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Chapter One
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“THE EARL OF LENISTER, Eloise,” said Mrs. Gunton, Lady Beatrice Marichone, whispering in the ear of the willowy figure standing next to her.

“Pray, dear Cousin Beatrice, that is supposed to mean what to me?” Lady Eloise Granville smiled dutifully at the matron of her family.

“Do not play those games with me tonight, Eloise. You know full well what I mean, why Lady Breck was the third one to tell me that he has asked about you! Now, come, let us go back into the ballroom. We need to be somewhere where he can find you.”

“Where do you want me to perch so that I will not be overlooked?”

“Why do you always make things more difficult than they have to be?” Cousin Beatrice replied under her breath. She turned a corner and observed a group of noblemen. Not finding who she sought, she frowned and set off back toward the ballroom.

Pausing, she glanced at Eloise in a manner that suggested she approved of her appearance. Her face softened. “You won’t be overlooked tonight, I assure you. You look beautiful. I’m so happy you took the time...”

“Don’t,” Eloise protested. “Please don’t harp on me. I have complied with your wishes. I have danced and smiled. Why I even let your maid set my hair.”

“Heddy’s work is most becoming, I might add. Adding the rosebuds was a nice touch with your gown.”

Eloise had undoubtedly glanced in the mirror before she left her chamber. Of course, she had taken care with her appearance. She wanted no one’s pity at her younger sister’s celebration ball. She wore an extravagant, light rose-colored gown, which accented her dark, almost raven, hair and pale, white skin. Though most would comment first upon her eyes; she had heard it many times. Cousin Beatrice said she had never seen such large, telling blue eyes.

Entering the ballroom, Eloise looked over the merry crowd. Her brother, His Grace, Edmund, the sixth Duke of Rotheward, had spared no expense for their sister’s celebration. His London home was exquisitely decorated with exotic plants and flowers. Every room seemed to overflow with the most elegant of guests. The orchestra’s minuet accompanied a gay chatter.

She caught sight of Susanna. Her sister had never been considered a beauty, not in the classic sense. Tonight, though, Susanna gleamed with her groom, Sir Joseph, Baron of Waverly, on her arm.

“She seems so happy,” Eloise uttered under her breath. Despite herself, she felt tightness in the back of her throat that signaled tears she had sworn not to cry.

“It should have been you,” Cousin Beatrice said, straightening out the back of Eloise’s gown. “You should never have released him. It had been your father’s wish. Why? Why would you have done so? What on earth are you going to do now? If you think for one moment, another proposal will come your way...and Sir Joseph had been willing to hold to the agreement.”

“His father was not. The elder Lord Wessex made it perfectly clear. How could you even consider that I would want such a marriage? They are ashamed of me.”

“You would have been well cared for, my dear. My head aches with thinking of who...”

“Do not concern yourself, Cousin Beatrice. In a few months, I will receive my inheritance and will no longer be a burden on you. If it is too much to bear until then, I will go live with Edmund and Julia and become a thorn in Her Grace, the Dowager’s side...”

“You should well call her Mama,” Cousin Beatrice corrected Eloise.

“She was only my father’s wife. She was never Mama to me.” Eloise grinned at the humor of it. “She wished only I stayed across the Channel. She left me there long enough. It was only after...”

“Please, Eloise,” Cousin Beatrice implored. “There you go again. Do I have to remind you not to talk like that? If you didn’t keep reminding everyone about your birth, one might overlook the slight oversight of your father.”

“You talk as if I’m a bastard, Cousin Beatrice. I do believe Father married my mama, much to the chagrin of everyone.”

“I should wash my hands clean of you with that tongue of yours.”

“But you can’t.”

“No, my child, I can’t.”

“Don’t worry about me, Cousin Beatrice,” Eloise said, albeit a bit more quietly. “But I have no desire to talk of it here.”

“When, Eloise? I have not pressed you. Not when you released Sir Joseph. Not when you refused a Season. Is it your desire to become an irritable old maid, destined to travel from one relative’s home to another? To have no children or husband of your own?”

“All have a different course in life to follow,” Eloise said flatly. She found the retort difficult to utter, feeling as though the words actually burned in her lungs. Pressing her lips together, she thought a moment as her mind raced. “Moreover, I allowed Julia to launch me into Society. I only refused to stay for the whole Season.”

“You stayed but a week, my dear.”

Suddenly, a movement from the far end of the ballroom caught her eye. Her eyebrows rose slightly. “I do believe that Her Grace is motioning for me. If my eyes do not deceive me, it seems little Lucie has escaped the nursery. I told...”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Cousin Beatrice said, overriding Eloise. “I will see to your youngest sister and find her governess. What would I ever do if any of you ever minded! If you go, you won’t return. Susanna wants you here. Thank heaven for at least one of your father’s offspring to have the sense of mind to listen. Now, promise me, my dear, you won’t disappear...”

“I will see to her welfare, Lady Marichone.”

Eloise opened her mouth to politely decline the offer from the gentleman’s voice behind her, and then realized when she turned that the gentleman stood by her brother. The stranger towered over Edmund and commanded immediate attention with his bearing. He was dressed with impeccable elegance in a striped nut-brown coat and breeches, accompanied by a waistcoat of silver tissue, embroidered to match his coat. 

His face was ruggedly handsome, with a slight scar visible directly over his right eye. His sculpted cheekbones and strong jaw left little doubt of his masculinity. Her eyes soaked in the sight of his broad shoulders and chest and followed the view down to his slim waist and hips. He wore no wig but tied his light brown hair at the nape of his neck. His piercing blue eyes looked straight into hers.

Eloise did not shrink under his glare. Instead, she met his gaze.

“Lord Lenister.” Cousin Beatrice gave a slight bob. Her age and knees no longer allowed her to do more. “It is good to see you again. And you, also, Edmund.”

“Cousin Beatrice, allow us to oversee Eloise for the moment,” Edmund intervened, stepping forward. “Good evening, Eloise. Julia sent me to find you. May I present to you his lordship, Lord Gerard, Earl of Lenister.”

Evident in his manner, her brother found the situation quite amusing. Eloise raised her chin in defiance.

“Lord Lenister,” Eloise said, sinking into a deep curtsy before the Earl of Lenister. She curtsied again in front of her brother.

“Lady Eloise,” Lenister said simply. “A lovely night for the festivities. I hope you have enjoyed them.”

“Extremely so,” she said. Her eyes flickered back over at her brother. He gave her a broad grin. Without a doubt, she was in the middle of a conspiracy.

“Then do me the pleasure of the next dance,” Lenister offered. He had a deep voice, a challenging voice. Though the timing of his request faltered when the music paused.

Eloise tilted her head to the side and glanced back at the earl. “It seems that the orchestra is breaking for the moment. It does look as if someone broke a string. Whatever will Her Grace, the Dowager, do. I will have to see if I can offer my services. I’m certain when they begin again, I will find...”

“And allow you to escape?” Lenister said. “I’m afraid you have me by your side until the time they begin again.”

A retort lay on her lips, but to her dismay, she found both her brother and Cousin Beatrice had disappeared. “Come now, Lady Eloise, there are certainly worse fates than being left within my care.”

“Did you lose a wager with my brother, my lord, to have to endure such a fate? I will tell him you did your best. It will be quite understandable to have failed with one such as I.”

“I do not concede easily, my lady.” He looked directly at her. “I’m one who has come to the conclusion that you are not destined for any other fate than one that you have decided upon.”

“Meaning, you do not pity me that my younger sister has married. Lord Lenister, most would find I’m destined to be an old maid, by all accounts.”

“Most have not released their fiancé from their arrangement, and in the most extraordinary turn of events, her sister marries the fellow.”

“It was a far better solution, I assure you, my lord. My father, in his wisdom, deemed a connection to Sir Joseph to be of value to the family. Unfortunately, the elder Lord Wessex felt pressure, I’m afraid, when it came to me being the string to bind the tie,” Eloise told him.

“Then, it is my gain.”

Eloise raised an eyebrow. “I assume, Lord Lenister, that you find noble marriages a matter of precedence and fiscal responsibility. Practical and logical.”

“Yes, logic would bode well in any marriage.” He said his words simply, without a trace of sarcasm. He had the look of a man who lacked a sense of humor.

“And you have experience to your wisdom?”

The corner of his mouth quirked upward. “Alas, no. I have never found the time. I have been away from England for years, serving in His Majesty’s army. I have only recently returned. I’m taken aback a little with your question. I thought my history would have been common knowledge.”

“For an aging old maid? I suppose I should beg your forgiveness for my ignorance.”

“Touché, Mademoiselle Granville. I would never consider you ignorant by any means. I stand in marvel at your accomplishments.” Lord Lenister raised his arm as the orchestra had taken their places once more.

Eloise felt her mouth slip open, and then, just as quickly, she snapped her teeth together. He had rattled off his last words in perfect French. A distinct feeling surged through her. Although her knowledge of Lord Lenister was limited at best, he knew of her. Tentatively, she accepted his arm and walked toward the dance floor.

* * * *
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DESPITE HER MISGIVINGS, Eloise thoroughly enjoyed herself. The opportunity didn’t present itself often for her to dance, nor would she likely admit she enjoyed the activity. As the music died, his hand lay on hers to escort her off the floor. Her whole body tingled, and to her dismay, she felt her face flush with a sudden warmth.

“Let us retire to the drawing-room. I will attend to your refreshment if you promise not to disappear on me. I would hate to search the house for you,” he said. The shape of his mouth caught her attention. A slight smile formed on his lips, an arrogant smile, much as if he realized the effect he had upon her. “But, I would.”

Once more, she felt herself at a distinct disadvantage. She eyed him cautiously and then dismissed her apprehension. It would matter little in the morning, she told herself. What harm could come from an innocent flirtation with a handsome man? In all likelihood, she would never see him again.

She nodded politely and allowed him to lead her to a seat near the sizeable vaulted window, which gave her a full view of the crowded room of unfamiliar faces. She gave little thought to the guests. Without question, Lord Lenister held her interest. She watched him walk out the door, wondering for the moment why he was dispensing attention upon her. She quickly dismissed the flattery, realizing that his attraction to her lay in her appearance.

Eloise had long ago comprehended that her birth presented an enormous obstacle to overcome in the eyes of the ton, even with the title of Lady Eloise D’Arcy Granville, second daughter of the late His Grace, the fifth Duke of Rotheward. She glanced around the large room while she waited. Then, suddenly, a strange feeling overcame her, as if someone were watching her.

She turned her head abruptly and met the keen eyes of a man standing in the far doorway. He was a short, middle-aged man, dowdy, in fact, with red, pudgy cheeks, but without question, he eyed her intently. He had a familiar look. Then, to her horror, his face brightened and he gave her a weak smile.

Panic welled within her with the comprehension of why he seemed familiar. Calm. Stay calm. Surely he would not acknowledge me. Eloise maintained her composure as she sat rigid without a hint of emotion while desperately trying to assess the situation. Her gaze held firm upon the man. Then he made a step forward toward her, halting only when Lord Lenister reentered the room.

The stranger nodded to the earl. Eloise straightaway recognized a look between acquaintances. While she didn’t understand the stranger’s presence, she understood the need to withdraw — and quickly.

She rose and gathered up her skirt. With great effort, she exited the open side door to the veranda in a dignified manner. The warm night gave pause to more than a few guests clustered about the terrace. Ignoring the beauty of the lovely scene, she scurried down the steps into the garden. She escaped only to the far entrance, where she collapsed upon a bench.

“Why are you running?”

She lowered her head, refusing to answer. What good were explanations when her words would only be dismissed? And what did she owe this man—this stranger?

Lord Lenister strode to the bench and seized her arm, pulling her to her feet. “I asked you a question, Lady Eloise.”

“I needed fresh air, my lord. Nothing more. Pray, release me. You are hurting my arm. I wish nothing more than to retire.”

“And run again? There is to be no more running. I suspected such before my appearance here tonight. Confirmed by the Vicomte’s identification. Did you not think that you might be recognized eventually, my dear?”

“I have only a few months more to contend with these functions, and then...”

“Then what? What exactly do you have in mind?” He gripped her shoulders tightly. She had no choice but to look him straight in his eyes.

“Why is it a concern of yours, Monsieur? Why do my actions concern you?” Frazzled, she broke into her native French.

He answered her back the same. “Because I need your help, Mademoiselle. I need your help.”
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Chapter Two

WITHIN HER BROTHER’S study, Eloise sat silently in the tall-backed chair, her hands folded in her lap. The glitter of the ball already felt like a distant dream, replaced by the oppressive stillness of the room. Behind the desk, her brother loomed, one hand gripping the velvet curtain as though it alone could steady his temper.

For half an hour, his voice had thundered at her—sharp, unrelenting, scarcely pausing for breath. Eloise offered no reply, no defense. Only her eyes betrayed her thoughts, flicking toward the man seated beside her, the sole witness to her brother’s fury.

“Eloise!” 

Lord Edmund’s words cut across the room, sharper than he likely intended. He seldom raised his voice to her, yet in that instant, he was the very likeness of their father: the same intense blue eyes, the same twitch in his eye when he lost his temper, the same intimidating manner. She was in no mood to be intimidated.

“Have you nothing to say?”

“Pray, what do you want me to say?”

“The truth. At the very least, you owe me that much. Was it not I who went with Father to retrieve you nearly four years ago? Did I not open my home to you without protest, without question?”

“Why should you not, brother? Am I not your sister?” Her voice quivered. “Or would it have sat more easily with you had Father never married my mother? Would you rather I were one of his bastards? Then I would not be such an inconvenience or a blemish upon your name.”

“Do not be overly dramatic, Eloise,” Edmund snapped. “Father saw to your care.”

“Upon his death,” Eloise countered, her own temper rising. “Where was he during my youth? Why was I left in my uncle’s charge? Had it not been for the desperate letter from my family four years past, I would have been abandoned to fend for myself amid the terror that grips France. Tell me, brother—how would you feel had Father forsaken you for seventeen years?”

Edmund’s jaw tightened. “He provided for you. I thought he had made his reasons clear. Not an excuse, perhaps—but a reason nonetheless.”

“I beg to differ, Edmund. He did not care for me—he ignored me.” Her voice strengthened. “And what excuse is it to claim he loved my mother so dearly that, when my birth took her life, he could not bear the sight of me? That with his new marriage, my stepmother would not suffer me under her roof?” Eloise gave a short, indignant sigh. “It is nonsense! He left me to the chaos... I have told you what it was like—to live amidst the gathering storm, to feel it pressing closer, to see and understand the people’s rage. You were reared in heritage and privilege. I was left to grow up believing myself a bastard.”

“Is this what you are doing, Eloise?” Edmund’s voice softened, his earlier fury spent. “Do you want to return? Are you so unhappy here?”

“Unhappy?” she said in almost a whisper, edged in despair. “I doubt I’m destined for happiness.”

“Eloise, listen to me well,” Edmund said. “Let the past lie buried. Whatever Father did or failed to do, it changes nothing of what you are to me. You are my sister—no twist of fate can alter that—and of all our family, I have felt closest to you. Julia and I hold you dear, and the children cannot help but love you. You are part of us, Eloise, and nothing shall take that from you.”

He rose from behind the desk and came to her side, lowering himself to sit upon its edge so that he might meet her eyes. He caught her hand in his, his grasp warm and steady.

“You must think me a fool if I did not realize what you did with Lord Wessex. I watched you bait him until he lost all composure, and at the same time, you contrived to place Susanna’s happiness within reach. You are clever, yes—but reckless. And it is that recklessness that troubles me, Eloise. Why must you bear such things alone?”

Her chest tightened, and she kept her gaze fixed away from Lord Lenister, who sat in silence, listening to every word.

“I do not wish to be a burden, Edmund. I long for peace—freedom from judgmental eyes. I do not mean to abandon you, only to retire quietly to the country and live without pretence. This life... it does not suit me. It never has.”

Edmund shook his head, frustration sharpening his tone.

“Then explain your actions for I cannot make sense of them. I thought you leaned toward the Republic in France. Your mother’s kin hold positions of influence there—or so I understand. You must see how this looks.”

Her reply came swift. “Of course, I see. I am well aware of the whispers against me for my mother’s family. And as for my words—yes, I spoke plainly, but I spoke nothing but the truth.”

“If I heard correctly, I believe you repeated the motto of the Republic, and declared that equality holds more weight than rank at birth,” Lord Lenister interjected.

For an instant, Eloise had forgotten his presence. How she wished he would vanish! She refused to grant him the satisfaction of a reply and turned her attention back to her brother.

“I spoke only the truth, Edmund. The people bore burdens no human should endure. It is little wonder they reached their breaking point. What shocked me was not their uprising, but the ferocity with which it came.”

Inwardly, her thoughts churned. What does the ton know of hunger? Of believing your future promised nothing but misery? They sit in their gilded halls and speak of loyalty, yet they have never felt the gnawing fear of want, nor the weight of despair pressing upon every breath.

Lord Lenister would not be silenced. He pressed on, “I beg your pardon, Lady Eloise, but I would like to understand more of how you feel. You must see—I have only rumors upon which to form my opinion.”

“I want to know why it is of importance to you.” Eloise’s tone cooled.

“I told you, my lady. I need your help,” he said without emotion. “One uncle, Orville Leroy D’Arcy, serves upon the Council in Calais. Another, Jacques Rene D’Arcy, serves under the Committee of Public Safety as a member in Amiens.”

Eloise’s face drained of color. Her eyes flamed while her chest heaved slowly. “Do not tell me of my family, my lord. I know them well. They are the ones who cared for me and loved me. We didn’t have much. You do not understand the world I grew up in. It was far different from the comforts you enjoy. Do not...do not sit in judgment of those you have no knowledge of!” Her words rattled away in the French of her youth.

Undeterred, Lord Lenister continued his questioning.

“Then tell me, my lady—why do you do it? If you call yourself a Republican, why risk everything to spirit the condemned away? Why help to save those you claim brought ruin upon themselves?”

Eloise’s eyes hardened on him, though her pulse raced. “Is it wrong to feel compassion?” Her voice trembled despite her effort to steady it. “Yes, I believed change was needed—but not this, not this slaughter. That I cannot condone, nor can I stand idle.”

She fought to keep her composure, to reveal nothing more, but her silence betrayed her. Panic prickled at her throat. What does he know? What does he suspect?

Eloise scarcely noticed when Lenister moved. In a single stride, he knelt before her. He reached up, his handkerchief brushing away the tears that had escaped her control. With his hand firm beneath her chin, he lifted her face until her eyes were forced to meet his.

“So, it is true,” he said softly, almost with wonder. “You help in smuggling goods into France... and souls out. You help them when they arrive.”

Eloise’s lips parted, but no words came. Silence was all she could cling to, though silence was its own confession.

She would not—could not—speak of how she managed the help she supplied. She refused to utter Captain Moreau’s name; better she bear the accusation alone than see him dragged into chains for her sake, for smuggling was a crime that could see a man ruined, or worse.

“Lady Eloise?”

She swallowed hard, stunned that Edmund allowed Lord Lenister to address her in such a probing manner. Did her brother not fear what further stain such talk might cast upon their family’s name?

Her voice came scarcely above a whisper. “So, you say you need me. What is it you want? To smuggle someone out? You must know I have no control over who is chosen. I never see those I aid until they reach our shores. I do what little I can when they arrive, and in return, they send supplies my family requires. I cannot fathom what service I might render you—or why you would seek it.”

Lenister inclined his head, satisfaction flickering in his eyes before he looked back to Edmund.

“Perhaps matters are best explained in the morning, Your Grace. I have already imposed far too much upon your evening. Forgive me—I confess, impatience overcame me.”

“I believe that will be acceptable,” Edmund said at last. “I must return, else Julia will begin searching for me. Come, Eloise.”

She rose at once, but Lord Lenister stepped neatly between her and her brother.

“If you permit, my lady, I would be honored to escort you back to your cousin.”

Eloise’s eyes darted in alarm toward Edmund, silently pleading. He did not so much as flinch. Panic tightened her chest—if she returned to Cousin Beatrice’s side on Lord Lenister’s arm, after such a long absence in her brother’s company, whispers of an engagement would spread like wildfire.

Edmund merely inclined his head and strode toward the door.

“I will see you in the morning, Lord Lenister.”

Eloise glanced aside, only to find Lenister’s gaze fixed on her, challenging as if daring her to resist. She turned desperately back to her brother.

“Edmund, I assure you I have recovered enough...”

“I am certain you have, my dear.” Edmund gave her a faint nod, then inclined his head toward Lord Lenister. Without another word, he left the room, shutting the door firmly behind him.

Eloise stared after him in disbelief. Her brother had abandoned her—left her in the charge of this...this stranger. Her pulse quickened, her stomach churned.

“Lord Lenister,” she managed, taking a wary step back. Still shaken by his discoveries of her activities, she struggled to think clearly.

“Gerard,” he said simply. “My name is Gerard. I would prefer you use it.” He stepped closer.

Eloise stiffened, refusing compliance.

“I do not understand what you think I can do for you—or what you imagine you have caught me doing,” she stammered. Her pulse raced as he drew nearer, far too near. Breath caught in her throat, and his faint smile at her disquiet only unsettled her further. “I assure you, I have done little and know less. But I do know what the ton will say if we emerge together—arm in arm—after so long away. I cannot fathom what Edmund was thinking.”

His expression softened to something unreadable.

“Why trouble yourself over whispers? You do not seem to be one to care for the gossip of old biddies. Let us not. Tonight, let us honor your sister’s happiness. Come.”

He extended his arm toward her in quiet insistence.

She hesitated, smoothing the ruffles of her gown before her hand rose instinctively to her hair. His hand intercepted hers, deftly tucking a stray rosebud back into place. Without relinquishing her fingers, he guided her hand to rest upon his arm.

“You look quite lovely,” he said.

It took every measure of her composure not to pull away, yet words slipped past her restraint.

“My lord, I do not think you truly grasp how your actions will be perceived.”

His gaze lowered to hers. “On the contrary, Lady Eloise. I grasp how my actions will be taken perfectly.”
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Chapter Three
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ELOISE ROSE TO THE pale light of dawn, the first gray streaks slipping through the draperies and spilling across her chamber. She had not slept; her thoughts had circled endlessly through the night, tightening into a knot of indignation and unease. Yet with morning came a clarity she had not possessed in the dark. She would return at once to Height Point, her family’s estate, where she might breathe freely again and reclaim control of her life.

She moved to the window, pushing back the curtain. Mist clung low to the garden, the dew shimmering on the hedges as the sun strained to break through. The scene should have calmed her, but her chest tightened with renewed fury.

How dare Lord Lenister presume so much! By dancing three times with her, he had all but declared their engagement before half of London. It was scandalous, outrageous—deliberate.

Cousin Beatrice had nearly glowed with encouragement, as if already envisioning the match. Susanna and Julia had giggled shamelessly. And the ladies—oh, she had seen them—hiding their smiles behind painted fans, their whispers as sharp as knives.

The arrogance of the man! Did he truly imagine she would allow herself to be trapped so easily?

Her temper flared hot, but beneath it ran cold calculation. She had labored too long, fought too hard, to secure the independence her inheritance would bring. She would not let it slip through her fingers now. Biting her lower lip, she began to think, to plan.

How foolish she had been—to allow herself to be recognized by one of the émigrés from France. Edmund might rant at her for her part in some scheme, but he knew nothing of the truth. If he knew even half of what she had done, he would scarcely look at her the same.

Yet how could he possibly understand what drove her? None of her English family could. They had not even known she existed until well after her seventeenth year.

A soft knock broke through her spiraling thoughts. The door creaked open, and Jemma slipped inside with her usual quiet efficiency.

Eloise’s lips softened into the faintest smile. She had long ago learned to trust very few, but Jemma was the exception. The maid’s loyalty was born not merely of service, but of shared survival.

Once a humble seamstress in the household of the Comtesse de Probilon, Jemma had been forced to flee for her life when her mistress met the guillotine. Eloise had helped her escape across the Channel, and since that day, Jemma’s devotion had never wavered.

“My lady,” Jemma said with a small curtsy. “His Grace requests that you join him for breakfast.”

“Breakfast?” Eloise arched a brow. “Why on earth should he imagine I would be up? The house is still asleep, and I should think most won’t stir until well past noon.”

Jemma’s lips curved faintly. “His Grace’s told me to repeat his words: Tell Lady Eloise she will need her strength for packing, for if I know my sister, she has already begun the task.”

“Packing?” Eloise rose in a sweep of silks, her indignation flashing. “Of course, Edmund means to press me into whatever course he deems best—and it seems all roads lead to this Lord Lenister. My brother treats me as though I were still a child to be managed.” She exhaled heavily, her hands clenching at her sides. “But what am I to do after last night? If Edmund thinks I will bend to his will after being paraded, cornered, and treated like some bauble to be bargained, he is gravely mistaken.”

Her breath quickened, her thoughts unwillingly circling back to Lenister. “And am I to be impressed merely because he is an earl? The man is nothing like the polished gentlemen of the ton—too rugged in bearing, too impatient by half. Who is he, truly? And why should a man of his rank come to me for aid—something he could surely secure elsewhere without effort?”

Jemma looked at her mistress, unable to contain her troubled expression. “Assistance? Does he suspect?”

“Suspect? He all but declared it in the middle of the ball!” Eloise strode to the window. For a heartbeat, panic seized her chest. She pressed a hand to her face, forcing it back. She could ill afford more worries; the danger grew sharper with every venture she undertook. “Calm yourself, Jemma. I don’t believe he knows the full measure of what I do. He seems to think I give aid only to the émigrés after they arrive...I think...Oh, I don’t know.”

Eloise pressed her lips together, her frustration growing. She would not admit, not even to herself, that what unsettled her most was not suspicion but the man himself. His nearness lingered still, dangerous and disquieting, stirring something within her that she could not allow.

Jemma edged closer, lowering her voice to little more than a whisper, though a glimmer of a smile touched her lips. “With the rumors abounding after last night, my lady, I thought it best to ask after the gentleman.”

Eloise turned sharply, her curiosity piqued. “And what did you learn? Tell me all, for I had not so much as heard his name whispered before.”

“From what I gathered,” Jemma said as she drew a gown from the wardrobe and shook it out in a neat sweep, “he means you no harm. Quite the opposite—he is intent upon marriage, or so the household whispers. They say Lord Lenister came to his title but two years ago, and most unexpectedly. He was third in line, yet fate saw his cousins swept aside. One fell in a duel, the other—” she paused delicately, “succumbed to a weak heart left by scarlet fever in childhood. His death came even as his wife carried a child.”

Eloise’s brow knit. “And what became of her?”

“They say Lord Lenister treated the lady with the utmost respect,” Jemma went on. “Had the child been a boy, the babe would have inherited, but it was a girl, and so the title passed to him. All thought he would send his cousin’s widow away, yet instead he kept her at Ashforth Manor and declared it would ever be her home, and her daughter’s as well, for as long as they desired.”

“Impressive,” Eloise admitted at last, though reluctantly. “Most gentlemen would have considered a cousin’s widow a burden. Perhaps that is what struck me when I first met him. He does not carry himself with airs—more in the manner of...”

“A soldier?” Jemma supplied eagerly, her eyes glinting. “And you would be right. He retired as a colonel after his cousin’s death. His grandfather purchased him a commission at eighteen—well before the scandal, of course.”

Eloise’s brows arched, and a smile tugged at her lips. “A scandal? Now this is becoming interesting. I feared I was dealing with a saint.”

Jemma leaned closer, lowering her voice as though savoring the best morsel of gossip. “Indeed not. Word is, when he returned from the war in the Colonies, he ran off with a vicar’s wife. A noted beauty, by all accounts. He carried her with him to the West Indies, where he was stationed.”

Eloise gasped, a hand rising to her throat in mock horror. “Good heavens! The poor vicar! And what became of this woman?”

“That,” Jemma said with a sly tilt of her head, “I could not uncover. Only that when the earl returned to England, she was no longer with him. They say he refuses to speak of her to this day.”

“Most intriguing,” Eloise murmured, perching on the edge of her bed. “But it does not explain his interest in me. Why arrange a meeting with the vicomte to expose me? Why parade me about as if we are betrothed? Is he desperate? Has he squandered his inheritance? Surely, ladies far more eligible than I would be queuing at his door, eager for his title.”

“Marty the footman insists the earl is well-off—very wealthy, in fact,” Jemma replied, smoothing the gown over her arm. “Perhaps he thinks to better his name with the daughter of a duke. Beyond that, I cannot guess.”

Eloise shook her head, frowning. “No, that cannot be it. I know the look of a man who schemes, and there are far more suitable matches for him than one born beneath a shadow. No, his interest lies elsewhere.”

Jemma’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “I have every confidence you will uncover his hidden secrets, my lady. Now hurry—His Grace waits for you, and he may hold answers that I do not.”

“At least I won’t face him blind.” Eloise rose, gathering her composure. “Thank you, Jemma. Finish the packing once I’ve gone to breakfast. I intend to leave as soon as possible. Whatever that earl has in mind, it shall not stop me from returning home.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Eloise wasted little time in her preparations, her restlessness mounting with each passing moment. She longed to be gone—to set out for Height Point, to leave behind last night’s humiliation, and to face her brother without delay.

Jemma worked swiftly, slipping a neat traveling gown over Eloise’s head and fastening it snugly at the waist. Only Eloise’s unruly hair delayed them. She sat before the mirror, fingers drumming impatiently against her lap, as Jemma gathered the dark strands and twisted them into a simple but flattering style that framed her features.

“There you are, my lady,” Jemma said at last with quiet pride. “I daresay I’ve developed some skill in arranging your hair. Will there be anything else?”

“No, thank you.” Eloise rose, smoothing her palms over the skirt as if to steady her nerves as much as to settle the fabric. “I had promised Rodney I would stop by the nursery this morning...”

“You may do so later,” Jemma advised gently. “Lady Julia will hardly thank you if you set the children into a frolic so early.”

Eloise gave a rueful smile. “I suppose not. Very well, I will make breakfast as brief as possible. I want only to be done with Edmund before that disagreeable earl makes his appearance.”

“Yes, my lady.” With a sympathetic glance, Jemma opened the door.

Eloise descended the staircase as quietly as a mouse, her hand trailing along the smooth banister. The hush of the early hour lingered in the house, its familiar rooms softened by the pale light of morning. For one fleeting instant, the air seemed almost enchanted, as though the day itself held its breath in anticipation.

Eloise hesitated at the edge of the foyer, the murmur of low voices drifting in from the open French doors. Breakfast on the terrace, then the thought struck her that Edmund must be playing host.

She stepped outside into the brilliance of morning. The sun poured through the canopy of newly awakened trees, striking the garden into a shimmer of green and blossom, the air sweet with spring’s first scents.

Rounding the corner, she halted at the sight. There on the terrace, at ease and laughing together, sat her brother with Lord Lenister. For a heartbeat, her instinct was to turn back, but it was far too late; both men had already seen her.

“See, Lord Lenister?” Edmund rose at once, pushing back his chair with a scrape. “I told you my sister would be up long before any of the other ladies in this household.” He moved toward her briskly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must see to the arrangements.”

“Edmund,” Eloise whispered as he passed. “Do not leave me! What of propriety? If you expect me—”

He paused only long enough to cast her a hard look. “I expect you to remember your manners. Lord Lenister has an important matter to discuss with you—entirely respectable. He has my full blessing, Eloise.”

His tone brooked no debate, his eyes conveying his intent as clearly as his words. With no choice but to obey, she dipped a formal curtsy, though fury burned beneath her composure.

When she straightened, her gaze fell upon the earl. He was already on his feet, one hand resting lightly on the back of her chair, gesturing for her to sit beside him as though they were in perfect accord.

“Won’t you sit?” he said easily. “If we are to speak of this here, you may as well be comfortable.”

Eloise inclined her head but, with deliberate intent, chose the chair opposite rather than beside him. His faint smile betrayed that he read her defiance for exactly what it was.

“You have me entirely confused, my lord.”

“It is my hope,” he replied, leaning back with studied ease, “to offer some clarity this morning. I trust you slept well? I found my own rest better than it has been in months. Last night, I enjoyed myself immensely.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I am pleased for you. I, however, tossed and turned without respite—wondering, worrying over your actions.”

“How so?”

“You placed me at quite the disadvantage,” she said. “Let us say, I am not easily flustered. Why, Lord Lenister, did you deem it necessary to proclaim my identity so openly?”

He gave a low laugh, his eyes alight with mockery. “You astonish me, Lady Eloise. Such candor deserves the truth in return. I confess—I acted with haste. I would not have chosen such a course had time been more forgiving.”

“Haste, you call it?” Her voice sharpened. “That is but one of many questions I should like answered, my—”

“Gerard,” he interrupted smoothly, his gaze holding hers. “Please. Matters will go far more easily if we dispense with the formality.”

“I am not certain I wish to.”

“Then allow me to ease your doubts.” His tone was maddeningly calm. “I have only the most respectable intentions. What I require, Lady Eloise, is your help.”

She bristled. The gall of him—to speak as though she had already conceded. Irritation flared, breaking through her carefully schooled composure. Crossing her arms, she fixed him with a look of defiance, though inwardly she flinched at the steady intensity of his gaze.

“You said as much last night,” she retorted. “Yet for the life of me, I cannot fathom what you think I can do for you.”

“I understand your vexation,” he said. “But believe me when I tell you—I act with honorable purpose. By sheer accident, I discovered your ties to the French Republic. You must realize how rare such a connection is among my acquaintances here in England, particularly when that same Republic views our aristocracy with such disdain.”

Her chin lifted, but she felt the ground shifting beneath her. Remaining seated made her feel at a disadvantage, and instinct propelled her to rise. To her annoyance, he rose in the same instant, as though he had anticipated her. Without asking leave, he caught her hand in his and guided her firmly toward the terrace steps.

“This will serve better,” he declared with smug assurance, leading her into the garden.

She resisted the urge to pull free. “And what, my lord, do you mean by that?”

“I have noticed when you dislike an answer, you flee,” he said with a smile. “This will prevent that—I have you now.”

A shadow of worry crossed her face. “Then speak quickly so I can be done with this.”

“As you wish.” He drew a breath. “Lady Eloise, I desperately need your help. I seek two children—the grandchildren of Colonel George Ralston. The mother, Miranda, had kept company with one Comte Alexandre de Dubois some years past. The children are not by him: they are Catherine and Darcy, nine and seven. Colonel Ralston had not heard a word about her until two months ago. I fear Miranda and her family were seized and taken to Paris. The colonel is like a father to me; I gave him my word I would find them. I have crossed the Channel twice and failed.”

“I do not see what part I play,” she whispered. “What can I do?”

Lord Lenister looked down at her and spoke frankly, “I believe you are key to their release if they have a chance at all. Hate for the Comte runs great even after his demise. He did not make it to a trial nor even to Madame la Guillotine. He was killed. His head severed by the crowd that stormed his chateau and staked outside his estate. A call has gone out for all his family and all his connections to be executed. They await trial in the prison La Force. It is my hope to use your connections to gain access to Colonel Ralston’s daughter and the children before time runs out.”

He hesitated, then went on, “During my time across the Channel, I learned your family has favor with men of the Republic. I have heard rumors that your family has a connection to one in particular who may find mercy upon them, General Marc Pierre Bernard. It is he who can be of help to me and intercede on their behalf. Do you know this General Bernard?”

She stopped him there, squaring her shoulders as if to steady herself. She met his eyes without flinching. “There is no rhyme or reason to France today, my lord. You know that,” she said. “So, how do you think this general could help you? How can I help? And what do you believe my family can do?”

“I seek an audience with those who might plead the case,” he said in a voice edged with impatience. “But I can find none who will risk their standing. Without cause, no one dares speak a word of leniency. That is why I need your family. I know they hold sway with the French Republic, as, I was told, do you.”

Her eyes narrowed, distrust hanging heavy between them. “If you question my beliefs, then hear me plain. I was raised to think all men should be treated equally. I never thought of myself as a blueblood. I was an outsider—too French for England, too English for France, belonging to neither world.”

Her voice sharpened, but her eyes clouded with memory. “In the beginning, I was once like those who believed in liberty, equality, and fraternity. But passion has curdled into fear. In France now, it matters not what your politics are, nor your birth. The wheel turns, and every head may fall. No one is safe, Lord Lenister. No one.”

His expression hardened, the careful mask slipping away. “Then do not dance around the matter, Eloise. I ask plainly: Does your family have a connection with General Bernard?”

No longer a request, but a demand. No longer a suitor, but an adversary.

How dare he? How dare this man pry into the past she had fought so bitterly to bury?

Yet memory rose unbidden. Luc’s pale face, blood staining his shirt, her arms clutching him as she begged him not to leave her. The voice shouting, the hands dragging her away—Marc Pierre’s hands—pulling her from the body of his dying brother so she would not meet the same fate. She would never forget.

“You know the answer, or you would not ask,” she said plainly, though a pulse roared in her ears. She stepped back to put distance between them, but he caught her arm.

“Release me,” she demanded.

“Eloise,” his voice dropped with an urgency, “listen to me. This is the only way to save them. You are my last hope. Let me cross the Channel as your husband. Then they cannot turn me away.”

“My husband?” Her voice rose. “Never!” She twisted in his grasp, trying to wrench free. “Do not touch me. I will never be your wife. If you wish, I will write, ask for compassion, but nothing more—”

“You don’t listen well, Eloise.” His grip tightened just enough to make her still. “A letter would be met with a polite refusal. They will not believe my sincerity unless I am bound to you. The duke has already given his consent. I hold a special license. We are to be married at once.”

Her heart lurched. “No... I won’t... I will not be forced—”

“It was my desire not to use force,” he said. “I had hoped you would accept willingly. A swift marriage is... advantageous.”

“I’m sorry, my lord.” Her voice shook, though her chin lifted in defiance. “I have no desire to marry.”

“It isn’t a question, Eloise.” His eyes hardened; his voice turned cold. “I would hate for rumors of your... activities to find their way across the Channel. You know as well as I that an accusation is enough for the guillotine. Your French family might not fare so well.”

She went rigid at the veiled threat. Rage flared through her, matching his in intensity. “You would not dare. They would be executed—you know this!”

“I repeat, Eloise,” he said, his tone softening. “I mean you no harm. This marriage is simple. It solves so much—for you, for me. Take me as your husband. Relieve the duke’s worry about your future. Keep your French family safe from scandal. All will benefit from the arrangement.”

“I hate you.” The words hissed out before she could stop them.

“It is not necessary for you to like me for this to work.” His mouth curved faintly, but there was no humor in it. “I understand you are packed. We leave within the hour for Height Point.”
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Chapter Four
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HEIGHT POINT, ANCESTRAL seat of the Granville family, rose in solemn majesty upon the cliffs above the English Channel. On the clearest of days, Eloise could glimpse Calais across the water—the place of her birth. So close, and yet impossibly distant. Once, it had been her home, a world that now felt as though it belonged to another life entirely.

The estate lay just beyond Dover, its great house set far back upon a plateau where the seawall plunged sheer into the Strait below. For centuries, the mansion had withstood the tempests that battered the coast, its stone walls weathered but unyielding. The road that wound toward it climbed steadily upward, bordered by wild meadows alive with color. Early blossoms crowded the fields, their fragrance drifting into the carriage through the open window, mingling with the salt tang of the sea.

Gazing out, Eloise leaned forward. The house came into view—a vast, commanding silhouette against the morning sky. Its presence seemed to fill the horizon, austere and immovable. She could not help but recall her first glimpse of Height Point. That night had been cloaked in darkness, her arrival made in secrecy, her passage across the Channel a perilous escape. Concealment had been necessary then, as it was now.

How desolate she had felt. She cared for nothing: where she was, who she was with, even if she lived or died. She had never discovered how her father knew of her need. She only knew he had come—to his credit, and yet...

“You could have well told me, Eloise,” Edmund said, interrupting her thoughts. Restless, he stretched his leg. The carriage ride had been long from London into Kent. “Do not think for one moment that the silent treatment will change events.”

“I would have thought you would have told me that you had arranged my marriage,” Eloise said, breaking the hours of traveling in silence. She straightened her posture and patted her flattened hair from lying against the side of the carriage. Then she uttered under her breath. “Sold me out.”

“I do not believe most people would consider marriage to the Earl of Lenister selling out, especially as you had passed on Sir Joseph,” Edmund retorted. “It is an acceptable arrangement. He has no qualms about your history. He only requests that the marriage happen quickly.”

“To gain access with my name? Come, Edmund, what does he hope to gain from such? Do you not find it all questionable? Why would he make such a desperate attempt? The odds are greater that he will lose his head in his scheme than that he will free those held in prison. You realize, do you not, that these revolutionaries don’t hold to reason.”
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