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      “Give it to me! It’s mine, Bea!”

      “No, Bri. It isn’t yours!”

      Releasing an unladylike groan, Emily Blackmore placed the feather quill back in the small cup of ink and rose fluidly from her pedestal table. As the oldest daughter of Lord and Lady Blackmore, the Earl and Countess of Keymouth, it was her duty to intervene when one, two, or all of her four sisters, or younger brother, were on the war path. She walked across the Oriental rug to the door with graceful steps and yanked it open. She crossed the rugged corridor to the room adjacent to hers.

      Her identical twin sisters stood in front of their canopied bed in their riding habits, tugging a blue ribbon. Placing her hands on her hips the way her mother did whenever she was cross with them, she clicked her tongue with distaste.

      “Beatrice, Bridget, cease this foolishness at once!” she chided the black-haired girls. “Papa and Mama are still abed. Do not disturb them.”

      If their mother woke up because of the raucous, Emily would receive the blame as the eldest daughter. She glared at her sisters, who returned the angry stare.

      “Give me the ribbon,” she demanded, stretching forth her hand.

      Grudgingly, the twins handed it to her with identical pouting lips. Emily surveyed the ribbon and sighed. It would be difficult to determine who owned it, as both of them had loved blue accessories that matched the colour of their eyes.

      “Why don’t we search for the other ribbon?” she suggested and moved towards the chest of drawers in a corner of the room.

      “We do not have time for that, Emily. Hastings sent word that he’s waiting for us,” Bridget pointed out.

      “And we do not want him to be cross with us when we’re late. His beak-like nose flares, making him look like an angry ostrich,” Beatrice inserted with a giggle. Seconds later, Bridget joined in the tittering.

      Since their riding instructor awaited their arrival in the stables, Emily stared at her fifteen-year-old sisters, at a loss about what to do. She needed to settle the issue and then return to her letter writing.

      “Beatrice, Bridget, why don’t you go riding now and then we’ll look for the other ribbon together when you get back? I’ll hold onto this one.” Knowing they would protest because they were a headstrong lot, she quickly added, “Whoever argues with me won’t get my share of biscuits during afternoon tea.”

      The twins shared a mischievous look and smiled. Their heads bobbed in agreement.

      “Off you go.” She took their hands and led them out the door, down the corridor, and down the rugged stairs before returning to her room.

      Hardly had she settled at the table when she heard a soft knock on the door. A tired sigh escaped from her lips. Would she ever finish her letter before it was time for breakfast?

      “Come in,” she called with exasperation.

      Her maid, Mary, entered the room with a beatific smile and dipped a small curtsy. “Begging your pardon, my Lady. I received this letter last night from Mr. Baines.”

      Emily’s sky-blue eyes widened, and she whirled around in her chair with excitement lifting her face. Mr. Baines was a footman in the Duke of Linfield’s household. Her beau, Philip Sinclair, had put the onus on the footman to send his letters to her with the utmost secrecy. And it was Mary’s duty to receive the letters without Emily’s parents any the wiser.

      Emily jumped to her feet and took the correspondence from the smiling maid, who speedily exited the room. She hastily broke the envelope’s seal and unfolded the letter. With widened eyes, she scanned the contents of the letter.

      
        
        My Dearest Emily,

        I hope this letter meets you in the best of health. I am most delighted to inform you that I am done with my commission. Yes, my love. I am coming home to you, at last.

      

      

      Unable to stop herself, Emily screamed. Quickly, she clamped a hand across her mouth, but she knew it was too late. Her immediate younger sister, a light sleeper, would have heard the scream and would come to investigate the cause. Hopefully, she hadn’t woken her parents, whose bed chambers were down the corridor. Her other youngest sister and brother slept like the dead, so she knew they wouldn’t have heard her.

      Like clockwork, she heard a door open, and footsteps hurried towards her room. A sleepy-faced Olivia opened her door and entered the room. Her eyes travelled across the room as if she expected to see someone else other than her older sister.

      “Are you being attacked?” Olivia, her favourite sister, asked, rubbing her right eye.

      A bright smile crossed Emily’s oval face. “Philip is coming home.”

      The last vestiges of sleep disappeared from Olivia’s blue eyes. She hurried forward and clasped Emily’s hands. Together, they jumped happily, cackling like little schoolgirls.

      “That’s wonderful news, Emily. Did he say when he’ll arrive in England?” Olivia enquired when they stopped hopping.

      “I haven’t finished reading the letter,” Emily confessed with a sheepish smile. “I was overcome with joy at the news of his impending return.”

      “Well, go on then,” Olivia requested as she walked towards the bed to lie on it.

      Without further prompting, Emily proceeded with reading the rest of the letter.

      
        
        I have not been told precisely when we’ll leave here, but I guarantee it will be soon. Lord knows I won’t sleep a wink until I arrive in London to behold your beautiful face. I will count the days until I can hold you in my arms and profess how much I love you. Until then, rest easy, my love, knowing you and I will be together soon and forever.

        Yours alone,

        Philip.

      

      

      Emily clasped the letter to her heart and whirled around the room in her pink nightdress while Olivia laughed.

      “I can’t believe he’s finally coming home.” Exultant laughter bubbled from her throat. “When he told me he was joining the King’s army, I was appalled. But after he explained he had to do it because of his Father, I understood and gave him my blessings, even though I feared I might never see him again. Oh, I’m so happy!”

      Olivia sat on the bed with a worried frown wrinkling her forehead. “What about his limp? Does it not bother you?”

      Emily waved a dismissing hand in the air. “I do not care if he returns to me crippled. All that matters is our love for each other.”

      “If you say so, Lady Sinclair.”

      Emily giggled and twirled to the large wooden dressing mirror where she imagined herself in her mother’s wedding gown, walking down the aisle with her arm entwined in Philip’s. Her oval face brightened with joy, as she imagined the long veil encasing her blonde hair trailing down the altar. Even though she barely reached his shoulders, she knew that they would make a perfect couple.

      “I can’t wait,” she gleefully exclaimed.

      “At last, we can tell Papa and Mama,” Olivia put in and clapped her hands with glee.

      Emily’s heart missed a beat.
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      Emily’s heart thumped against her chest as her mare pranced majestically across the fields. The wind blew wisps of her blonde hair from her hat, and she reached for them with a shaky hand to put them back in place.

      Sweet Mary, I’m as nervous as a cat on a hot tin roof.

      Two years! It was two years since she last set her eyes on the man her heart so desperately craved to see. Now that the hour was upon her to gaze into his handsome face again, she was a mass of nerves. She looked down at her velvet riding habit with its tight bodice, high waistline, double cape-collar redingote, and buttoned skirt, hoping that she would appear lovely in his eyes.

      Beside her, Olivia also rode regally in similar attire, looking as though she didn’t have a care in the world. To her left, was Mary in her black and white maid’s uniform.

      “Thank you aplenty for agreeing to act as my chaperone, Liv. I know you dislike riding in the mornings,” Emily told her sister.

      A smile graced Olivia’s beautiful face. “Well, I would have said I hope you’d do the same for me, but I do not wish to sneak around with my proposed suitor when the time comes.”

      Emily laughed. “When the time comes? Liv, you’re ten and six and have already been introduced in Court. If it wasn’t for…” She paused and gave her sister a conspiratorial wink.

      At her behest, Olivia had feigned an illness on the night of her coming-out ball and refused several suitors who showed interest in her when she later attended several soirees. Emily would forever remain grateful to her. For if her sister had found a suitor, their parents would have carried out their threat of finding Emily a husband, since she had rejected many suitors. Unbeknownst to them, she was waiting for Philip.

      “Thank goodness for that,” Olivia heaved a sigh of relief. “I do not wish to wed anytime soon. So, I’m somewhat fretful that now that your suitor is back, Mama and Papa will focus their attention on me to get married.” She wrinkled her pert nose with disapproval. “Why do men get to marry of their own choosing, but women must be rushed into marriage as soon as we have our first flow? Tis unfair.”

      Emily would have replied to her sister’s usual tirade about how unfair females were treated, but she had caught sight of a man on a large stallion a short distance away, just by the gatekeeper’s former cottage. Her father had built their gatekeeper a larger cottage for him and his family on the other side of the estate. Her heart raced again, and she tried to focus her attention on Olivia’s continued diatribe. But she couldn’t.

      Everything in her leapt for joy at the sight of the tall, broad-shouldered man of muscular build seated majestically on a brown stallion, attired in all-black riding clothes and boots. His raven black hair blew haphazardly in the wind as his penetrating turquoise blue eyes searched her face with joy. His slightly tanned skin was a testament to his period on the battlefield. He looked just as perfect as he had when she laid eyes on him four years ago at her cousin’s birthday party.

      Emily’s heart lurched in her chest as he slid awkwardly from the horse because of his bad leg, but he managed it well. Like someone in a trance, she watched as he leaned on his black cane and limped towards them. Her lips parted, her cheeks flushed, and her eyes enlarged at the wonderful sight he made.

      He’s become even more handsome than when I last saw him.

      When he reached them, he first turned his attention to her sister and bowed slightly. “Lady Olivia.”

      “My Lord,” Olivia remarked with a smile. “Welcome back.”

      “Thank you, my Lady.”

      His focus finally returned to Emily. She feared she might just swoon. Sweet Mary, she had faked swoons just to avoid meeting unwanted suitors who had come calling, but she might actually lose consciousness from the anticipation of Philip holding her in his strong arms.

      She regarded him with adoring eyes as if he was the most incredible thing to ever grace the earth.

      “My Lady,” he proclaimed in a low tone, and she closed her eyes for a breathless moment, enjoying the sound of his voice. When she opened them, he reached for her with one arm, and she gladly slid off the saddle into his welcoming embrace.

      Pent-up relief flooded her that the man she loved so much was finally home. Tears she couldn’t hold back raced down her beautiful face.

      “Please do not cry, my beloved. You will make me think that this is a sad reunion.”

      She forced a smile through her tears. “You know it is not, my love. I have yearned for this moment for so long that I have thought of nothing else, especially after I received your letter.”

      “You echo my thoughts and words, my Lady.” He cupped her chin and caressed her face. “I know I ought to do this right, but I find I cannot wait any longer.”

      Emily frowned as she wondered what he was talking about. Her eyes became as huge as dinner plates when he went down on his right knee.

      “Pardon me, my Lady, for I cannot bend on my left leg. “I love you, Emily, with every breath in me. Will you do me the honour of becoming my wife, my Lady?”

      Emily lifted her head to look at her sister. Olivia beamed from ear to ear. “Would you please give him a reply, Em?”

      Philip chuckled. “Thank you, Lady Olivia.”

      Emily blushed to the roots of her blonde hair before nodding as she stared at Philip with all the love in her heart.

      “Yes, Philip. I will marry you.”

      His throat bobbled as he swallowed thickly. “You accept me, bad leg, and limp, without a title, little money, and all?”

      She clasped his clean-shaven chin in her hands. “Yes, Philip. I do not care if you came back to me blind, crippled, deaf, or mute, or even if you were a pauper. I love you just the way you are.”

      He pushed himself to his feet with a sparkle in his eyes. “Oh, Emily. You’ve made me the happiest man on earth.”

      Joyous laughter rumbled from her chest when he lifted her and swung her around, notwithstanding his bad leg. Olivia came forward when he set her down to offer her congratulations. Mary stood afar, smiling.

      Feeling as if all her dreams had come true, Olivia hugged her sister and gazed at her betrothed with adoring eyes.

      “Walk with me a little, my Lady, if you don’t mind,” Philip requested, after the two sisters finally pulled apart in their euphoria.

      Emily acknowledged that she would do anything for him, irrespective of any request he made. And she fell into step with him. Olivia and Mary walked discreetly behind, leading the horses.

      They enjoyed a leisurely walk as Emily filled him in on some interesting happenings in England while he was away. He assured her that he would call on her father to formally seek her hand in marriage after he had spoken to his own father, The Earl of Linfield.

      Emily could hardly believe what had just transpired in the fields on the way back home. Now, at last, she could tell her parents about the man she had loved since she was fourteen. How wonderful!
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      “I must say, Lady Emily, you look like a breath of fresh air this morning,” Mary mentioned two days later as she combed Emily’s waist-length tresses.

      Emily broke into a short laugh. “Why, Mary, words akin to poetry from you?” Emily stared at her maid’s reflection in the mirror.

      Mary paused the brush strokes, her face as red as a tomato. “Pardon me, my Lady. I did not mean to be too forward. I am grateful that you taught me to speak well and to read. I do not mean to take it for granted.”

      “Oh, hush now, Mary. You did nothing of the sort.” Gazing in the mirror, Emily’s eyes trailed over her oval face, her delicately carved brows, pert nose, and rosebud lips. The soft blush on her cheeks reflected the blossoming of love in her heart for Philip. She accepted that not only was she fine-looking, but she felt good with the knowledge that not only was she in love, but she was also loved in return.

      “Thank you for the compliment, Mary. I do feel wonderful,” she remarked, as the maid tied her hair in a yellow chignon to match her yellow muslin dress and slippers.

      After a brief knock, Sarah, her youngest sister, entered the room in her morning gown, followed by Alexander, the Blackmore family's youngest child and only son.

      “Emily, Mama and Papa wish to speak with you in the drawing room,” her thirteen-year-old sister informed her while her ten-year-old brother jumped on the canopied bed like he was wont to do whenever he entered her room.

      “Alexander!” she admonished with a warning finger at him.

      He gave her a toothy grin before climbing down from the bed. She could never be cross with him, smiling back before she could stop herself.

      “What did you do wrong?” Emily asked Sarah, who had gone to the window seat to look down at the garden. Her parents never summoned her in unison unless they wanted to talk about marriage, which they hadn’t done in a while, or to berate her for not taking good care of her sisters or brother caught in mischief.

      Sarah turned around with innocent-looking light blue eyes and shrugged. Her quiet demeanour never failed to intrigue Emily. She never could guess what the young girl was up to.

      “I did nothing wrong.”

      “Then it must be Beatrice and Bridget. Did they fool Mama and Papa again by each pretending to be the other?”

      Sarah shook her head.

      Emily turned to Alexander. Still grinning, he shook his head. Olivia rarely got into trouble, so it left Emily with dread that her parents wanted to talk about marriage. Mayhap it was for the best. She would tell them about Philip if pushed to, so they would stay their hands about choosing a suitor for her as they had often threatened.

      “Very well, then.” Emily fluidly rose from the stool and, with one last glance at the mirror, she exited the room while making sure her siblings repaired to their own rooms.

      As she walked down the stairs, she felt a trickle of excitement at the thought of telling her parents that she had finally found the man she desired to marry. They would be overjoyed. With the anticipation of the elation they would feel at her long-awaited news, Emily pushed open the double doors of the drawing room after a brief knock. She dipped a perfect curtsy to her parents, who were seated on the sofa, having tea and Cook’s millefruit biscuits.

      “Emily do take a seat and have some tea,” her mother invited with a fond smile.

      Too excited about her news, which would cause her teacup to rattle in her hands, Emily refused the offer and chose the green brocade armchair by the French windows. The picture of the scenery made with its green fields, and flourishing colourful flowers, reminded her why Spring was her favourite time of year.

      Her mother, whom they all got their looks and blonde hair from—apart from the twins and Alexander, who spotted black hair like their father—delicately dabbed her lips with her handkerchief and studied her daughter’s face.

      “Should I tell her, or do you prefer to do the honour?” her mother asked her father, which surprised Emily because he rarely spoke. Her mother was the talker.

      To drive home her point, her father simply nodded.

      “I’ve got good news, my darling!” Her mother’s joyous laughter rang out in the room. “You are to be married come Summer.”

      Emily’s eyes enlarged, and her palms suddenly became clammy. Her heartbeat increased its pace, and she felt faint.

      “What?” she croaked when her parents stared at her with expectation.

      “It was most fortunate of us to have been at the opera last night. We met an old friend of your Father’s. The Duke of Stanbridge. While we conversed, he told us that he is seeking a wife of good breeding for his eldest son, The Marquess of Holton.” Still, in her exhilaration and not sensing her daughter’s distress, the Countess went on. “Of course, we told him we had a suitable bride for his son. So, my dear, prepare. Lord Holton will call on you in a few days.”

      Emily jerked to her feet. She couldn’t take any more of her mother’s words. “Mama, I will not marry him. You can’t and won’t make me.”

      Her mother gasped in horror. “Emily, what has gotten into you for you to speak to us in such a disrespectful manner? Apologize at once!”

      Emily, seeing her mother’s angry face and her father’s tightened one, realized that she couldn’t take the stubborn route to plead her case, or she would alienate them. Dropping to her knees before them, she placed both palms together.

      “Mama, Papa, I’m sorry for speaking rudely to you. But I cannot marry Lord Holton.”

      Her mother shook her head. “You will. It’s hardly our fault that we were forced to choose you a suitor. After all, you’ve been rejecting eligible men since your first Season for the flimsiest of reasons. Is it your desire to be on the shelf like an old maid?”

      Emily shook her head and chewed on her bottom lip. Was this the right time to tell her parents about Philip? Would it make them change their minds about the Duke’s son?

      “But Mama, I have found a suitor.”

      Her parents shared a startled look.

      Emily smiled. “He returned from the war a week ago. He loves me and wants to marry me, and I love him, too.”

      With a frown contorting his face, her father asked, “Who is this man you speak of?”

      “His name is Philip Sinclair. He’s the youngest son of the Earl of Linfield,” she blurted out, desperate to be heard.

      Her father leaned back in his chair with shock and then rage filled his blue eyes. “You want to choose a penniless and untitled man over a Marquess, a man who would someday become a Duke?”

      “I love him!” Emily cried.

      “What do you think you know about love?” her father threw at her with a savage bite.

      “Be reasonable, Emily,” her mother softly put in. “We want a good future for you. This man isn’t a good match for you, my dear.”

      “But he is, Mama. I love him.”

      “You will grow to love Lord Holton just as I grew to love your Father,” her mother gently said, but Emily vigorously shook her head.

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Linfield’s youngest son?” her father interjected. “Isn’t he the one I heard returned home from battle, a cripple?”

      “He’s not a cripple!” Emily yelled. “He was injured in the line of duty and will forever walk with a limp, but that hardly classifies him as a cripple. He’s a war hero, Papa. He served his King with honour.”

      “What do you know about honour?” he snapped.

      “I might know nothing about honour, but I know everything about love. Philip and I love each other. I do not care if he doesn’t have a title to his name, social standing, or wealth.”

      “But I do,” her father barked. “While I commend him for his bravery and service to his King and country, he is not fit for you. My first daughter will not marry such a fellow. You will marry Lord Holton, and that’s final.”

      “But, Papa, I⁠—”

      “Silence!” his voice came out like a whiplash, and Emily shrank back in horror. With tears smarting her eyes, she shot to her feet. “I won’t marry him. I won’t!”

      Sobbing helplessly, she ran to the door. Her mother called her, but she didn’t look back as her heart clenched with despair. She fell on her bed in her room and sobs shook her lean frame.
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      “They mean for me to be unhappy like more than half of the Ton in their arranged marriages,” Emily sobbed in Philip’s arms the following day.

      After crying herself to sleep the previous day, she had woken up and sent word to Philip, requesting that they meet secretly at the gatekeeper’s cottage the following morning. She had hardly arrived there with Olivia and Mary in tow when she dismounted from her horse to throw herself in Philip’s arms, weeping hysterically.

      “Why, just the other day, my friend, Elizabeth, told me that she should have waited like me instead of allowing herself to be coerced into marrying a man of good social standing who is old enough to sire her. She’s very unhappy.”

      “Hush, my love.” Philip handed her his snow-white handkerchief. “I do not like to see you like this.”

      Emily daintily dabbed at her eyes. “Mayhap you should come with me to see my parents. Maybe if you tell them how serious you are about marrying me and tell them how you plan to take care of me, I’m sure they will relent.”

      Emily’s lips parted in alarm when she saw Philip wince and his face furrowed into a frown. “What is it, my love? Has my horrible news made you change your mind about taking me as your wife?”

      Philip shook his head, cupped her wet cheek, and solemnly avowed, “Never doubt my love for you, Emily. My intention towards you hasn’t and will never change. I will marry you irrespective of these obstacles.”

      Flicking her tongue across her upper lip in a nervous gesture, she probed further. “Then, what is it? Why do you not want to come with me to see my parents?”

      His hand dropped from her face, and he turned slightly away from her. “You’re not the only one with bad news regarding our plans to get married, my love.”

      All the colour drained from Emily’s face at his ominous words. Her hand went to her lips involuntarily in horror of what he was about to tell her.

      “You mean…,” she left the words hanging.

      Philip retrieved her hand from her mouth and squeezed it. “Please do not despair, Emily. We’ll find a way through these challenges.”

      Emily shook her head. “Please tell me the truth. Your Father refused you marrying me, didn’t he?”

      He raked his fingers through his hair and nodded.

      “But why?” she went on. “Why? If I’m good enough for a Duke’s son, why am I not suitable for you?”

      “It’s not you, Emily. You’re fit for a King. But the truth is, before my return, my Father had already arranged with the Marquess of Harrington. He wants me to wed his oldest daughter on her first Season.”

      Emily felt as though someone was sucking the air out of her lungs. Anguish filled her, for she knew Philip would never go against his father’s wishes. The Earl of Linfield ran his household like the army. Not one of his five sons had ever done anything contrary to his dictates. Like his four older brothers, Philip had joined the army just to please him. She was aware that Philip had always lived in the shadows of his older brothers and had, as a result, developed low self-esteem because of his lack of status. That is, until they met. Emily had made him feel special, like a man in his own right.

      “All is lost then,” she declared with despondency.

      Her parents didn’t want them to get married, and now, Philip’s father was also against it. What hope did they have of being together?

      “No!” Philip vehemently refuted. “All hope is not lost, darling. If I have to speak to my Father every day until his ears become sore from my constant badgering, then I will do it.”

      Emily stared at him with scepticism. The Earl of Linfield was a formidable man. She was as sure as night followed day that he would disown Philip and cut him off if he dared to marry her without his consent.

      “Do not look at me with so much doubt in your eyes, Emily. I know I have never stood up to him before, and I have always done what he ordered of me. But you must know, my love, that this is the first time I have wanted something so desperately.” He placed her hand against his chest. “Feel my heart, Emily. It beats for you. If I am ever compelled not to see you again, or marry you, I swear, my heart will stop beating in protest. I cannot begin to imagine my future without you.”

      “Oh, Philip.” More tears dropped from Emily’s eyes.

      “I beg your pardon, my Lord,” Olivia, who had been sitting on the broken stone steps of the cottage, came forward. “I did not mean to eavesdrop, but I do not like seeing my sister so distressed.”

      Emily sniffed and bestowed on her sister eyes filled with love for her.

      “I see the only solution to this problem is for you two to elope,” Olivia suggested with a small shrug.

      Emily gasped. “Olivia!”

      “I speak the truth; Emily and you know it. As both parents want to play God in your lives, you might as well take the role yourselves. Go to Gretna Green and tie the knot.”

      Emily glanced at Philip to see how he was taking the suggestion. His face was unreadable.

      “That’s scandalous, Olivia. Have you forgotten? When word gets out about what Philip and I have done, you and our sisters will find it hard to ever find a good suitor.”

      Olivia clicked her tongue. “Don’t you worry about that, Em. It will blow over when another scandal occurs, which most certainly will. You and I both know that us Blackmore sisters don’t frighten easily. Besides, with a sizeable dowry, men would practically break down our door seeking for a Blackmore girls’ hand in marriage.”

      Emily could not help but laugh. It was true. But she did not want to take such a drastic measure, one that would hurt her family. Regardless of her parents’ stance, she loved them dearly and would not want to bring disgrace upon them. No one liked to be the topic of gossip among the Ton.

      Philip agreed with her when he shook his head. “I do not think the situation has called for such an action, Olivia. Thank you for the suggestion, though.” With a determined look in his eyes, he carried on. “I have decided I will speak to my Father again and tell him I do not wish to marry the Lady he has chosen for me. I will come to the manor tomorrow and tell your Father of my intention to marry you.”

      Emily’s eyes lifted. “You will?”

      “Yes, my love. I will. I will do anything for you, even fight the entire Napoleon army alone just for you, my darling. Come what may, we will get married.”

      Peace settled in Emily’s heart at his declaration. They would fight for their love. “Thank you, my Lord. It’s you or no one else.” And she meant it. She would rather remain a spinster than marry anyone other than the man she loved.
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      It took all the teaching that her parents and instructors had inducted into Emily since she was a little girl for her not to bite and chew on her nails while she waited.

      “Would you please stay still, Emily?” Beatrice complained from her position at the window seat. 

      “Yes, Emily. You’re making us dizzy, walking back and forth like that,” Bridget inserted with a frown.

      Emily paused in her pacing and glared at her sisters. “Do you expect me to sit still, or sing a Ballard while I have no idea what is going on in the drawing room?”

      “Well, you sent Olivia to eavesdrop at the door, didn’t you?” Bridget asked with a twinkle in her eyes.

      Beatrice shrugged. “If you had sent us instead, we would have brought you word by now.”

      ‘’No,” Emily refuted. “You would have started arguing with each other as you’re wont to do and Papa and Mama would have caught you.”

      “At least we would have heard something before being banished from there,” Beatrice pointed out.

      Bridget concurred with a nod.

      Emily ignored them and continued pacing. About half an hour earlier, Mary had hurried to inform her of Philip’s arrival at the manor. Her father, out of propriety, had grudgingly given him an audience. He had sent word to her, forbidding her to come anywhere near the drawing room, or he would not give Philip a listening ear. She had diffidently smiled because her father knew her well. She had planned to plead her case with Philip beside her. And now, she awaited news of their fate from Olivia.

      Why is it taking so long? Should I be hopeful? Does it mean Philip has convinced Papa that we make a perfect match?

      Emily wasn’t left waiting any longer when she finally heard hurried footsteps heading towards her door. Shivers of apprehension raced through her as she awaited her sister’s arrival.

      Olivia slowly pushed open the door. The sadness in her eyes told Emily all she needed to know. Her father had refused Philip’s proposal. Her face turned pasty as she quietly walked to her bed, head lowered, and sat.

      “Give me the heart-breaking news, Olivia.” Emily lifted her head. “Papa refused, didn’t he?”

      Olivia twirled her hands by the door and nodded. “Philip tried his best to convince him that he can take care of you, but Papa vehemently refused. He said if Philip truly loved you, he ought to allow you to marry a better man.”

      Aghast, Emily hastily asked, “And Philip agreed with him?”

      Olivia shook her head as she moved away from the door to sit beside her. “He pleaded with Papa to consider your feelings, but Papa was adamant. Papa warned him to stay away from you because he had already permitted Lord Holton to court you, and he didn’t want any scandal arising from him courting you, too. He left shortly after that.”

      “Oh, Philip.” Tears stung Emily’s eyes. “I can’t bear the pain he must be going through right now due to Papa’s rejection, just because he’s without title and not fairly flushed in the pocket.” She jumped to her feet with tears streaming down her face. “Why can’t Papa see that I do not care about such things? If he truly wants me to be happy, he will agree to Philip and I getting married.”

      “I’m so sorry, Emily.” Olivia rose and put her arm around her sister’s shoulders. “There must be something we can do to make Papa change his mind.”

      The twins moved forward with identical, sorrowful looks. They put their arms around their oldest sister in solidarity. 

      Beatrice pulled away from the embrace some seconds later with hope in her eyes. “Perhaps when Mama returns from visiting friends, we could all speak to her to talk to Papa on your behalf.”

      Emily sighed and wiped her tears with the handkerchief she retrieved from her morning dress. “It’s no use. Mama is with Papa on this. They believe marrying Lord Holton means I will someday become a Duchess. They do not know I’d rather be a penniless commoner than the wealthiest Duchess in all of England.”

      “It might not be so bad being a Duchess, you know,” Bridget chipped in and got kicked in the chin by her twin for her troubles.

      Emily extricated herself from the circle and hurried to her table. “I must write to Philip post-haste.”

      She brought out writing paper from one of the drawers on the pedestal table, dipped the quill in the ink, and then paused. What could she write? What could she say to the man she loved who was just unfairly rejected by the man he had hoped would be his father-in-law? Her heart clenched with pain. Would Philip and she truly never be together because of their parents? It was all so unfair.

      Olivia came forward. “You could do as I suggested the other day.”   

      Her eyes elevated to find Olivia giving her a knowing look. Emily shook her head. Elope? Could they really do that? She couldn’t bear to imagine the scandal it would cause. Could she be so selfishly in love to disregard what eloping with Philip would do to her family? But she loved him so much, that the thought of not marrying him left her in despair.

      She broke down in tears again and her sisters comforted her. Finally pulling herself together, she wrote to Philip and asked him what they would do now that everything seemed to be against them. Could they surmount the obstacles before them?

      She waited on pins and needles for his reply to her letter. She was afraid that, irrespective of his promise to her the day before, he would write to tell her to forget about him and marry Lord Holton.

      Her hands shook when his reply, at last, came as she unfolded the letter. The first two sentences she saw made her heart skip a beat.

      My love, we elope to Scotland tomorrow night. Are you in accord?

      Was she?
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      “Surely you must know it is for the best, Emily,” the Countess of Blackmore told her daughter.

      Emily stared at the black and white swans at the lake as they played in the water. She wished she could be as carefree as those regal birds. They did not have a care in the world. After she and her mother fed them some bread during a walk to the park, the birds had gone about their business, waiting until their next feed from the Blackmore gamekeeper. 

      Alas, that wasn’t the case for her. In a few hours, she would leave England for good with Philip so they could be joined in Scotland without their parents’ consent. No respectful family would ever receive them in their homes, even if they returned to England. The Ton would consider them outcasts wherever they went, even though some people thought eloping was romantic. Her parents would most likely forbid her siblings from ever speaking to her again. Not that they would listen. Her sisters would correspond with her, notwithstanding. 

      She held back a sob. How she would miss them! They had been joyous when she divulged the contents of Philip’s letter to them. With glee, they had plotted how to keep her absence hidden from their parents so that she and Philip could make haste to reach Scotland, or close to it, before they found out.  
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