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      Somerset, England

      Summer 1813

      

      Lady Eliza Clayton tugged on her gown to free it from the holly leaves that held her gripped in their unrelenting grasp. The kitten she’d planned to rescue mewed from a higher branch, still refusing to climb down on its own. “I can’t climb any higher,” she told the animal.

      It simply mewled, its claws clutching the branch it lay on.

      For the life of her, Eliza couldn’t determine how her gown had become so twisted, so entangled. Admittedly, climbing the tree had been an ill choice. She should have sent for a footman to rescue the kitten, someone with a ladder and more appropriate clothing. But no, that was not her way.

      Deciding to try to break the branch that was stuck, rather than pull on the gown more, she began to bend it back and forth. Perched as she was on the low branch, she wasn’t too afraid of falling, but using both hands to work likely increased the possibility. She worked faster, just in case.

      “I spy a delightful pair of limbs,” The Duke of Beckhampton called out.

      Looking down, Eliza saw him stop beneath the tree. She tugged harder on the branch in desperation. “A gentleman wouldn’t look.”

      “A lady certainly wouldn’t be sitting in a tree with her ankles on display.” His grin showed no remorse that he was ogling her in the midst of her distress. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m rescuing that kitten,” she said, pointing above her.

      “You’re not doing very well.”

      “I’m stuck.” She now resorted to plucking the leaves off the branch.

      The kitten decided Beck was a more capable rescuer, apparently, and it scampered to the trunk and scurried backwards past her before leaping into Beck’s arms.

      “Well, hello there, little one.” He bent and placed it in the grass, where it scampered off. Then he looked back up at Eliza. “Your turn.”

      “I’m stuck, I tell you.” She tugged again on her gown. It ripped, and she reached for the trunk to steady herself. Too late, she toppled.

      Beck caught her easily, one arm beneath her knees and the other around her shoulders. “That wasn’t quite how I pictured it happening, but…”

      “Put me down,” she urged, straightening her gown to cover her legs.

      “I rather like this.” He met her gaze, then his lowered to her lips.

      She drew in a breath as warmth filled her at the thought of his kiss. “Someone will see.”

      “We’ll be married in a few days, what can they say? ‘Did you see that? They kissed. Imagine that. Do you supposed they’re marrying for love?”

      Eliza reached up to toy with the curled end of his hair where it met his cravat in the back. “What a scandal! No one marries for love.”

      His hazel eyes shone with all the love he held for her. “I do.” He leaned in to press his lips to hers for a much too brief moment, then lowered her to the ground.

      She straightened the ribbon around her waist and inspected the tear in her gown. “Mama will be mad at me for climbing the tree.”

      “As your soon-to-be husband, I must ask if you plan to continue climbing trees. I suggest you stick to something less apt to ensnare you.” He plucked a pointed leaf from her hair and fingered the tips. “Although, holly is said to bring peace and goodwill, so perhaps climbing it will promise a harmonious marriage.”

      Eliza shook her head. He always said the darnedest things. “It represents Jesus’ crown of thorns, silly. It’s a Christmas decoration, not for weddings.”

      He began to stroll toward her father’s house. “Are you arguing with me?”

      “Of course not,” she said in a voice that sounded an awful lot like an argument.

      “I didn’t think so. So, you’ll carry sprigs of holly in your bouquet for the wedding. Or maybe just a sprig on your bonnet. What do you think?”

      She looked up to him, trying to ascertain whether he teased or not. “I’ll carry peonies.”

      “Hmm, love, honor…I suppose that will have to do.” Unable to maintain the serious pretense, Beck grinned. “I do love you, you know.”

      “And I love you, silly man. Our wedding cannot come soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      The door to Lady Eliza’s bedchamber slammed against the wall, waking her in shock. She sat up, heart racing, clutching the bedclothes to her chest. There in the doorway stood her father, his face scarlet with anger.

      “Get dressed and come downstairs.” He stormed away, leaving the door open.

      Eliza blinked, staring at the spot where he’d been. What was wrong? What could have happened overnight to make him so upset?

      “My lady?” Her maid, Fanny, peered into the room.

      “It’s safe to come in, he’s gone. I must hurry. I’ll wear my red day dress and style my hair in a simple roll.” Eliza hurried to begin dressing. Her hands shook as she rolled up her stockings. She poked pins into her hair while Fanny tightened her stays. They finished at the same time and Fanny held the red gown up for Eliza to slip into.

      Pausing to look in the mirror, she tucked a stray lock of her brown hair into the bun. Father despised disarray and his temper was already beyond anything she’d seen since childhood. She smiled at her maid. “Thank you, Fanny.”

      “You’re welcome, miss. I’ll say a little prayer for you.” The young woman curtseyed and began to straighten the brush and combs on the vanity.

      Eliza slipped her feet into her half boots and scurried silently down the hall, then trotted down the stairs on her toes to make as little noise as possible. Father abhorred noise. He hadn’t said where to find him, only that she be downstairs.

      Their butler, a wizened older man with pronounced white side whiskers, approached. “Your mother is waiting in the carriage.”

      “Thank you. Where are we going? Let me fetch my pelisse and reticule.”

      “You won’t need them, my lady. Please…” He held his arm out toward the door.

      Frowning, confused at the cloaking of her activity, Eliza walked outside and down the steps where her brother, Walter, waited. “Come.” He took her hand and helped her into the carriage, then sat opposite her and her mother.

      Mama had her head down, but Eliza heard a quiet sniffle escape before she dabbed her nose with a handkerchief.

      “Mama? What is happening?”

      She shook her head quickly, briefly.

      Eliza turned to Walter, who held her gaze with a hard glare so close to their father’s. Clearly, he would answer none of her questions. There was nothing for her to do but watch out the window.

      This was not how the day before her wedding was to go. Fanny should be trying out assorted hairstyles until they found the perfect look. Eliza should be packing her remaining possessions that hadn’t been sent to the Duke of Beckhampton’s home.

      Beck. Were they going to see him? For what reason, she couldn’t fathom, but the idea gave her small hope. Very small hope. In her belly, she knew something was dreadfully amiss.

      She recognized the warehouses to one side of the road and knew the docks lay just beyond. Oh, please, no.

      Throughout her lifetime, Eliza had heard Father threaten Mama with being sent to stay with her sister in Boston. He couldn’t be sending the two of them now. Not right before her wedding. What had she and Mama done to make him so angry?

      If Father wanted her out from under his roof, he need only wait one day for Beck to take her home with him after their wedding. Mama could have come with them to live—Eliza had mentioned it to Mama more than once. She couldn’t think of anything she’d done to upset him enough to send her out of the country.

      Perhaps she was overreacting. Perhaps this morning was just another of his tantrums brought on by heavy drinking. Beck might be waiting for them, although the wedding was to be held in St. George’s Church in London.

      None of this explained why Walter escorted them like a jailor. Her brother never took his eyes off her, never softened his harsh, frowning glare. None of her “perhaps” situations could explain his presence.

      Tall masts came into view over the buildings and sea gulls’ cries battled the shouts of men. A knot grew in Eliza’s throat. “Walter?”

      Surely there must be an ounce of love inside her brother’s heart that would force him to explain. Even to give a hint of what was happening, some small words that would relieve Eliza’s growing terror.

      Beck, I love you. Please come after me.

      Walter waited at the base of the gangplank while Eliza and Mama boarded, their hands clutching each other so tightly the blood couldn’t possible reach the tips of her fingers. He remained, stiff and unflinching, when Eliza stood on the deck watching him.

      When a seaman took Eliza and Mama to the small cabin where they would spend the next few weeks, the pain finally burst out. Eliza sank to the floor in the corner of the room, buried her face against her knees, and cried until she had no tears left.

      Beck, I love you. Please come after me.
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        * * *

      

      A footman rapped on the doorway of Gabriel, Duke of Beckhampton’s library, entering only once Beck commanded. He handed over a note addresses to Beck.

      

      My dearest Beckhampton,

      

      I fear I’m unable to marry you. I know how these words will hurt you, but I cannot live my life as your wife. Please do not come look for me. I wish for no contact from you.

      Yrs.,

      

      Eliza

      

      He read it three times and in none of those readings did the words sound like Eliza’s. Firstly, she never spoke so concisely. She would have poured her heart into a three-page missive, tears would have blotted the ink in places, and her reasons for breaking their engagement would have been explained clearly.

      Something was horribly amiss. He stood so quickly his chair fell over. “Who brought this letter?” he asked his footman.

      “One of Lord Dalcliffe’s servants, your grace.”

      Beck didn’t know why he’d expected—hoped for—any other answer, but this confirmed his suspicions that this wasn’t Eliza’s choice. “Have my horse brought around,” he commanded as he left his library.

      The moment his horse arrived at his front steps, Beck galloped away to Dalcliffe’s town house. He didn’t wait for a servant to hold the reins, but left the horse standing as he strode to the door. When the butler appeared on the other side, Beck demanded, “I must speak to Dalcliffe.”

      “His lordship has given strict instructions not to allow you in, your grace.”

      Beck threw out his fist to push the door open. “I will be seen.”

      The old servant stood his ground. “Lord Dalcliffe is not receiving callers. I beg you to go.”

      Something in the butler’s voice showed fear, although he did a good job at remaining authoritative. The old man didn’t deserve Beck’s anger. Turning away without a word, Beck mounted his horse and rode away.

      Maybe Eliza’s friend Marjorie would have the answers he sought. The two young ladies were as close as sisters, so if anyone knew what had happened, she would.

      If he could just speak to Eliza, he could remind her how much he cared for her, how deep their love ran. They belonged together, and Beck would do everything he could to make certain they spent the rest of their lives as husband and wife.
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