother’s memories doesn’t mean I have to follow the same path they did. They weren’t perfect. No one is, including me. I intend to find my own way and live a life of honor on my terms.”
“Yes.” She cradled his hand, pressing it against her cheek, so proud of him. “That’s exactly what you should do. You are an amazing man, Philip. Kind, honorable, and worthy of your title. Never doubt it.”
“I want to be the man you believe me to be. But there is one problem.” He pulled his hand away, causing her heart to stumble.
“What might that be?”
“I cannot be that person without you by my side.”
She frowned uncertain what he meant. “But Lord Oxley and his daughters—”
“I’ll find a way to aid him as best I can. But I cannot marry anyone but you. There is no better way to honor my family than to live a happy and fulfilled life. Only you can help me do that.”
Eliza gasped, hardly able to believe what she’d heard. 
“Please, Eliza.” He dropped to one knee. “Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife? To love and to cherish forever and always?”
“Oh, Philip.” She blinked back tears. “Are you certain?”
“I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. I love you, Eliza, and I want to spend the rest of my life showing you how much. Please say yes.”
“Yes! Yes, yes. I love you as well. More than I can possibly say.”
He stood and held her close. So close that she could feel his heart pounding at the same rapid pace as hers. 
He kissed her gently yet with passion, sealing the moment for them both.
Still in disbelief that her dream was coming true, she wrapped her arms around him only to wince as her side protested the movement.
“We need to get the doctor now,” he said as he eased back to look into her face. “That injury might be worse than you think.”
“It’s not. I promise.” She tightened her hold on him. “Besides, I’m not ready to let you go.”
“Good. Because you won’t ever have to.” The love shining in his eyes caught her breath.
“Who knew a simple favor might result in this?” Eliza asked with a smile.
“Not I. But I knew I was in trouble the moment I agreed to your favor.”
Voices just outside the door suggested their time alone had come to an end.
“Aunt Frieda is going to be most displeased with me,” Eliza said with a glance at her ruined gown.
“I’ll tell her I’ll buy you another.” He cupped her cheek once more, his warm hand steadying her as nothing else could. “I love you, my dear.”
“And I love you. Always.”




Epilogue


Three years later...
“I do believe we can declare the evening a success,” Eliza said as she led the way into their bedroom. 
The hour was late, and she was exhausted. Her shoes pinched her toes, the pins in her hair itched, and she couldn’t wait to remove her corset. But none of that mattered.
“A smashing success,” Philip replied as he closed the door behind them. “All thanks to you, my dear duchess.”
“Thanks to us,” Eliza countered with a smile as she turned to face him. “We raised more money than I could’ve guessed for the new orphanage.”
The musical performance at the museum featuring a French virtuoso violinist had gathered a surprising number of the nobility, all eager to offer donations to the charity. Of course, all the members of the literary league had been there as well.
“The care the children will receive will help put them on the path to a promising future.”
“And help families who choose to take them as their own. There is already a waiting list of those wanting to adopt.” She removed her earrings and placed them in the box on her dressing table, happiness swelling within her.
“We need only look at our own children to know how important family is,” Philip said. 
“I looked in on Jonathan and Annabelle. They are sleeping soundly.” Just two years apart, their children were the light of her life. Both pregnancies had been easy. With luck, they would have a third child in the near future. 
“No doubt that means they’ll be full of energy come morning.” He glanced at his pocket watch. “Which will be here sooner than we’d like.”
Eliza shared a smile with Philip as she walked to stand before him.
“Your aunt seemed to be thoroughly enjoying herself,” Philip remarked as he tugged at his tie.
Eliza brushed aside his hands away to remove it herself. “She is quite taken with Mr. Coburn. We shall see where that leads.”
He unfastened the small hooks that held together the bodice of her gown. “Did I mention how beautiful you are, my duchess? Or how much I love you?”
“Once or twice.” She unbuttoned his waistcoat followed quickly by his shirt. “But I never grow weary of it.”
“Eliza, each time I think you’ve outdone yourself, you come up with a new idea to create interest in charities.”
“There’s nothing more effective than implying it’s fashionable to make significant donations.” 
“My clever wife,” he said as he removed his cuff links, watching while she set aside the bodice and pulled the pins from her hair to place them on the dressing table. “Lord Oxley seems quite pleased with Lady Alice’s fiancé.” 
“With first Constance and then Charlotte happily married, thanks to introductions you made, Alice is taking her time to journey to the altar.” She stood before him and ran her hands over the wiry hair of his chest revealed by his open shirt. “You never fail to surprise me, Philip.”
“Oh?” He turned his attention to the skirt, allowing the fabric to fall in a pool at her feet, before turning her to unlace her corset. “How so?”
“The care you took to find the right matches for them, not to mention the loan you gave Oxley.”
“He needed assistance getting back on his feet. I was happy to help.”
“We still have one person to assist,” Eliza said as Philip removed the corset and wrapped his arms around her. She leaned back against him, the joy that filled her making her smile.
“Allow me to guess. Your brother.”
“He is no closer to finding a wife than he was a year ago.”
“I think the time is coming. He is starting to see the benefits a wife can provide. Besides, I think he’s getting lonely.”
He nuzzled her ear and worry over Winston fell away. She turned in the circle of his arms and kissed him, swirling her tongue with his as passion took hold.
She eased back only to sigh with appreciation as she drew his waistcoat and shirt from his shoulders. His broad shoulders and thick chest never failed to stir her. Dark, wiry hair narrowed to a trail down his flat abdomen, and she followed the path to unfasten his trousers, loving the way he hissed with pleasure at her touch.
They slowly finished undressing one another, Philip’s hands warm and gentle as he caressed her. He dipped his head to lick the tip of her breast then took it into his mouth as she arched against him. “You always know exactly how to make me feel good,” she whispered.
“I have taken great care to note what you like.” He brushed the back of his hand along her belly, then lower still to the curls between her legs. 
When he slid a finger between her thighs, her knees weakened. “Perfect,” she murmured as she reached for his hard staff and ran her hand along its length. “Because I have done the same of you.” 
His moan was proof of her words, bringing a smile to her lips. They pleasured one another until neither could wait any longer.
Philip lifted her to carry her to the bed where the covers were already folded back and laid her down. He settled beside her to kiss her again before she drew him on top of her. 
The weight of him felt so wonderful. Although it seemed impossible to believe, she loved this man more with every day that passed. 
His member nudged the dampness of her center then he drove inside her, uniting them. He held still for a moment as if relishing the moment as much as she did. At last, he shifted, his movements slow at first, the pace quickening as need took hold.
Eliza was breathless, loving the feel of him on her and all around her. He kissed her neck, one hand caressing her breast. Then he rose on his elbows and thrust into her again and again.
Her body tightened as she reached the precipice until she flew over the edge, weightless for a brief moment before slowly sinking back to earth and into his arms.
Philip quickly followed, finding his own fulfillment just behind her. “I love you, my darling.”
They kissed again as their hearts slowed. He shifted to her side and drew her into his arms, her head pillowed on his shoulder.
“Philip?”
“Yes?”
“I love you more than all the stars in the sky,” she whispered as her eyes closed.
“That is a wonderful image and matches my feelings as well. Forever and always, my love.” Then he pressed a kiss to her forehead and closed his eyes, too.
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Can a Christmastide kiss lead to love?
Frances Melbourne strives to overcome her shyness but fears she will soon be facing life as a spinster since the one chance she had for love slipped through her fingers. Making matters worse, her well-meaning father increases her dowry. Unwelcome suitors approach her at every turn and make planning a Christmas charity ball nearly impossible. 
Thomas Sinclair left Her Majesty’s Navy wiser but not richer. After his heart is caught by the daughter of a wealthy man at a house party, he knows the only chance of winning her hand--and her father’s approval--is to seek his fortune in America.
He returns home for Christmas to tell Frances what’s in his heart and ask if she’ll wait for him. Yet how can he convince her that he truly cares for her and not her fortune? And when he learns of a dark side to the charity she’s working so hard to help, he fears the truth will end his chance to make her his.
Frances gathers her courage to make a bold move by sharing a Christmas kiss with Thomas. He’s everything she’s longed for but his news about the charity throws her careful plans in disarray, along with her heart.
Order this heartwarming holiday romance today!
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