
  
    [image: A Midsummer Night’s Rendezvous]
  


  
    
      A Midsummer Night’s Rendezvous

      
        COURTING RUIN: PASSIONATE LIAISONS AND TIMELESS ROMANCES IN THE REGENCY ERA

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        AMANDA MARIEL

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Epilouge

      

      
        Excerpt

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Amanda Mariel

      

      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2025 Amanda Mariel

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the express written permission of the publisher.

      

      
        
        Published by Brook Ridge Press

      

      

    

  


  
    
      In the heart of Yorkshire, where rolling hills and grand estates whisper secrets of old, Lady Eden Thornton finds herself caught between duty and desire. The spirited daughter of an Earl, she is content with her idyllic country life, far removed from the frivolities of London society. But when her brother's best friend, the brooding and enigmatic Marquess of Blackstone, returns from abroad, her world is turned upside down.

      Gabriel Langley, the Marquess of Blackstone, has always been a man of mystery and adventure. His return to England stirs memories of a past he would rather forget and confronts him with a future he cannot escape. Drawn back to Yorkshire by the death of his father and the burdens of a crumbling estate, Gabriel never expected to find solace in the lively and captivating Arabella, his best friend's little sister.

      As summer unfolds, so does a tale of unexpected passion and undeniable attraction. Despite their stark differences, Gabriel's rugged determination and Eden's fiery independence clash and ignite, revealing hidden depths and shared dreams.

      Can Eden and Gabriel defy the odds and claim a love that was always meant to be? Or will their midsummer night's rendezvous be nothing more than a fleeting dream?

      Embark on a journey of passion and defiance in A Midsummer Night's Rendezvous, where love defies all expectations, leading to a future neither could have imagined.
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        Yorkshire, Five Years Earlier…

      

      

      

      A blush painted the evening sky as Eden Thornton stood quietly, hidden behind the large oak at the edge of Blackstone Manor’s sweeping drive. A sudden flutter rippled through her chest. The crunch of stone under iron-shod hooves sent faint tremors through the ground and into her waiting limbs, each vibration tightening the knot of anticipation in her chest. She had promised herself she would stay hidden. One fleeting glance was all she wanted, merely enough to reassure herself that he was still real, still tethered to the world she feared was slipping away.

      At sixteen, she knew better than to harbor childish fancies. Her mother had warned her often enough that dreams of love were luxuries for women. Daughters of earls were expected to marry wisely, not wistfully. Yet her heart clung stubbornly to dreams she dared not voice. Dreams pulled between the dutiful daughter she was expected to be, composed, obedient, and aligned with her family’s expectations, and the reckless yearning Gabriel awakened, a desire for freedom, passion, and something more than what society deemed appropriate. She clung to the memories of lingering glances that held a fraction too long, a brush of his hand against hers that left her breathless, a warmth in his voice when he spoke her name. These moments stirred a thousand questions she dared not ask.

      Gabriel Langley had stirred something deeper within her ever since that afternoon he had lifted her onto his horse after she’d fallen in the orchard, holding her close as he galloped back to the house. His concern, the gentle way he had spoken to her through her tears, had awakened something she did not understand. Now it throbbed like a quiet, undeniable truth. Something wonderfully frightening and thrilling. Something that no mere childhood admiration could explain away.

      As a child, he had been her protector and guide. In more recent years, he taught her to ride, his laughter ringing in the air as she stumbled over the reins. They had danced together at country dances, the memories of his powerful arms around her still vivid in her thoughts.

      In the gardens, they had strolled side by side, speaking of everything and nothing. Those quiet moments now seemed far more intimate than she had ever realized. Gabriel had always listened, his focus on her so absolute that sometimes she felt as though she were the only person in the world.

      The rhythmic pounding of hoofbeats grew louder, clearer, and with it came a memory that struck Eden with bittersweet force. A stolen glance exchanged in the rose garden only days ago, when Gabriel’s hand had briefly brushed hers as he handed her a fallen blossom. The moment had set her heart aflutter with impossible hopes. She was a fool to long after her brother’s friend, even if he had given her reason to hope, like the way his gaze lingered when he thought no one noticed, or how he always sought her out first at every gathering, as if her presence steadied him, too.

      Eden’s breath hitched as Gabriel, dressed in traveling attire that accentuated his powerful frame, guided his horse along the drive with practiced ease. His black hair glistened in the dying sunlight, framing a face handsome yet set in determined lines.

      He was leaving, and Eden felt a raw ache, as if the golden summers that had once defined her laughter and hopes were slipping away with him, leaving behind a future she could no longer imagine. With him went unspoken dreams and secret hopes of one day being seen by him not as a child, but as someone he could love.

      She pressed her palms flat against the oak’s rough bark, willing herself to remain unseen. If he noticed her, if he saw the feelings she could no longer hide, it could ruin the fragile thread of friendship between them and expose her heart to a rejection she might never recover from. Why her brother’s best friend held such power over her heart was a mystery, yet the ache she felt at his departure was undeniable.

      Gabriel was leaving Blackstone Manor. Leaving Yorkshire for adventure and mystery, far from England’s quiet countryside.

      It could be years before she saw him again. Perhaps she never would. More than ever, she needed someone to steady her world, to offer a handhold in the swirling uncertainty. Instead, Gabriel was leaving, and the fear of being left utterly alone hollowed her out from within. The thought struck her like a physical blow, as if the ground itself shifted beneath her feet, leaving her grasping for something solid that no longer existed. Would he even remember her? Would the boy who filled her dreams become no more than a shadow, lost to time and distance?

      As if sensing her hidden gaze, Gabriel slowed his mount to a halt, the sudden stillness sharpening the charged air between them. Eden froze, instinctively curling her fingers into the rough bark of the oak, heart hammering so loudly she feared it would betray her. She leaned forward slightly, unable to resist the pull of him, even as fear and hope clashed violently within her.

      Her breath stilled as their eyes locked. A tremor rippled through her at the intensity of his emerald gaze, cutting through the fading light and stirring a deep, trembling awareness in her chest.

      For a brief eternity, they stared at each other, the charged silence between them heavy with unspoken words, unacknowledged dreams, and the poignant sweetness of something more. In Gabriel’s eyes, Eden thought she caught a flicker of hesitation, a silent longing that mirrored her own, as if he, too, was battling the pull of something deeper, something they were both too afraid to name.

      Eden’s cheeks burned, certain he saw every secret she tried to bury, every unspoken yearning flickering just behind her eyes. She wanted to step forward, to call out, to beg him not to leave. Instead, she remained motionless, bound by uncertainty and youthful pride, her limbs stiff with fear and her throat burning with the words she could not bring herself to say.

      Gabriel inclined his head, the smallest acknowledgment, and a faint, tender smile tugged at the corners of his mouth before he turned forward again, urging his horse onward.

      She stepped out from behind the oak, heart racing, throat tight, driven not by impulse but by a quiet yearning to claim one last glimpse before he vanished entirely. It was a moment of awakening, a silent, irrevocable shift where hope began to outweigh fear, and girlhood gave way to something braver—something dangerously close to love.

      The cooling air brushed against her skin, carrying the earthy scent of distant rain. The once vibrant landscape now seemed muted, draped in sorrowful twilight as if mourning his departure in quiet sympathy. It was as though she were witnessing the sunset of her childhood itself, the once-bright certainty dimming into uncertain twilight, leaving only shadows where promises used to dwell. She remained rooted to the spot, holding her breath until horse and rider disappeared completely, the fading echo of hoofbeats a rhythmic farewell that seemed to drum against her ribs.

      “Come back to me, Gabriel,” she whispered, a single tear sliding down her cheek—a silent promise cast into the dusk, shaped by hope and heartbreak alike.

      But the only answer was the gentle rustling of leaves overhead and the slow ache of a soul awakening for the first time to the true weight of longing.
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      The village of Harrowsgate teemed with fluttering pennants, the sweet scent of sugared almonds, and bursts of cheerful chatter spilling from every corner beneath the warm midsummer sun. Eden moved through it all with a restless anticipation humming beneath her smile, her heart torn between the delight of the fête and the unspoken hope that today might bring a familiar figure back into her life.

      She made her way past tents and stalls that overflowed with pies, fresh breads, jars of preserves, and vibrant bouquets of wildflowers. The air buzzed with the cheerful calls of merchants hawking their goods, the rhythmic clink of coins exchanging hands, and the laughter of children darting between booths.

      Gravel crunched beneath her slippers as she moved, the scents of roasting meats and sweet toffee mixing enticingly with the summer air. Children scampered past her, their joyous laughter mingling with the gentle music of a fiddler.

      Eden smiled softly, breathing in the scent of honeysuckle and freshly baked pastries. The warmth of the midsummer sun kissed her skin, and the lively hum of the crowd seeped into her bones, lifting her spirits higher with every passing moment. She adored the annual fête, cherishing the way it brought everyone together. Her eyes sparkled as she navigated the bustling stalls, greeting familiar faces and exchanging pleasantries.

      “You are positively glowing today, Eden,” teased a familiar voice from behind her.

      Turning, Eden grinned warmly at Lady Alice Pickford, her friend’s red curls bouncing merrily as she approached. Alice wore a light muslin gown embroidered with delicate flowers, complementing her lively personality.

      “It is a beautiful day. One can hardly help but be joyful,” Eden replied, linking her arm with Alice’s as they continued along the row of stalls.

      Alice cast a sly glance sideways, nudging Eden lightly with her elbow. “Admit it,” she whispered playfully, her eyes gleaming with mischief, “you were hoping he would be here today.”

      Heat warmed Eden’s cheeks instantly. “You must not tease so, Alice. Gabriel is practically family, and you know my family wishes me to marry Mr. Price.”

      “Like family, is he?” Alice laughed lightly. “If I had a childhood companion who returned after years abroad looking like Gabriel Langley, family would hardly be the first word to cross my mind.”

      Eden shot her friend a mock glare, though her heart quickened at the mention of Gabriel’s return. Five years had passed since she’d stood behind an oak, heart pounding, listening to the fading rhythm of his horse’s hooves. In that moment, she had feared she was losing not just a childhood companion, but the piece of her heart that believed in unconditional, enduring affection. In truth, she had thought about that moment far more than she would ever admit.

      “Oh, Eden, look!” Alice tugged excitedly at her arm. “Clara is waving us over.”

      Lady Clara Mapleton stood across the green, her pink gown highlighting her serene beauty as she beckoned them enthusiastically. Eden smiled, grateful for the distraction from Alice’s teasing.

      As they approached, Clara’s eyes twinkled knowingly. “Eden, I suppose you have heard the news?”

      “I have,” Eden admitted. “It seems everyone finds Gabriel’s return far more exciting than I.”

      Clara squeezed her hand reassuringly. “He has been gone such a long time. And there are so many stories of scandals and, well… it must be thrilling to see him again.”

      Before Eden could reply, a sudden hush descended upon their immediate surroundings. A ripple of anticipation seemed to pass through the crowd, the cheerful din fading into a tense, expectant quiet. Eden’s heart gave an involuntary leap, a thrill of nerves prickling along her skin. For one breathless moment, hope and dread tangled together within her, leaving her frozen.

      Heads turned and whispers fluttered through the gathered crowd as Gabriel emerged from the edge of the village green. He strode confidently forward, his gaze sharp and searching beneath dark brows. Eden’s stomach dropped. For one breathless instant, the world tilted, colors fading into a haze as her pulse roared in her ears, her breath catching at the sight of him.

      His black hair, touched by sunlight, framed a face both rugged and refined, so familiar yet strikingly changed. The boy she had once known was gone, replaced by a man whose presence carried the weight of experience and distance. Wonder and a pang of bittersweet longing warred within her as she struggled to reconcile memory with the reality before her. His emerald eyes, vivid even from this distance, moved steadily over the gathering, passing briefly across her. Eden’s heart jolted as his gaze snapped back, recognition flaring in his expression.

      A small, almost hesitant smile curved his lips as he approached. “Lady Eden Thornton,” he greeted warmly, bowing with practiced elegance. “How you have grown.”

      “Lord Blackstone,” Eden murmured softly, dipping into a graceful curtsy, her pulse racing at his proximity. “Welcome home.”

      He studied her openly, surprise flickering briefly in his eyes. “You look...well,” he said, as though searching for a proper word.

      She tilted her head with a teasing smile. “Thank you, Lord Blackstone. You seem surprised.”

      He chuckled softly, the rich sound warming her thoroughly. “Indeed. The spirited minx I recall has become quite an enchanting young woman.”

      “Is that disappointment I detect?” Eden teased gently, her confidence buoyed by the teasing familiarity of their exchange.

      “Not at all,” Gabriel replied swiftly, eyes sparkling with genuine humor. “Merely a sense of loss for that spirited little creature who once terrorized Thomas and me.”

      Eden’s laughter bubbled forth, easy and musical. “You deserved every moment of torment, Gabriel Langley,” she said, abandoning his title.

      He inclined his head slightly, amusement glinting in his eyes. “Perhaps we did.”

      Alice coughed delicately, reminding Eden of her friend's presence. Eden flushed slightly, quickly introducing them.

      Gabriel greeted each lady courteously before turning back to Eden, his expression softened by genuine warmth. “I trust you will grant me the honor of a stroll about the fête?”

      Eden nodded, a tremor of anticipation tightening her chest as she placed her gloved hand on Gabriel’s offered arm. A shiver of awareness traveled up her arm at the contact, the strength beneath his greatcoat both thrilling and unnerving. For a heartbeat, she wondered if he could feel the tremor that betrayed her carefully composed exterior.

      Her friends’ discreet smiles and amused glances followed as they stepped away. Clara leaned closer to Alice, whispering just loud enough for Eden to hear, “There will be wagers by day’s end if they continue like this.” Alice stifled a giggle behind her gloved hand, and Eden, catching the exchange, felt her cheeks grow even warmer. She pretended not to notice, though a helpless smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

      “I hear you have traveled extensively,” Eden remarked softly, striving to keep her voice even. “Thomas told me you were most recently in Spain.”

      “Yes,” Gabriel replied simply, guiding her along a quieter path lined with colorful stalls. As they moved away from the bustling heart of the fête, Eden caught the weight of curious stares lingering on their backs. She felt the whispers brush against her like the breeze, a subtle reminder that in Harrowsgate, few things went unnoticed.

      Still, with her hand resting lightly on Gabriel’s arm and the warmth of his nearness anchoring her, Eden found she cared less about the watching eyes and more about savoring the moment. The lively noise of the fête dimmed to a pleasant murmur behind them. Beneath their feet, the gravel path gave way to packed earth bordered by tufts of clover and crushed wildflowers, releasing a faint, sweet scent into the air. A young boy chased a bright blue ribbon caught in the breeze, his laughter trailing behind him. And sunlight filtered through the canopy of chestnut trees overhead, casting shifting patterns on the ground and casting their little corner of the path in gentle shadow.

      “France, Italy, Spain—there is a great deal to be seen,” Gabriel said.

      “Yet you returned,” Eden ventured gently, daring to glance up at his handsome profile.

      His gaze flickered away for a heartbeat, and his fingers flexed slightly against the fabric of his coat, betraying the turmoil he otherwise kept carefully in check. “Duty called, Lady Eden. And one cannot outrun duty forever.”

      She studied him carefully, sensing the sadness underlying his words. His father had died a little more than a year ago, making Gabriel Marquess Blackstone. Still, he had not returned to see to his title and lands. Why was he truly back now? She met his gaze, then said, “And now that you are here?”

      His eyes met hers, rich with emotions she struggled to decipher. “I suppose that remains to be seen.”

      The charged silence between them stretched, the comfort of the midsummer day wrapping intimately around them. Her heart pounded a little harder, each beat loud in her ears. Somewhere nearby, a lark trilled brightly, its song threading through the heavy pause, making the unspoken words between them feel even more pressing. Eden’s fingers tightened around Gabriel’s arm, an unspoken acknowledgment of shared history and unanswered questions.

      “Gabriel! Eden!” a familiar voice broke through the intimacy of the moment. Eden turned reluctantly, watching her brother Thomas, the Earl of Pavington, stride confidently toward them, a welcoming smile on his face.

      “Thomas,” Gabriel greeted warmly, clasping his friend’s shoulder. “You look well.”

      Thomas grinned broadly. “As do you, old friend. Harrowsgate missed you.” He turned playfully to Eden. “Sister, I trust you have not monopolized Gabriel entirely?”

      Eden gave a mock gasp, eyes twinkling mischievously. “I merely attempted to rescue him from endless village gossip.”

      “Indeed, and she succeeded admirably,” Gabriel interjected smoothly, amusement playing at his lips. “Eden’s conversation was infinitely preferable to village gossip.”

      Thomas laughed heartily, seemingly oblivious to the subtle tension crackling between them.

      Eden fought the sudden urge to explain away her flushed cheeks and racing heart, masking her emotions behind a bright, practiced smile.

      “You must join us later at Thornton Hall. Mother insists on welcoming you home properly,” Thomas said.

      Gabriel inclined his head graciously. “It would be my honor.”

      Thomas glanced briefly between them, eyes narrowing slightly. “Well then, I shall leave you to your stroll.”

      “Indeed.” Gabriel offered a nod.

      With a teasing bow toward his sister, Thomas retreated into the crowd.

      “Your brother has not changed, I see.”

      “Neither have you,” Eden replied, daring a smile. “You still charm your way through every conversation.”

      His gaze softened, emerald eyes piercing hers. For a heartbeat, Eden wondered if she merely imagined the intensity there. If her yearning colored the moment with more meaning than it deserved.

      “Not every conversation, Eden. Just the ones that truly matter,” he said.

      A flush of heat spread through her, and she forced herself to speak lightly. “Then I shall endeavor to keep our conversations suitably important.”

      Gabriel smiled softly, a look that made Eden’s pulse quicken. A quiet hope flickered within her, fragile yet persistent. The hope that this time, he might stay.

      “I look forward to that immensely,” he said.

      Overhead, the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting a rich amber glow across the village green. A cool whisper of evening air stirred the ribbons on the stalls, brushing against Eden’s cheeks like a delicate caress, and she felt, deep in her chest, that the return of Gabriel Langley had set something in motion she was not certain she could resist.
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      Eden leaned against the smooth stone balustrade of Thornton Hall’s expansive terrace, gazing thoughtfully into the moonlit gardens below. The air was still, but her mind churned with restless thoughts. The garden’s beauty, with its silver-lit roses and softly rustling leaves, offered a serene contrast to the unrest stirring within her. Eden’s mind was a tempest of questions and quiet yearning, cloaked by the tranquil moonlight. Gabriel’s unexpected return had unsettled her more than she cared to admit. The sight of him tonight, familiar yet changed—the boy she remembered, shadowed now by a man marked with distance and time.

      Music drifted from inside the grand house, where guests twirled across the floor, celebrating Gabriel’s return. Eden’s heart, however, felt anything but festive. Each moment spent in his company stirred emotions she had long tried to bury beneath childhood memories. Emotions she had hidden out of duty to her family, fear of the consequences, and the deep loyalty she owed her brother, who had once warned her against dreaming too freely.

      She pressed a hand to her flushed cheeks, willing her racing heart to calm. Gabriel had always carried an effortless charm, the kind that made even the most guarded heart lean closer. And tonight, it unsettled her more than ever. The moment he appeared, her pulse surged, and thoughts she had long buried surged to the surface—dangerous, tempting notions that left her breathless. Her duty was to find a suitable gentleman, and her family wished for her to marry her current suitor, Mr. Price.

      Still, her heart sang when Gabriel came near.

      “I thought I might find you here.”

      Eden’s breath caught as Gabriel’s deep voice drifted toward her through the gentle night air. Turning slowly, she found him standing at the terrace entrance, silhouetted against the soft glow from inside. A bittersweet pang tightened her chest, the sight of him framed in golden light stirring both awe and an aching sense of loss. He looked like a dream conjured from her loneliest nights. Almost close enough to touch, yet infinitely out of reach. His black hair was tousled lightly, emerald eyes bright beneath dark lashes.

      “Gabriel,” she greeted softly, striving for composure. “Are you enjoying your party?”

      He stepped forward, closing the distance between them effortlessly. “It is lovely, though truthfully, somewhat overwhelming.”

      Eden smiled softly. “You always preferred solitude over-crowded rooms.”

      He nodded slowly, moving to lean against the balustrade beside her, gazing thoughtfully out over the gardens. “Indeed. I find crowds can rarely match the charm of quiet contemplation.”

      A soft breeze stirred the scent of roses between them, weaving through the hush like a fragile thread, amplifying the unspoken yearning that neither dared to voice. Eden’s fingers brushed against Gabriel’s hand where it rested on the balustrade, a fleeting touch that sent a jolt through her, like a spark reigniting embers long buried. A rush of memory and longing surged forth unbidden, stirring something raw and intimate within her. She pulled back quickly, cheeks warming, heart thundering with the weight of all she dared not say.

      Words hovered unspoken on Eden’s lips. A confession she dared not voice. She longed to tell him how no suitor had ever measured against the boy who had once carried her from a fall. How no smile stirred her heart as his did. But the weight of duty sealed the words inside her.

      Eden traced the edge of the balustrade with her fingertip, the cool stone grounding her even as her heart fluttered wildly. Gabriel shifted closer, his sleeve brushing hers and sending a shiver up her spine, though neither spoke. Eden stole a glance at his profile, noting the shadow of stubble along his jaw and the weary set of his broad shoulders.

      “You seem troubled,” she murmured gently.

      Gabriel turned toward her slightly, eyes meeting hers. The intensity within them took her breath away. Yet it was the emotion behind that gaze that truly unnerved her. Was it regret she saw? Affection? Or perhaps a restraint that mirrored her own? The questions tangled in her chest, tightening the space between heartbeats.

      “Returning here has stirred memories. Some fond, others less so.”

      “I am sorry,” Eden whispered softly, aching for the sadness she glimpsed in his eyes.

      His smile was gentle, reassuring. “Do not be. It is not all unpleasant. Some of these memories bring unexpected comfort.”

      Their gazes locked, holding for a moment longer than propriety dictated. Her pulse raced, warmth spreading through her at his nearness. She forced herself to look away, reminding herself firmly of the boundaries that must exist between them.

      “Your brother has mentioned several suitors,” Gabriel ventured carefully, his voice strained. “Do you favor any of them?”

      Eden laughed softly, shaking her head. “Not particularly. I find most gentlemen lack... substance. Still, my family has their opinions.”

      Gabriel chuckled quietly. “High standards, Lady Eden?”

      “Realistic ones,” she retorted gently, casting him a playful glance. “Not every woman seeks empty charm and idle flattery.”

      “Indeed,” Gabriel replied softly, voice thickening slightly. “I suppose some prefer truth and genuine feeling.”

      Eden’s heart stumbled. She opened her mouth to reply when a sudden movement in the doorway caught her attention.

      Thomas stood there, his expression unreadable. “Gabriel, a word?”

      Gabriel straightened slowly, offering her an apologetic glance before following Thomas back inside.

      Eden lingered on the terrace, heart heavy with confusion and longing. Her mind drifted back to a blissful afternoon years ago when she and Gabriel had raced across the meadow behind Thornton Hall, their laughter blending with the whisper of the wind. She fell, scraping her knee, and he rushed back, lifting her gently into his arms despite her protests.

      She remembered the way he had looked at her then—protective, tender—and how something had shifted quietly in her heart. That single glance had felt like a promise, stirring an emotion both exhilarating and terrifying. It was the first moment she realized she loved him, though she had buried that truth deep within herself, afraid of what it might mean, of how it changed everything that had once seemed so innocent. Now, as she stood beneath the indifferent stars, Eden wondered whether that boy still lived within the man who had returned, or whether time and distance had forged an impenetrable wall between them.

      She tilted her head back to gaze at the stars scattered across the velvet sky, seeking answers among their distant light. The cool night air thickened around her, carrying the sharp scent of blooming roses and damp earth. Shadows crept along the terrace stones, stretching and merging as if the night itself conspired to cloak her in uncertainty.

      A chill brushed across her bare shoulders, and Eden hugged herself, feeling the weight of solitude settle deeper into her soul. She had felt something real, something powerful between herself and Gabriel. Yet now, alone under the soft moonlight, she questioned her heart’s wisdom.

      She straightened, determinedly smoothing her gown and lifting her chin proudly, even as a treacherous flicker of hope rose unbidden within her. She knew too well how dangerous hope could be. How it could blind and wound, promising dreams that reality was rarely kind enough to grant. Gabriel was dangerous to her peace of mind, perhaps even her heart. She would guard herself carefully, maintaining the boundaries that duty and familial loyalty demanded.

      She steeled herself by recalling Gabriel’s years abroad—the dangers, the scandals whispered among the ton, the way he had abandoned her, and reminded herself that any entanglement could not only endanger her heart but also risk her reputation.

      Gabriel was not for her. She would continue to entertain Mr. Price’s suit. Eden would honor her family.

      But even as she made this silent vow, she knew, deep in her heart, how difficult it would be to keep.

      

      Thomas guided Gabriel toward the quiet privacy of the study, shutting the door firmly behind them. The room carried the rich scent of leather and parchment, a reminder of the many secrets and solemn promises exchanged within these walls. Gabriel glanced around, recalling nights spent here as a boy, plotting harmless mischief with Thomas and, later, clashing with his father over reckless choices. One memory, in particular, surfaced. The night he had impulsively wagered half his inheritance on a single horse race, and lost. Thomas had stood by him then, covering his debts discreetly, but the shame of that folly had never fully faded. It was a reminder of the boy he had been.

      Gabriel noted the tension radiating from his friend’s shoulders, a foreboding settling heavily in his chest.

      “Gabriel,” Thomas began, his tone firm but controlled, “I must speak plainly. Eden is my sister.”

      Gabriel inclined his head, eyes serious. “I am aware.”

      Thomas’s gaze hardened slightly. “Then you understand my concern regarding your attention toward her.”

      Gabriel paused, measuring his response carefully. “My intentions are honorable, Thomas.”

      “Are they?” Thomas challenged sharply, moving closer. “I know you well, Gabriel. Your charm, your magnetism. Eden has always been impressionable where you are concerned.”

      Gabriel bristled slightly, struggling to maintain composure. A vivid memory of Eden as a little girl, her hand tucked trustingly into his, flashed before his eyes—an image that sharpened the guilt twisting inside him. He had made promises then, whispered vows of protection, never imagining how complicated such pledges could become with time. “She is no longer a child, Thomas.”
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