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      London - May 1816

      

      Standing at the edge of the ballroom, Elise felt like an outsider. Fidgeting with her gloves, she watched the others dance, uncertain what to do with herself as she waited for the next set to begin. Slowly moving backward into the shadow of the potted palm she had intentionally placed herself next to, Elise sought to camouflage herself, making her impending exit less noticeable. You are a confident and capable woman, she reminded herself. You have every right to be here and are no less worthy of a match simply because you are three and twenty.

      It was ridiculous that Elise should feel so out of place. Yes, she was making her debut into society a full five years later than most, but Elise had experienced much more in life than many of the young women who had also come out this season. The glitz and extravagance of the ballroom—a world away from the sickroom where she had spent so many years caring for her mother—was overwhelming. She felt ill at ease making small talk with others and found the scandals many of the other debutants liked to discuss petty compared to the weightiness of life and death she had existed within for so many years.

      Shaking her head at her uncertainty, Elise reasoned that hiding away and avoiding the small talk she found so tedious was acceptable for the next little while. Promising herself to remain fully engaged with the gentlemen she had promised to dance with later in the evening, she rationalized it was a fair compromise for stepping away now.

      Inching toward the door on her left, Elise attempted to make her escape but was stopped short after colliding rather spectacularly with a footman holding a tray of refreshments. At the impact, she spun around and watched in horror as the young man tried to keep the tray balanced and the contents from landing all over the floor, but his efforts were to no avail. A large crash sounded as champagne flutes shattered on the marble floor, immediately drawing the eyes of everyone in the vicinity.

      Elise stood frozen as the guests closest to her began tittering at her expense. She noticed Lady Priscilla, the eldest daughter of the Marquess of Wrexham, lift a hand to cover her gleeful smile before whispering to a friend while staring in her direction. Of course, it had to be Lady Priscilla, widely known for her proclivity to gossip and possessing a sharp tongue, who was present to witness her humiliation.

      Hearing a groan of pain from the footman, Elise’s attention was drawn back to the scene where she noticed him cradling his arm awkwardly. She realized one of the broken champaign glasses must have cut him, noticing a bloom of red blood saturating his shirt cuff. Reacting without thinking, she fell with ease into the practiced role of caretaker, feeling like herself for the first time all evening and knowing precisely what to do.

      “Come with me, we need to wrap your arm,” Elise said briskly. The footman nodded, face pale, and followed her down the hall, complying at her no-nonsense tone, while clutching his arm to his chest. She opened a few doors before finding a small drawing room that had been set up as a staging area for the ball. Several side tables held pitchers filled with water and other beverages, and stacks of napkins were laid out alongside platters with hors d’oeuvres.

      Another footmen rushed into the room after them and frowned at the sight of his injured colleague with whom she had collided. “Peter, what did you do?” the newly arrived footman asked in an accusatory tone.

      “I’m afraid it is my fault,” Elise spoke up, grabbing a napkin off the top of the pile. She did not want the young man to be reprimanded for what had most definitely been her fault. “I was not watching where I was going, and I ran into Peter.” She gave Peter a small smile, trying to convey her apology before reverting to crisis mode. “I’m afraid he has cut his arm and it will need attention,” she said, directing her attention back to the healthy footman. “Can you please go find the medical kit? We will need to clean out and possibly stitch up the wound.” Not bothering to see if he had obeyed her directive, she placed the napkin on Peter’s arm and applied pressure to stem the bleeding.

      “We’ll need to remove your jacket,” Elise instructed a moment later once the bleeding had slowed. Following her direction, Peter winced as he tried to lift his injured arm. “Here, let me help.”

      Immediately moving to stand behind him, Elise helped ease the jacket off. After rolling up his shirt sleeve to expose the cut, she knelt before him and dampened a napkin to clean the area and better assess the damage when a commotion broke the silence of the room.

      “There,” exclaimed a triumphant feminine voice from the doorway. “I told you I saw her slink off alone with a man.”

      “Young lady, what is the meaning of this?” demanded another voice.

      Still applying pressure to the footman’s arm, Elise twisted towards the door to see a small group of social elites of the ton gathered, all gawping at the sight of her daring to touch a servant’s bare arm. And standing smugly at the front was none other than Lady Priscilla herself, looking much like the cat who had caught the canary.

      “I saw her taking his clothes off,” Lady Priscilla continued in feigned outrage. “Really, Lady Elise, a servant? I expected better of you.” The last was said with a look of disgust for the benefit of her audience. A chorus of mixed gasps and titters followed her haughty proclamation.

      Realizing at once that she was in a position which appeared compromising, Elise tried to defend herself. “It’s not what it looks like,” Elise stated firmly but quietly, moderating her voice to appear calm. “This young man was injured when I ran into him, and I am simply trying to see that he is attended to.”

      “Then you should have called for help, not left yourself open to compromise. Attending to a half-dressed houseboy alone? Really, it’s too much,” said Priscilla’s irate mother, Lady Wrexham, pointing a glare Elise’s way as she made her damning pronouncement. “This is hardly proper behavior for a young, unattached woman,” she added, placing the final nail in Elise’s coffin.

      “I did ask for assistance,” Elise responded, valiantly trying to regain control of the scene. “Another footman went to fetch medical supplies so I might sew up the cut. He should be returning any moment,” she added practically.

      “I’m afraid it’s too late to make this appear acceptable,” Lady Wrexham admonished. “Your benevolence has outweighed your common sense, Lady Elise. You must know you have quite ruined yourself.”
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      Dorset Coast, England - September 1819

      

      Straightening from her crouched posture over the tomato plants, Elise let out a groan. Bracing her hands against the small of her back, she rubbed her fingers in small circles trying to loosen the muscles that had cramped while picking the last fruits from the vine. Taking a moment to appreciate the gorgeous day before fall weather moved in and firmly took hold, she stretched her arms above her head and twisted her body about. Working out further kinks, anyone seeing her might think she resembled a cat contorting itself to catch every possible drop of sun.

      Picking up her basket filled with the last dregs of the gardens summer bounty, Elise headed back into the kitchen. The preserving during this time of the year was endless. While she would never complain about the results, as she enjoyed eating fruits and vegetables in the winter months, presently the thought of peeling one more tomato made her want to cry from the sheer tedium of it all.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got,” Nora said as Elise placed the basket on the table next to the cutting board where the housekeeper was hard at work. “I’ve placed a pot on to boil, so let’s score these quickly and get them in to blanch and be ready for peeling.”

      Elise saw the glass jars lined up and glinting in the afternoon sunlight, waiting to be filled and sealed, and sitting down next to Nora, she diligently picked up a knife, starting to work on the tomatoes. “There are some green ones at the bottom, we can fry them up for supper. “They were just too beautiful to let go to waste,” she shared with Nora. “I’ve stripped the plants down, as new growth has halted with the colder nights. I’ll ask Jed to help me take cuttings and plant them in the greenhouse. I want to see if we can make them keep producing until next spring.”

      As Nora nodded in agreement, Elise marveled at how drastically her life had changed over the past three years. Her peers would have shuddered at the thought of assisting with kitchen work. Though she complained, she was more content here completing the chores of daily life than she had ever been in a ballroom. She had managed to create a comfortable home for herself here along the Dorset Coast, and she couldn’t help but worry that with a new earl in charge, it may now be imperiled.

      “Any word from Cliff House?” she asked Nora, her fear clear in her voice.

      “Don’t you worry,” Nora answered patting her stilled hand. “The new Lord Weston is a good man, he’ll not throw you out, as he has no reason to.”

      “How well do you know him?” Elise asked, seized by curiosity regarding her new landlord. She was anxious to learn about the character of the man who could evict her from the dower house on a whim. As Lord Weston returned to Dorset to fulfill the duties of his title, she worried he may wish to move his newly widowed mother into the very house where she had found refuge.

      “Well enough,” Nora said. “Though he’s been away for a long time now, he made quite an impression on Jed and I when he was a young man.” She continued working her knife methodically through the produce before her as she began to reminisce. “He was always kindly to me, and he cared about the people on the land here. Quite intelligent too, always wanting to try some new way of working with the land, wanting to make life easier for the folk who rely on it.”

      “He can’t have cared too much since he all but abandoned the place for close to two decades,” Elise grumbled. “He’s certainly never shown his face since I’ve been here, even with his father so ill.” She questioned how much the new lord could really care about what happened here if he had been absent so long. The obvious lack of affection toward his family did not bode well for her prospects of remaining in the house. She could not imagine him wanting to share a home with his presumably estranged mother after being away for so long.

      “Not being present doesn’t mean he does not care,” Nora replied as she carried the prepared tomatoes over to the stove. “It was ill will between him and his father that kept him away, not a lack of care. I know you are anxious dear,” Nora continued gently, “but I don’t believe he will make a change without learning the situation first.” Nora walked over and gently stroked Elise’s hair and she leaned into the woman’s quiet strength. “There, there, don’t you fret. I’m sure his lordship will be by soon, but he has a lot to manage at present. I’ve got these tomatoes in hand, why don’t you go and collect the last of the blackberries?”

      Smiling, knowing she was being dismissed so Nora could more effectively finish the work while not also needing to placate her, Elise rose and affectionately kissed the housekeepers head before making her way toward the far end of the garden with basket in hand. Walking along the path that led to the berry bushes lining the fence at the back end of the property, she contemplated what her sister, Marianne, would think of her new life. Though she had been away from her family for almost three years, she corresponded with her sister regularly and her father on occasion. She tried to explain what her life was like day to day, but it was hard to do the details justice when this world was so vastly different from her aristocratic upbringing. And though she knew they both still loved her, there was an underlying awkwardness, with her father especially, as they were unsure how to support her after the events of the ball.

      Elise imagined Marianne would enjoy having more freedom as she did now and moving around as she wished, not worrying about appearances or being chaperoned. However, self-sufficiency could prove difficult for her. It was hard adjusting to doing so many tasks for oneself after being used to servants providing almost everything. Elise relished being active and the feeling of accomplishment that came with knowing she had put in a good day’s work, but Marianne had always been quieter, content to sit and be idle.  Transitioning to a more independent life, while challenging, had also been freeing for her and gave a sense of purpose, similar to when she cared for her mother, that life in the ton had lacked.

      While Elise still felt ill remembering her ruination and the aftermath, she did not regret that it had happened. She had always felt stifled by the rules of polite society which were intended to protect young ladies and keep them pure and innocent. What it really amounted to was not allowing young women any space for personal happiness, or room to develop their own interests and skills as they were confined to a very narrow idea of what was acceptable. Straying from the path may have invited scrutiny and condemnation as there was no room for individuality allowed, but castigation from the ton granted Elise the space to discover her passions.

      Elise found a strength she didn’t know she possessed when forced into a new reality, finding what really mattered to her and who she was when not forced into the mold of a perfect society maiden destined for the marriage market. The mental space she gained when her emotional capacity was no longer consumed by fears of transgressing the rules of the ton and what could happen if she did not follow them exactly was freeing. Yes, she had grown a strong core while acting as nursemaid to her mother, but needing to fend for oneself in a world that was not made for unattached woman to navigate on their own made her resilient, and she fought hard to make a place for herself in this new landscape.

      Elise’s father had supported her in the only way he was able, giving her the funds that allowed her to set up a home here in Dorset when he didn’t know what else to do for her. She loved living near the wild coast and felt freer than she ever had in the city. Establishing a home here had taken time and hard work, but after almost three years, she felt as much a part of the community as she could given her standing. The fact that her ability to remain was now threatened by Lord Weston’s arrival made her feel vulnerable all over again. While she knew she had the fortitude to withstand change should she be forced to leave, she desperately wished to cling to the peace she had found.

      Reaching for the bushes before her, Elise directed her ire at the berries, ripping them from the bushes and throwing them in the basket. Thinking about how she was once again powerless, she hated that her future was out of her hands and at the whim of a man belonging to the peerage. Regardless of Nora’s reassurances that the new earl was in fact a reasonable person, she did not trust that any lord would have her best interests at heart. As she could not advocate for herself without a husband or her father’s protection to represent her interests, she needed to rely on the grace of those around her, having no right by law as a single woman. Yes, she had drawn up a rent contract for the property with the former earl, but as she had signed on her own behalf, it was not legally binding and was upheld only by common agreement between parties. If Lord Weston did not feel compelled to honor his father’s business agreements, she would have to appeal to his better nature. Suspicious that the man even possessed one, she would be forced to lower herself to try and win him over. Elise felt her self-respect slip even contemplating the notion.

      Clouded by anger and lost in thought, Elise did not hear the horse approaching the fence line until it was practically upon her. Quickly straightening to see who was approaching, her abrupt motion startled the mount. The horse reared up at her motion and the rider clung to the reigns, cursing while regaining control and contorted his body so as not to fall off the horse’s back. A hare, startled by the commotion, darted from the underbrush shortly after and the agitated horse bolted, throwing the rider forcefully into the blackberry bushes.
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      “Damnation!” Reid yelled as he watched the horse run away. Pushing down to raise his body, he hissed feeling the blackberry thorns pierce the tender pad of his palm and a jolt of pain shot through his left leg as he regained his footing. He quickly realized that in the fight to gain control of the horse he must have twisted his bad leg, straining it even more than extended riding usually did. Raising his arm to reposition his hat which had gone askew in his tumble, he gasped as a long, deep scratch running down the inside of his left forearm opened and began to bleed.

      This was absolutely the last thing Reid needed. Adjusting to his new title as the sixth Earl of Weston, being known as Captain Reid Claybourn only a few weeks ago, was plenty for him to deal with already. It was a terrible time for him to return to his newly inherited estate, as he was trying to monitor events surrounding the Peterloo Massacre.

      The previous month in Manchester, over a dozen people had been killed during a peaceful demonstration for parliamentary reform when the magistrates sent in a cavalry, fearing the crowd of sixty thousand people. The chaos which ensued had injured hundreds and enflamed the country. As an elected member of Parliament in the House of Commons, Reid had been trying to calm many of his Tory colleagues who were hell-bent on suppressing any talk of reform. It was proving difficult within the already tense political climate, heightened even more after the recent upheaval.

      Now back in Dorset, his father laid to rest and transfer of the title handled, Reid had decided to ride around the edges of the estate while wrapping his mind around his new responsibilities for the land and those who depended on it. While he had always cared about the place and these people, the very last thing he wanted was to be wrenched away from his political work in London when things were coming to a head. Now, getting injured only made him feel even less in control of his present circumstances.

      “Are you alright?” came a startled, feminine, voice from nearby. Grasping his arm to staunch the blood flow, Reid looked up and saw a beautiful young woman peering at him with large, concerned brown eyes from the other side of the hedgerow. “That was quite the tumble. Let me take a look at you” she said. Rushing toward the gate as she spoke, she lifted her skirts to allow for an increased pace and reached him momentarily. Dropping her basket of berries, she boldly grabbed his arm before he could say a word in protest.

      “I’m quite alright,” Reid said with a wince as her probing fingers hit a tender spot. “There is no need to fuss,” he added automatically. Always one to stoically take care of himself, as he had learned to do, it was Reid’s nature to bristle at offered assistance.

      “Sir, you are injured,” she replied, not heeding his protestations. “Come into the house and I’ll get you fixed up.” With a no-nonsense demeanor, she picked up her basket and turned, making her way back toward the dower house as if she owned it herself rather than him. Why on earth would someone be living in the dower house? Confused, Reid still had not made a move forward. Realizing he was not following, the woman stopped and motioned him forward with an impatient flick of her hand.

      Reid tried to make sense of who this woman could be. While dressed in finer quality than most of the villagers and tenants in the area, neither was she dressed as a lady. She was completing mundane household tasks, which made him wonder if she was a housekeeper for whomever was inhabiting the residence, but she was comparatively much too young to hold such a position, estimating her to be still in her twenties. Puzzled over what exactly was going on at this end of the estate, he was startled back to the present when she called out to him to hurry. Looking up, he realized she was yards away, standing by the back door to the kitchen. Though Reid was loath to accept her help—he did need to go find and reclaim the blasted horse he had borrowed—his curiosity over the situation won out. As he approached the house, voices could be heard from inside, and a moment later, a face from his past appeared in the doorway.

      “My lord, is that you?” asked Nora at the sight of Reid. Just past her, he saw the woman from before visibly stiffen at her question.

      “Nora? What on earth are you doing here?” Reid couldn’t believe it was really her. Nora and her husband, Jed, started working on his father’s estate when he was still a young man off at Eaton. Nora worked in the kitchen while Jed was the land manager’s right-hand man. Reid had grown to love them over the many summer school breaks he spent at home. Jed always made himself available to answer questions about the estate and best practices for working the land, and Nora kept him company when he hid in the kitchens to avoid his father. He had felt more loved by them than he had ever felt by his own family.

      Reid walked forward into Nora’s open arms, to welcome him in an embrace. And for a moment, he felt like a safe and loved young man again. Quickly pulling back, feeling foolish for allowing such a sentimental display, he could not hide his astonishment at seeing her again. “What are you doing here?” he repeated. “My mother told me that you and Jed no longer worked for her, I didn’t know if I would see you again. How is it you’re here at the dower house?”

      Nora reached up and patted his cheek as if he were still seventeen and not a fully grown man of almost forty. “We don’t work for your family anymore, my lord. We came to help run the house for Lady Elise when your father rented it out to her three years ago,” she said, gesturing toward the young woman.

      Surprised by the news that his father had let the property, Reid glanced at Lady Elise. Observing his reunion with Nora, she had a strange look on her face, as if she didn’t know what to make of him. He understood the sentiment as he was also curious to know more about her. Why was a lady living here, and what was she doing comporting herself as if she had an active role in running the house?

      “Come my lord,” Lady Elise said in a clipped tone. “Please have a seat at the table and I will see to your wounds.”

      Out of a desire for answers more than a wish to obey, Reid took in his surroundings as he walked to the table. The room looked like a large pantry, containing bins of potatoes and onions and shelves lined with jars of preserved fruits and vegetables. However, as he looked more closely, off to the side by the back door was a workspace with items reminiscent of an apothecary shop. Neatly arranged on a long table beneath the window was a mortar and pestle, vessels filled with dried flowers and herbs, and jars of salves and ointments.

      “I really should go and find the horse,” he said, having no desire to be fussed over, even though his throbbing forearm was still bleeding from the cut he had sustained.

      “I’ll send Jed out for the horse,” Nora spoke up. “You just sit and let Lady Elise take care of you. She knows what she’s about.”

      Entranced, Reid watched the lady gracefully move about the space while gathering supplies. Though beautiful, she did not resemble any lady he had seen in society. Though her clothing was of fine quality as he had observed earlier, it was cut to be more practical that flattering, having no embellishments. Nothing about her person was ornamental in the slightest. Her glossy mahogany hair was gathered in a braid and wrapped around her head, looking like a crown as it laid atop her brow. While a becoming look on her, her hair style was not of fashion, and he was sure it was a conscious decision to keep her hair off her face as she worked rather than for aesthetic reasons.

      Reid noticed her figure as she bent over to retrieve some bandages from a cupboard. She was at once both softer and stronger than the women he had encountered in polite society. He was pleased to see she was shapely and had a bosom and stomach with just a bit of padding, as if she were not concerned about remaining thin—unlike the countless women he knew who refused to indulge in pastries at tea, wishing to maintain the svelte form that was fashionable at the moment. She also had arms that were toned and strong from labor, not soft and pale as many ladies possessed from lifting little more than a sewing needle.

      Setting down a large, shallow bowl filled with warm water, Lady Elise sat down beside Reid and held her hand out for his arm. Her manner was all business, not looking at him as she began to push up his sleeve. Muttering indecipherably under her breath, she shook her head. “You’ll need to take off your jacket. It’s cut too tightly for me to access your arm.”

      Standing, Lady Elise helped him ease out of the coat so his arm would not be jostled too greatly in the process. Settling down again, she gently rolled up the ruined sleeve of his fine linen shirt and picked up his arm. Sucking in a breath at the sight of the angry cut, she shook her head again. “This may sting a bit,” she said as she poured something into the water. Soaking a cloth, she placed it against his arm to clean out the wound.

      Reid gritted his teeth at the burn as she delicately pressed and prodded at the cut to remove the debris and splinters from the fence post that had caused the damage. Now cleaned, the bleeding had almost stopped, and he watched as she bent her head close to the arm, examining the edges of the torn skin more closely, scouring for any remaining particles. His skin tingled from the touch of her fluttering fingertips which hovered over his skin so lightly, he wondered if she had even touched him at all, even as he simultaneously felt the grip of her supporting hand like a brand. Leaning in ever so slightly, he drew closer to the crown of her head and breathed in a sweet floral and herbal scent wafting from her hair.

      Lady Elise looked up from beneath her long, dark lashes at the same moment. Eyes widening, she seemed startled to find him so close, and Reid was drawn into their deep, chocolate brown depths. As their eyes connected, he was lost in her gaze and noticed they were not just brown, but held flecks of cinnamon and gold in their umber depths, making the brown that much richer, and the lashes framing them lent an elegance to her face. Catching her breath at the intimacy of the moment, she looked away from him, breaking the contact, and returned to her detached manner.

      “It’s rather deep next to your elbow, I’d like to place a few stitches before wrapping the arm,” Lady Elise said.

      Reid nodded his permission, too bewildered by the emotions she was stirring in him to speak. He watched her in silence as she gathered a few jars along with a needle and thread.

      “This will numb the skin so you won’t feel the needle as acutely,” she said calmly while scooping out salve from one of the jars before massaging it around the wound, avoiding looking at him directly again.

      Reid had never heard of such a thing, but as she went about sterilizing the needle in a candle flame and cutting a length of thread, he felt the stinging subside. If he had not observed the needle piercing his skin, he wouldn’t have known she had started the procedure. Incredible.

      “Where did you learn to do all this?” Reid asked, curious as to how a lady of the aristocracy would know how to tend to a wound.

      “I took care of my mother for several years while she was ill,” Lady Elise responded, eyes firmly set on her work.

      “Yes, but nursing is different from doctoring,” he persisted in his questioning. “I’ve never encountered a numbing cream before. How did you learn it would do that?”

      “I did not trust the doctor to see to my mother’s comfort, so I began to read books from my father’s library. Looking for ways to ease her pain, I researched the medicinal qualities of many plants, and with the help of a local nurse and Nora, I learned how to make soothing creams and tonics.” She picked up another jar and started to spread a lightly scented mixture over the entirety of the cut. “This will help soothe the injured flesh and prevent infection,” she said, wrapping his arm in a clean length of cotton.

      “Thank you,” Reid said, not knowing quite how to read the woman in front of him. She merely gave a curt nod, still refusing to look at him. Other than their brief moment of connection, he’d felt a distinct chill from her ever since Nora had referred to him as ‘my lord’. Though her touch was tender as she cared for him, her stiff posture made it clear she did so out of obligation and nothing more.

      “Have I done something to offend you?” he asked, vexed as to why she seemed to be upset with him when he did not even know her.

      “Not at all, Lord Weston,” Lady Elise answered, letting him know she knew exactly who he was, even though Nora had never called him by his full title. She then completely shocked him by stating, “I’m just hoping you won’t kick me out of my house.”
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      Elise could hardly believe that the man sitting in front of her was whom she was now dependent upon. She had been too shocked by his sudden appearance and tumble to initially wonder who he was, her concern more focused on tending to his injury as was her instinct. When Nora had recognized him and referred to him as ‘my lord’, she had been so shocked you could have pushed her over with a feather.

      Once the shock had worn off, Elise’s fear had returned, making her close off her emotions while dealing with the man. She was not surprised he had noticed her cool demeanor and had questioned her about it. Her coping mechanism when it came to uncertainty was to shut down and draw into herself. Resenting she was not in control of her situation, she had been detached, and he was reading it as resentment towards him personally.

      Realizing her blunt statement had rendered the man temporarily speechless, Elise sought to reframe the situation, saying, “I apologize for being so forward, my lord. I recognize you must be dealing with a lot, having lost your father so recently, but I’m feeling rather unsure of my place at the moment. You hold my fate in your hands, as you have the right to break the rental agreement I made with your father for the dower house. I apologize if I came off as rude.” She dropped her head as she finished speaking, as she didn’t wish to see how he would react to her vulnerability.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I was unaware of the agreement you had with my father, so I apologize if my presence caused you distress.” With a small laugh, he added, “But it does answer my question as to why someone other than the dowager countess is living in the dower house.”

      Surprised that he had not known of the arrangement, Elise looked at him again. “You mean you did not come here in order to evict me?” Relief flooded her at the thought.

      “No, I was simply riding around the estate after tiring from trying to make sense of my father’s records when my bloody borrowed horse threw me at your mercy. I was unaware he had let the house. I’m quite surprised actually.” He smiled at her and it was entirely disarming. Why he should make her feel fluttery she could not understand. Looking at his handsome face, she spotted a small cut near his temple in need of mending.

      Before she could return to cleaning his scratches, Nora re-entered the kitchen. “My lord, Jed finally found your horse and returned him to the stable. He’s rather jittery still and will need time to calm before you jump back on him. Why don’t you stay here for dinner? I’ll send our errand boy up to Cliff House with a note so they know where you are.”

      “I don’t want to impose,” he said to Nora before turning to look at Elise, searching for her feelings on the matter.

      After a beat, Elise realized everyone was waiting for her approval as the head of household. Although she could appeal to his good nature and show him the property improvements if he stayed for dinner, in her flustered state, she was inclined to end their interaction. But there was only one thing she could do if she wanted to remain in his good graces. With a forced smile, she said, “It would not be an imposition, my lord. Please do stay, we have plenty from the last of the summer fruits and vegetables.”

      “If you are sure,” he said, still looking at her. Ruffled, she gave a simple nod.

      “Well, that’s settled then,” Nora said with a satisfied smile. “It will be nice to catch up with you, Lord Weston.”

      Needing a task to re-center herself, Elise turned toward Lord Weston and focused on what she was good at—healing. “I need to clean the scratches on your face, my lord, and then you can rest before dinner.” She wetted a clean cloth and stood to better angle herself as she dabbed the dried blood on his temple, realizing all too late that her breasts were now level with, and in close proximity to, his face. Not one to blush easily, she felt her cheeks grow warm.

      He winced when she applied pressure to a small lump that was forming. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You must have hit your head when you went down. I’ll clean it quickly.” Elise noticed a thin scar running from his temple down to his cheek as she finished wiping off the dirt and dried blood, and she could not resist unconsciously tracing a light path over the scar with her finger. Hearing him draw in a sharp breath at her touch, she realized what she was doing and quickly withdrew her hand. “I’m sorry,” she repeated, not able to find any other words. Picking up the salve she had used on his arm, she gently rubbed a bit into the affected area.

      Standing this close to him it was impossible to ignore how attractive Lord Weston was. His coloring mirrored her own and he had dark brown hair that matched his expressive brown eyes. He had a sharp jawline and high cheekbones that were highlighted by the shadow of a beard, already appearing though she assumed he shaved daily like most men of his station. It was the crinkles around his eyes and faint lines around his mouth etched from laughter that drew her interest, however. Those lines told the story of a man who could give himself over to mirth. But the lines across his forehead showed years of furrowing it in the face of strife. Silver was beginning to thread through his temples, only making him more handsome, and Elise tentatively brushed her fingers through the sparkling strands.

      “I need to make sure there are not any other scratches,” she fibbed to cover for her improper action. At the feel of her fingers massaging his scalp, he closed his eyes, and she felt him lean almost imperceptibly into the touch. Her breath quickened at his reaction, but she continued carding her fingers through his hair until she heard Nora walk into the kitchen, breaking her from the almost trance-like state she had fallen into. Jerking her hand back, she straightened, having unknowingly leaned in closer to his body. “I didn’t find any more scratches,” she forced out, trying to maintain an even voice. “Your injury should heal nicely within a few days.”

      Turning away, she began gathering the supplies but was distracted by the movement of his muscular forearm as he rolled his sleeve back down. “I’ll give you a jar of the salve to take with you. Reapply it to your head and arm daily and be sure to re-wrap the arm in clean bandage each morning.” While reciting the instructions for his care, it struck Elise that this situation strongly mirrored what had occurred with the footman in the ballroom, leading to her ruination and present circumstances, and a small, somewhat desperate, laugh escaped her before she could contain it at the irony of the situation.

      “What is it?” Weston asked, clearly wondering what had prompted such an outburst from her.

      “I was just realizing, my lord, that this is remarkably like the situation that ruined me,” she said without thinking. He abruptly stopped buttoning his cuff and stared at her in astonishment at her announcement, opening his mouth to inquire further when Jed burst into room.

      “Weston!” the middle-aged man exclaimed before vigorously pumping his lordship’s hand and slapping him on the back. “We’d heard you had returned, but it’s good to see you in person.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Jed. It’s been too long,” the earl said, beaming. “I’ve missed the place.” Weston went to take a step forward, and both Jed and Elise noticed him grimace as his footing faltered slightly. She instinctively reached forward to support him, but he raised his hand, halting her. “It’s just an old war injury acting up—I’m fine.”

      Not heeding Weston’s tone which implied finality on the subject, Jed muttered, “Yes, I heard about Waterloo.”

      The atmosphere grew uncomfortable, the earl clearly uneasy at the topic, and Elise stepped in. “Jed, why don’t you show his lordship around so he can see what good work you’ve done to the place and he can check on his horse. Nora and I will finish preparing dinner while the two of you catch up.” Weston shot her a look of gratitude, and the two men made their way out, the earl limping slightly.

      Turning toward the kitchen, Elise gave Nora a smile she did not completely feel and started chopping an onion while Nora silently prepared a blackberry pie, allowing her mind to wander regarding their guest.

      Elise was not sure what to make of the man—he was not what she was expecting. He seemed a bit rougher around the edges than she would expect for a nobleman, but maybe that came from his time fighting on the continent. As a little girl, she remembered hearing the ladies of the ton gossip when word spread that he defied his father’s wishes and entered the military, though he was the heir apparent. It had caused quite the scandal. But she had not heard of his injuries at Waterloo, and no wonder as it seemed to be a touchy subject for the earl.

      Elise desperately hoped she would be able to speak with Weston about the details of her rental agreement. While their interaction had been brief, he seemed like a prideful man who wished to fend for himself, but there was an underlying kindness to him as well. He did not strike her as a man who would act abruptly, so at least she might have warning and time to find a new place should he decide she needed to vacate the house for his mother. Recalling the laugh lines on his face, heat grew in her belly, and she couldn’t believe how just the thought of the man would bring on such strong reactions within her. The unsettled feelings and anxiety about being displaced she had been experiencing since the old earl had died were amplified by how Weston made her feel. But she would have to tamp it down until she made her case. Elise could not lose a home for the second time.
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      Reid pushed back from the dining room table with a satisfied groan. The food had been exceptional, as Nora had always been a wonderful cook, and he was sure he had eaten more than his share, feeling relaxed and at home in the more casual setting. Looking at Nora and Jed, he couldn’t remember the last time he had enjoyed such an evening on the estate. Lady Elise had been quiet and restrained, but he supposed it was a bit of an odd situation with the rental agreement, which he would need to investigate further.

      “Thank you for sharing your dinner with me, it was thoroughly wonderful,” Reid said, with a genuine smile. It had been an odd few weeks—returning home, and he had not thought he would encounter something so wonderful in this place that held such mixed memories for him.

      “You are welcome any time, my lord,” Lady Elise said politely. “May I accompany you to the stable? I’d like to discuss the rental agreement.” She looked distressed as she made her request, and a part of him longed to ease her mind, but he needed to learn more about the agreement before making any permanent decisions. He would not let his warm feelings towards her rush him into acting before he knew all the facts. Startled by his own train of thought regarding his affections, he reminded himself he barely knew the lady and had many more questions than answers, regardless of how drawn to her he felt.

      “Of course,” Reid said as he made his way slowly toward the door, favoring his good leg. Walking into the twilight, he could tell fall was just around the corner with the nights growing chillier each evening. He admired the immense gardens that had been cultivated on the dower property as they passed by, and Reid was struck by the many improvements to the land surrounding the dower house that Jed showed him before dinner.

      Glowing, Jed insisted it was all at the direction of Lady Elise, as she was keen to grow their own food and medicinal herbs. Reid had inquired how Jed and Nora had come to work for the lady rather than his own family. Jed explained the couple had been ready for a different type of position for quite a while when his father had first mentioned wanting to rent out some of the properties on the estate. Nora had been in correspondence with Lady Elise for a few years about using medicinal herbs after a common acquaintance had put them in touch when she was researching remedies for her ailing mother. And when Nora learned she was looking for a new residence away from London, she suggested she come to Dorset. After coming to an agreement with Reid’s father, Lady Elise had asked the couple if they would be willing to help run the house for her, and the couple had readily agreed. Jed spoke of Lady Elise with such fondness when describing how he and Nora came to care for her and how happy they were feeling like her equals.

      Reaching the stables, Lady Elise reached out to pet Reid’s mount gently on the nose. He seemed perfectly calm now after the upset earlier, and Reid hoped he remained that way, as the road to Cliff House was treacherous, only meters from the cliff’s edge before it dropped down to the water beneath.

      “I believe you mentioned at dinner that this is not your own horse,” Lady Elise said, speaking up for the first time since they had stepped out of the house.

      “No, my own horse, Midnight, is unfortunately recovering from an injury. I was not pleased with how jumpy this guy was, but I’m happy he is showing no ill effects from this afternoon’s adventure.” Lady Elise smiled, though she was focused on the horse, deep in thought, and Reid decided to preempt her and try and alleviate at least a few of her fears.

      “I know you are worried about your rental situation, but I really can’t give you any firm answers until I learn more about the contract,” he said in a gentle voice. “I honestly had no idea my father had rented out the house, and I will need to find his documentation regarding the matter. I promise you I will work on finding the contract as soon as I can to end the uncertainty. What can you tell me about the agreement you came to?”

      Looking up quickly at his question, Lady Elise held surprise on her beautiful face, and he was not sure what he had said to cause her reaction.

      “Thank you for asking, my lord,” she said. “It’s not often that a man of your station cares to hear what a woman thinks or feels about this type of situation.” Understanding of her reaction dawned, and Reid nodded with a sigh, admission that she was correct. Most men would not care to see her side, they would only look at what was legally possible.

      “I began renting the house from your father almost three years ago,” the lady continued. “He was initially looking to sell the property, but I was unable to afford an outright purchase and convinced him to agree to a five-year lease with the understanding that I would fund any improvements myself.”

      Reid was shocked to hear that his father had planned to sell a portion of the estate. He knew it had been mismanaged, but not to the extent that he would partition the land. Technically, due to the entailment, he was not even sure if such a sale would be possible. He really did need to find his father’s ledgers. Last he knew, they had been with his steward, Fairleigh. But the man had been away tending to his sick mother when the earl passed.

      “I promise that I will try and find the documents first thing tomorrow. I believe you, but I want to have all the information before moving forward. However, I will not evict you from your home without warning. I promise that no matter what happens, you will have ample time to make decisions.” Here he was, again, letting his feelings towards the woman make him soft just as he had steeled himself against earlier.

      “You do not wish to move your mother here now that you are living in the main house?” Lady Elise asked tentatively, afraid of his answer. “I don’t mean to overstep, but I had heard you were estranged from your family, and having some space might be more . . . comfortable,” she finished diplomatically.

      “My problem was with my father, not my mother,” Reid reassured her. “I am actually looking forward to building a relationship with her outside of his shadow. I don’t believe she is in a hurry to move.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lady Elise offered softly, her large brown eyes sorrowful. “I didn’t really know him, we only interacted when making the rental agreement. Once I moved in, I did not associate with your family.”

      Reid watched as she continued stroking the horse, curious as to why this intelligent and capable young woman landed at Cliff House. There was a much larger story here, he was sure of it. He would have to dig into more than just documents it seemed.
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      Reid looked up from the morning paper as his mother entered the breakfast room. Troubled by the increased agitation since the Peterloo Massacre, he was even more disturbed by the Tory’s proposal to limit the right to assemble and speak freely in protest. If they restricted such freedoms out of fear, would what remained even be worth saving? These were fundamental rights of Englishmen that could not be disregarded no matter how anxious they were about an uprising.

      “Good morning, mother,” Reid said, trying to redirect his thoughts and shake off his melancholy.

      Seeing him for the first time since his accident yesterday, his mother looked upset as she walked over and grasped his chin. Examining the cut and growing bruise near his temple, she clicked her tongue and shook her head. “What am I going to do with you? I’m glad you are well after your tumble yesterday, and I’m sorry you had to spend your evening in such unsuitable company.”

      “Whatever do you mean?” Reid asked. “I had a wonderful evening. It was great to see Jed and Nora again, you know how I always liked them. And Lady Elise took great care of me, my arm barely hurts this morning due to her attentions, and she was a gracious hostess.”

      “I’m sure it was nice to see Jed and Nora, but Lady Elise is not the type of woman you should be associating with,” she said. “Not to mention she’s living in a house that should be mine,” she added a moment later, muttering into her teacup.

      “Whyever not?” Reid asked, intentionally ignoring her final remark until he knew more. “She is a lady, what do you believe is wrong with her? And how did she come to be living in the dower house?” Reid had many questions about the young woman, but he was surprised by his mother’s strong reaction to her. Lady Elise had seemed perfectly polite underneath her anxiety. She had abruptly mentioned that she had been ruined at one point, so he supposed that must be what his mother was alluding to. He did not care about such things, but that didn’t mean he was not still intrigued.

      “Yes, she’s a lady by right, if not by reputation,” his mother said with a slight sniff. “She is the eldest daughter of Lord Pelham, thus the honorific, but she left society a few years ago after she was ruined at the Markham Ball.”

      Pelham, that was interesting. Reid brought to mind the image of Lord Pelham in the halls of Parliament, a middle-aged man with whitening hair and kind eyes. They only interacted on a few occasions, as the man was a Tory serving in the House of Lords.

      “What happened?” Reid asked, unable to help himself.

      “She was found alone with a footman who was not properly clothed. There had been some type of commotion, and Lady Elise insists she was simply trying to help the footman after he cut his arm. But regardless of the circumstances, she was a young and unmarried woman. It was completely inappropriate for her to be alone with a man—and a servant at that,” his mother said, lifting an eyebrow.

      A cut arm. So, that must be why Lady Elise had mentioned yesterday that it was a similar situation. He vividly remembered how it felt to have her tenderly caring for him. And he could understand the conflicting opinions regarding the compromising discovery, recalling that her posture while holding him in only his shirtsleeves may have been misunderstood if seen by others. But to be cast out of polite society for it? Ostracism felt extreme.

      “She tried to stay in society for a time after that, as many were willing to forgive under the ambiguous nature of the situation. It did feel a bit excess to consider her fully ruined if nothing truly had happened between the two. But it was Lady Wrexham who had found them, and you know how she likes to cause a fuss.”

      “How did she end up here? And why would father let part of the estate go?”

      “I really don’t know about that. Your father never discussed business matters with me, but I do remember he was more agitated than normal around the time he made the rental agreement. I warned him against it, told him it was an unusual agreement, but he pursued it anyway.” She shook her head. “It’s just not seemly,” she continued. “A young, single woman should not be living on her own, and it does not look good for the Weston name to be supporting a ruined woman.”

      Reid was irritated by his mother’s traditional notions of morality. From what he understood, nothing truly improper had occurred, yet Lady Elise was still paying the price for it. It seemed rational to him that if she was no longer accepted in polite society, she would remove herself to a location where she could live as freely as possible. He was not about to punish her further by taking away the home she had created for herself when forced to start over.

      “I’d like to host a small gathering soon,” his mother said, interrupting his train of thought and successfully changing the topic. “Now that you hold the title, it’s past time for you to find a wife.” She returned to eating her eggs calmly after making her statement, and Reid could only stare as he tried to make sense of her proclamation.

      He was not opposed to the idea of marriage on principle, in fact, he rather liked the idea of having a woman around—a partner who would be there to support him and make his life more stable. After watching two of his best friends fall in love with their wives, he was even foolish enough to hope he might have such joy in his own life someday. Reid’s resistance to the institution was not because he was resisting marriage for its own sake, but rather to spite his father. He did not want to grant his father the satisfaction of an heir to carry on the family name, and he never anticipated needing to find a countess so soon. Adjusting his mindset towards viewing the women around him as potential matches rather than friends was a larger shift than he was ready for after pushing those inclinations away for so long.

      “I’m not quite sure that would be the best idea at the moment, mother. We have just entered our period of mourning. Would a gathering not be looked down upon?” Reid was searching for a reason to delay her while still wrapping his mind around the status of the estate and seized upon the etiquette of mourning. While he could personally care less about paying proper honor to his father, he did not believe his mother would want to be cast in an ill light socially.

      “Nonsense,” his mother responded. “It will only be a small group with people who are close to the family. It will be done in good taste and be seen as a gathering to remember and honor your father. No one will need to know the true reason.” She stated this in such a matter of fact tone that Reid knew he had lost the argument. “You are no longer Captain Claybourn, but the Earl of Weston. Thirty-nine is much too old to remain unmarried when you have a duty to the earldom. I already have a few women in mind who would make excellent countesses,” she finished. Reid was not at all looking froward to his mother playing matchmaker. Guts churning, he pushed away his remaining coffee.
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      Later that morning, Reid was in the study trying to make sense of the papers he’d found in his father’s desk. Giving up on finding his father’s desk key, Reid picked the lock to the bottom drawer and unearthed a stack of documents. Shifting through the contents, he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the words dower house near the top of a document. Scanning the documents, he found plans for selling the house and surrounding property, as Lady Elise had mentioned the previous evening, in addition to other buildings and parcels of land. From the limited knowledge he had, it appeared that most of the land his father proposed to sell came from a portion of pastureland that had been added to the estate about fifty years ago by his grandfather. As the land had been purchased using his grandmother’s dowry, it was held separate from the entail and could legally be sold and partitioned. However, some of the other parcels, including the dower house, should have been excluded based on the estate’s inheritance regulations and what was to be maintained and passed down through the Weston earldom.

      What on earth had his father been up to? The former earl should have understood his plans were not possible. Reid would need to contact a lawyer who understood entail laws to examine the paperwork for the Weston estate. He knew his friend Fitz, the Earl of Geffen, had worked with a man named Hugh Stanton on estate matters before. He resolved to reach out to him.

      Reid felt resentment towards his father for keeping him out of the business of the estate welling up in his chest. As the heir, he had always been interested in learning about the land and how to best cultivate it. Even as a young boy, he recognized that the land would continue providing for the estate and its tenants if treated properly. Knowing the livelihoods of so many would be his responsibility one day, he had been eager to share his ideas with his father. But his father did not want him involved and paid no attention to any of his ideas. For a long time, Reid had tried to gain his father’s approval in other ways, but nothing was ever good enough for him. He was an exacting man and criticized Reid for his “newfangled ideas” and he became the target of his father’s derision.

      Shuffling through the papers, Reid finally found the contract he was seeking. Reading the agreement between his father and Lady Elise, he was stunned by the unjustifiable terms. His father had indeed demanded a long-term agreement that required her to undertake and finance all improvements needed on the property—with a lengthy list detailing the needed repairs attached. From what he had observed while there yesterday, most if not all of them had been completed by Jed at Lady Elise’s expense. Though she had mentioned the terms to him yesterday, and that it had been a five-year agreement, she failed to disclose the astronomical rent rate. It was hugely unfair, especially given all she would have needed to spend to not only make the house livable, but the property suitable to sustain those living there.  Clearly his father was looking to secure capital.

      Reid had wanted to survey the estate ever since returning, but instead he spent the last two weeks since returning to Cliff House organizing his father’s funeral and finalizing the inheritance and transfer of title. While all appeared well on the outside, he feared he had been handed an estate that was crumbling before his eyes. Frustrated that this would force his attention away from matters of state just as tensions and tempers were hot around the country, Reid determined to start where he could. Gathering the documents related to the dower house, he left to pay Lady Elise a visit.
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      Elise was out in her medicinal garden cutting chamomile under the midday sun when Lord Weston rode up to the dower house. She caught herself admiring his posture on horseback before quickly looking away—but it was hard not to notice a man with such a superb seat and the effect it had in highlighting his muscular thighs.

      “Good day, Lady Elise,” he said in greeting. Dismounting, he walked toward her and tipped his hat in a gentlemanly manner. “I was hoping we might be able to discuss your rental agreement. I was able to find the relevant papers in my father’s study this morning.”

      Pulse racing, her fate in his hands, Elise wanted to believe the best of Lord Weston based on what she had observed yesterday, but it was hard to hold onto hope when every instinct told her that such men should not be trusted. She feigned a smile and attempted to appear calm, but feared she failed spectacularly when he tried to placate her.

      “There is no need to be uneasy, my lady. I am not here to turn you out.” He did not follow up the sentence with ‘yet’, but Elise could not help worrying it was silently implied. He had promised her last evening to give a long period of warning before making her leave, so his statement would still be true even if he informed her today that she would need to leave at a later date.

      “Forgive me, my lord,” Elise said. “I don’t mean to be so transparent. Please, let’s go inside and grab some refreshments while we talk.” Picking up the basket of chamomile, she led the way into the back of the house. Finding Nora as they passed through the kitchen, she asked for tea and sandwiches to be brought into the study and led the way for the earl after removing her apron.

      She watched as Weston took in his surroundings with interest. While Jed had shown him around the grounds last evening, he had not seen the entirety of the house. Observing him take in the study for the first time, Elise tried to see it through his eyes. She felt immensely proud as they entered the room. At the front of the house, it faced out towards the sea. The dower house was located at the base of the hill that made its way up to Cliff House and was close to the coastline and small length of beach that ran along the base of the cliff. The view was spectacular and made Elise happy every time she looked out at the waves rolling in.

      This was one of the spaces in the house that had needed the most work when she first moved in as water damage around the window had led to rot in the walls and an unstable floor. Once the room had been made structurally sound, she decided to transform it into a study and reading room all in one. It was now a cozy space, the room neither large nor small. Bookcases lined about half of the walls and a fireplace with an ornate marble mantle was featured on another. A desk was placed across from the window and the comfortable settee that sat in front of it. Choosing a seat in a chair near the fireplace, Elise sat as the earl took in the view from the large bay window.

      “I forget how beautiful it is here,” he said softly, as if he were speaking to himself. “I’ve always loved days like this—gray but still light out, neither warm nor cool. The air is crisp, and you can smell that rain is coming, but for now all is peaceful.” Elise was startled by the sentiment, as it so closely echoed her own feelings. While she loved a sunny spring day as well as anyone, there was something about a gray fall day that fit the landscape around them and made everything feel right in a way that the sunshine couldn’t. She had always loved days such as this and did not mind the rain, even as everyone around her complained and wished for the sun.

      “I’m sorry,” Weston said, the faraway look leaving his eyes as he turned toward her. “I suppose that sounds foolish. I just forget sometimes how much this place is a part of me.”

      “May I ask why you stayed away for so long?” Elise asked gently. Weston moved over towards her and sat in the other chair opposite of the fireplace. “Forgive my impertinence for asking, but if you love the place so much, why have you not spent more time here?” She could not fully make sense of the man yet, and it bothered her. He was not the ogre she had been fearing, but there was a baffling distance to him. She could sense he had been hurt in the past and it was affecting the way he related to the land, even though it clearly meant a lot to him.

      The earl settled into his seat and gazed at the fire in silence. Elise was not sure he was going to answer, but after a minute, he began to speak. “As you may have gathered from our previous conversation, I did not have a good relationship with my father.” He paused, furrowing his brow, the lines she had observed the day before appearing as he became lost in memories. The firelight glinted off the silver at his temples and Elise found herself once again distracted by how distinguished the gray made him look rather than aging him. It was unfair how the passing years could make a man look more like himself, the distinguished ideal of masculinity, while they only made women less desirable. The classical look that was currently in demand with high society favored women who appeared young and innocent, with unmarked creamy skin and golden coloring. The second a line appeared on their faces or a stary white hair, they lost all value. Men, on the other hand, were lauded as their faces gained character through the lines and scars that were accumulated over the years.

      Elise snapped to attention when Weston started speaking again. “I never wanted to leave this place, but I could no longer be around him. I was never good enough.” While he still looked towards the fire rather than her, she could see the pain deep in his eyes. “I desired to do something useful with my life, and he would not let me, believing gentlemen should not perform manual labor as it was beneath them. He would get furious whenever I tried to make improvements to the estate.” He paused again, looking at her with a new determination. “I couldn’t live the way he wanted me to any longer, so I left and joined the army. It was clear that trouble was brewing, and I wanted to do something I believed to be noble and help in a way I was not able to here.”

      “It’s quite unusual for heirs to join the service, is it not?” she asked, curious why he would defy convention.

      “It is, but I needed a purpose, and I also wanted to hurt my father.” She inhaled sharply, at his bold statement, causing the corner of his mouth to quirk up in a half smile. “I don’t mean to shock you, but it’s the truth of how I felt at the time. I knew the idea that his line could be lost, when his place in the aristocracy meant everything to him, would be the worst kind of torture. He had always made me feel small and insecure, and I wanted him to feel the same.”

      “Do you still feel that way?” Elise knew she should stop prying, but she couldn’t help herself.

      “I no longer wish to purposely inflict pain, but I don’t regret leaving,” he replied with clarity. “I was a young and foolish man who had been hurt . . . while that was the catalyst for my enlistment, I learned much from my time spent fighting alongside my brothers. Seeing more of the world and the way people outside of my class lived made me a better, more compassionate man. It’s the reason why I decided to stand for Parliament when I was no longer able to serve. I wanted to make a difference for those who really needed it.” His voice was strong with conviction when speaking of his constituents and Elise could see how much his role as an MP meant to him. She admired that he was a man of action and was unwilling to live in ignorance of those suffering around him as so many men of their class were wont to do.

      “In the end, I stayed away due to my obligations more than a desire to continue punishing my father, but it was never pleasant when I returned.”

      Elise watched Weston closely as he spoke of his father and the decisions their relationship had prompted. Though he spoke about having moved past the hurt, she was not sure she believed him based on the stiff posture he held recounting past events. She strongly suspected thoughts of his father still directed his actions much more than he realized. This was confirmed as he continued to share, drawn into his own thoughts and almost unaware he was still speaking to her.

      “He disapproved of my choices, and visits home became uncomfortable. It was hard to desire to return when I knew I would be received with distain.” Weston chuckled, but it was not from amusement. It was a forced sound, feigned to mask the hurt that lingered from being thought so little of by a figure of importance to any man’s life. “My stubborn nature would not allow me to acquiesce, even though my resistance was no longer out of spite, but rather to live up to my own standards.” He spoke with determination, as if willing himself to believe it.

      Coming back to himself, Weston looked up and held her gaze. She was unable to look away—too transfixed by the picture of the man that was starting to unfold before her. A warmth from more than just the fire started unfurling within her and made her feel restless. The spell was broken a moment later when Nora brought in the tea.

      Elise, needing to turn away from the tension, quickly rose to help the housekeeper. Before she even took a step, Weston beat her to the task, setting the tea tray on the ottoman between them and thanking Nora for the feast. Elise busied herself pouring the tea, her nerves returning as she recalled the reason the earl was here in the first place. Putting together a plate of Nora’s excellent scones with homemade strawberry preserves, she handed him the food and tea before launching back into the matter at hand.

      “You mentioned you had found the papers regarding the rental of the dower house?” Elise asked, eager to resolve the issue once and for all. Weston, taking a large and enthusiastic bite of scone, let out an appreciative groan. At her question, he gave a guilty smile and quickly swallowed, wiping his mouth before setting down his plate and lending her his full attention once again.

      “My apologies, my lady. I was never able to resist Nora’s baked goods,” Weston said sheepishly. “Yes, we should get down to business. I found the agreement, and it matches what you told me yesterday—not that I doubted you,” he was quick to add. “While this is technically not a binding agreement”—Elise held her breath—“I have no problem with it and plan to uphold it.” She exhaled in relief, but then he continued. “There is one item I’m unsatisfied with.” he said. Her face crumpled, unable to hide her distress. It was all she could do to prevent herself from crying.

      Elise knew it had been too good to be true. Why on earth would anyone ever let an agreement stand as it was if they held the power to turn the situation to their own benefit? She attempted to remain calm and focused, prepared to negotiate.

      “I’m sorry,” Weston said. “I can see I’ve upset you. Let me be clear”—he leaned forward and looked her straight in the eye— “I don’t think these terms are fair to you. You are paying a much higher rate than necessary for comparable properties, and I know you have done extensive work to improve both the land and the house with your own funds. I would like to deduct those expenses from your monthly payment, as you have increased the value of the property and I wish to recognize that.”

      Elise was stunned speechless. With the help of Nora and Jed she had put quite a bit of work and money into the dower house and she felt intimately connected to the place. The fact that he recognized that and was not planning to make her leave left her overwhelmed. “Th-thank you,” she finally managed to fumble out. “I greatly appreciate you valuing the work we have done. I truly love this house, it has been a refuge for me. I feel at home here.”

      Weston was smiling widely now. “If you do not mind me asking, how are you able to live on your own so easily? I do not know many unmarried women who have such freedom.” He appeared to be genuinely curious and was not asking out of malice or derision, so Elise had no problem answering him honestly.

      “When it became apparent that I would not be able to make a match due to my ruined social standing, I told my father I wished to leave London. He was concerned for both my own wellbeing as well as the reputation of my younger sister, Marianne, so he agreed to give me the money that would have been used for my dowry. It was enough to allow me to set up a new place for myself.” She was eternally grateful for the actions of her father. He could have easily disowned her and dismissed her from his house without a penny as had befallen many other less fortunate girls who had been ruined. “I was lucky to maintain his support when I was a pariah to the rest of the ton.”

      “Yes, you mentioned yesterday you had been ruined, and my mother spoke of it this morning as well. I’m sorry you experienced that, but I’m happy you’ve been able to start fresh here.” Elise heard the earnestness in his voice and believed he might actually see her as a regular person. He did not pity or distain her, and his lack of judgment was completely refreshing. A tension she didn’t even know she was holding released upon his statement of support.

      “I wouldn’t say that I started completely fresh,” Elise said. “There were still many who knew of my status. But in a way, starting over was freeing, and I am a happier person for no longer needing to be constantly worried about the rules of high society. The worst has already happened and letting go of the anxiety to always live up to an almost impossible standard has allowed me a contentment I had not known before.” She spoke freely, as she had learned to do in the last years, no longer afraid to voice her thoughts. She was not ashamed of what had happened to her. While understanding the norm she had broken, she also did not believe her actions on that fateful day were wrong.

      “Speaking of this reminds me that I should take a look at your arm while you are here, please enjoy more of Nora’s goods while I go and gather some supplies.” Elise took her leave as Weston nodded.

      Elise took a moment to breath as she gathered fresh bandages and water. While they had not yet worked out the terms of a new agreement, she believed that he was a man of his word, and no longer needed to fear being able to stay on in her home. She quickly updated Nora and Jed of the good news before returning to the study.

      Entering the room, Elise saw Weston standing in front of the fire. Having removed his jacket, he was rolling up the sleeve on his injured arm in preparation for her care. She took a moment to take in his form before he noticed her presence. With his back to her, she could see he was much stronger than many men his age as he seemed to keep himself active, not living a life of leisure that many within polite society succumbed to. His dark brown hair was just on this side of being too long and held a slight wave. She noticed how his waistcoat clung to his trim figure and the riding breeches he wore highlighted his muscular backside. His stance showed him slightly favoring his left leg again due the injury received in battle. Everything about him screamed masculinity, and it was hard not to appreciate it in the way one could not look away from a painting by one of the masters.

      Forcing herself to walk forward, Elise sat the tools down, and holding out her hand, silently asked for permission to examine his arm. Weston held the arm out and she began unwrapping it to reveal the wound. She was relieved to see no signs of infection and that the stitches had not pulled. While there was redness around the cut as it was still fresh, it did not seem inflamed and was not warm to the touch. “It looks to be healing well so far, but you must be careful not to use the arm too much for the next few days while the skin is mending.” He did not respond but watched her closely as she began to carefully clean the area around the stitches. He winced as she passed over the deepest part of the cut, but he held still and silently allowed her to continue her ministrations.

      “Thank you,” Weston said as she rewrapped the forearm after applying a generous helping of her salve to prevent irritation. Complete, she guided his arm up to rest, cradled against his chest.

      “You may want to consider wearing a sling for a few days so you will not be tempted to overuse the arm,” Elise said. Though she knew it would be a hard sell for the active and stubborn man, she had to at least try and make him do what would be best. She was surprised when he placed his other hand over hers, which still lingered on his arm. Warmth rushed through her at the contact and she started to blush, a reaction which was not normal for her but had now happened twice in his vicinity. Looking up, she met his gaze and was held captive by his deep, coffee-colored eyes. There was such a feeling of connection between them that it made her breath catch. If he had stepped forward to kiss her, she would not have stopped him. The realization was overwhelming, as Elise had never found kissing to be a welcome experience in the past, and she broke away from his hold.

      “Let me see to the cut on your temple and I’ll release you for the day,” she said in a brisk tone. Elise applied the salve to his temple as quickly and efficiently as possible and forced herself not to thread her fingers through his strands of silver once again as she so desperately wanted to. Stepping back and cleaning up the materials, she took a minute to compose herself. “Thank you, my lord,” she said, back in control of herself. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your graciousness in allowing me to stay here. I will await a new contract from you.”

      “I’m happy we have been able to resolve the matter to your satisfaction,” Weston replied. “Thank you again for your care,” he said as he lifted his arm. “I promise I’ll try my best not to strain the stitches.”

      “I’ll want to take them out in about ten days. Keep changing the bandage and let me know if there is any sign of infection—and you can pilfer more of Nora’s baked goods on your way out,” she said with a laugh.

      The smile he gave her at that pronouncement was enough to light up the room, even with the gray day outside.
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      It had been just over a week since Reid last met with Lady Elise, and he was anticipating seeing her again. Keen to get her the new rental agreement, knowing how uneasy she felt about the situation, he had hoped to bring it to her sooner.

      The task had been delayed however, as it had been an extremely busy stretch of days. Fairleigh’s return brought with it the sobering reality of an earldom in decay. The steward revealed that Reid’s father had stubbornly refused to make any modernizations or improvements over the years, and with the bad harvests for the past few seasons, the estate was under water. He wanted to sell off much of the land connected to Cliff House to cover costs and decrease liability from holding land that produced such low yields. However, as Reid suspected, the entailment had hindered his plans and prevented most of the land from being partitioned. Fairleigh reported that with his hands tied, the earl sunk into despair, likely leading to the illness that ultimately took his life. It explained why he had charged such an unfairly high rent to Lady Elise. She had been desperate enough for a fresh start to accept the unfair terms, and he had used that to his advantage and taken as much from her as he could.

      Reid and Fairleigh had spent much of last week in either his study going through the ledgers, or out touring the estate and meeting with the tenants. He was appalled at the run-down condition of many of the tenants’ homes and vowed to use his own money to fix up the properties until the estate was once again profitable. He did not want the Weston name to be associated with neglectful landlords, and he would not let those dependent upon him live in dire circumstances.

      Last night had been long, as he and Fairleigh stayed up into the small hours of the morning creating a list of priorities for the estate. Top of the list was fixing up the tenant homes, then finding a way to quickly improve the soil and increase the crop yield for the following season. He also needed to find a full-time employee to care for livestock. Many of the farmers also raised sheep and needed assistance to keep their flocks healthy and thriving. Although Reid’s head was spinning from the amount of work that needed to be done, he could not neglect his governmental duties—unrest continuing to spread across the country since the violence in Manchester.

      Breathing in the crisp air, Reid turned Midnight and rode toward the dower house. The weather had taken a decided turn and fall had fully settled in. Rain over the past few days had been welcome as they were approaching the harvest and the crops could use a final boost, but had also left the roads slick with the dirt and dust that had accumulated in the dry months. He took his time travelling, not allowing Midnight her head as she would have liked. It was best to be cautious in the conditions as the main road followed the cliff edge and could be treacherous when conditions were not ideal. Rounding a corner, Reid was unsettled to see a group gathered around a wrecked wagon, and he pushed the mount harder, adrenaline taking over, though he was still cautious. Drawing closer, his stomach dropped when he saw a figure pinned beneath the overturned wagon. Dismounting as soon as he had reached the point of the accident, he sprinted to where a few of the local farmers were gathered.

      “What happened?” Reid barked, using the commanding tone from his days as an army officer.

      “I heard the crash before I seen it,” a local man responded. “I figured with the roads slick, they were going too fast and lost control.”

      Edging his way through the small crowd, Reid stopped still when he recognized the body under the wagon. A local healer was crouching over Jed, and as she turned to look up at his approach, she shook her head and said, “He’s gone, best turn our attention to Nora.”

      Reid snapped his head up, frantically looking around. He spotted a few people hunched over another prone figure next to a tree at the cliff’s edge and ran toward them. Just then the sky opened up and it began to rain in earnest. Even from a distance, he could see that Nora would most likely not survive the injuries to her body. Choking back tears, he asked, “Is there anything that can be done for her?”

      The man nearest to him shook his head. “No, my lord, she’s already gone. Held on for a bit, but passed quiet like, just a moment ago.”

      Reid closed his eyes as he held back the scream that wanted to rip from his throat. Swallowing his grief, he knew he needed to take control of the situation. A calm came over him as he reverted back to Captain Claybourn and began issuing orders to those around him. A plan was quickly formed to bring the bodies back to the local church for preparation, with others already working to remove the wagon from the road. One of the horses had also been severely injured and had already been put down, the second was taken to the local blacksmith to be looked over and treated for minor injuries.

      “Someone will need to go and notify Lady Elise,” one of the ladies spoke up.

      “I’ll see to that,” Reid replied. Knowing she would be heartbroken; he would need to break the news as gently as possible. “I’ll set off there now, please send up to Cliff House for anything you may need for the funeral arrangements.” The last was said through a thick throat as Reid tried to push back the tears that were threatening. Remounting, he rode away as quickly as possible, giving himself a moment of space to regain his composure before seeing Lady Elise.

      Reid must not have been able to arrange his expression as well as he thought he had, because the moment he approached the door of the Dower House, Lady Elise threw it open and demanded to know what was wrong. “There was an accident on the road,” he said, twisting his hat in his hands.

      Eyes widening, she shakily asked, “Where are Nora and Jed? They were out getting supplies in town.”

      “I’m afraid the wagon overturned on the slick road and—”

      “Where are they?” the lady cried, interrupting him before he could finish and tell her the full news. “Take me to them at once!” She ran past him toward the road, not heeding the rain. He ran after, grabbing her arm to stop her, as he could not let her see them unprepared. She tried to wrench free of his grip. “Stop! You have to let me get to them; I have to help them!” she cried frantically.

      “Lady Elise, stop!” he yelled, desperate to gain her attention. Pulling her to face him, he grabbed her other arm, holding onto her as he looked into her eyes. “There is nothing you can do,” he said as gently as possible. “They are already gone.”

      Lady Elise stared at him for a minute, pupils dilated from shock and the rain dripping down her face before her expression twisted in pain. “No!” she screamed. “I don’t believe you.” With a force that seemed to come from nowhere, she broke free of his hold and stumbled toward the road. Realizing she would not rest until she saw it with her own eyes, Reid let her go but followed close behind, leading Midnight down the hill.

      When they arrived back at the scene, Lady Elise rushed toward the two men lifting Nora’s broken body into a waiting wagon. Grabbing on to the woman’s hand, she crumpled to the ground, sobbing. Unsure what to do, the men stepped back and stood uneasily, allowing her a moment with the woman she had loved as a friend and mentor before she was taken away. Reid approached slowly and crouched down next to her, placing his hand lightly on her shoulder.

      “Lady Elise, you have to let her go,” he said quietly. “The men will take her and Jed to the church, and the ladies will prepare them.” She shook her head and continued weeping uncontrollably. Watching her grieve tore Reid’s heart apart. Her emotions were so raw that it made him feel almost embarrassed to be a witness to such a private moment of pain. “I promise I’ll bring you down to see them, but we have to go. Say your goodbyes, and then let’s get out of the rain.”

      “I can’t,” she said, collapsing against him, crying so hard her entire body shook with the effort. Reid wrapped his arms around her while the others tried not to intrude. When her tears eased just the slightest bit, he stood and pulled her up, keeping her against his chest. At that moment, they carried Jed over and laid him in the wagon beside Nora. Seeing them laid out together, Reid felt his own tears stream down his face as he held onto Lady Elise as a lifeline. “They’re ready to go,” he said with a rough voice.

      Pulling back from him, she leaned over each of the bodies and kissed the couple’s foreheads in turn. “Goodbye,” she whispered. “Thank you for loving me and taking care of me.” She would not let them go, and Reid slowly pulled her hand away from where she clutched onto Nora’s. After breaking contact, she followed him in a stupor, and he lifted her onto Midnight’s back. Mounting in front of her, he pulled her arms around him for support. As they rode away, she fell against his back in sobs once again.
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      Elise wasn’t sure where she was when she woke up, she only knew she felt numb. Her head throbbed as she sat up and looked around. Realizing her clothes were wet, she choked up as it all came flooding back to her. They were gone. A sob rose in her throat before she could even finish the thought, and at the same moment, the door opened.

      “Don’t fret my lady, I’ve brought you some dry clothes.” The maid who had entered the room approached the bed looking apprehensive due to Elise’s broken-down state. She laid out a night rail, a dressing gown, and clean underclothes at the end of the bed, taking a step back before asking if she was alright.

      “Where am I?” Elise asked, calming herself while wiping away her tears. There was no bringing Nora and Jed back, so she would save her tears for latter once she knew what was going on.

      “You’re at Cliff House, my lady. Lord Weston brought you here.” With the maids prompting, Elise recalled Weston placing her onto his horse and carrying her into a house. The memory was hazy, likely due to a combination of the shock over losing her friends as well as the cold and wet that still permeated her body. “Come,” the maid said, “I’ll help you out of your wet things, we don’t want you getting sick.”

      Elise stood, trying to make sense of the new reality she found herself in. How could they just be gone? She should have stopped the couple from going into the village that morning. She knew the roads were slick after the first rain. The numb feeling continued, and the maid moved her around as if she were a marionette, stripping off her wet clothes and pulling the dry ones over her head. Elise began shaking, most likely from shock more than the lingering cold, but none the less, she was more than happy to crawl under the covers when the maid pulled them back.

      “You just rest now. I’ll bring up some tea and we’ll get you warmed up before you know it.” Alone once again, Elise closed her eyes trying to block out the reality of the situation. Unbidden, tears began to slowly leak out of the corners of her eyes, sliding down her temples, and tickling her ears as they made their descent down the contours of her face. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed when the maid returned with a tea tray. While the tea was warming and revived her just a tiny bit, it did not ease her throbbing head. She supposed the stress of the day combined with a good drenching was liable to give one a headache.

      Elise clutched her teacup against her chest and leaned back to rest against the headboard. When a knock came at the door, she assumed it was the maid again and called for her to come in, not opening her eyes. She was startled when the voice of the earl was the sound the greeted her.

      “Are you well, my lady?” Weston inquired gently. Elise snapped open her eyes and looked at him standing at the foot of the bed. He gazed at her, eyes full of concern.

      “I can’t believe they’re gone,” Elise whispered, her voice sounding dead in her ears.

      “It’s a great loss . . . I’m so sorry,” he said, his voice breaking. Weston’s grief reignited her own and a sob welled up in her chest before she could stop it. He rushed around the bed, closing the distance between them. Plucking the teacup from her hand and wrapping her in his arms, he whispered, “just let go.”

      Elise could not have stopped the wave of emotion and tears even if she had wanted to. Clinging to his back, she buried her head against his chest, the sobs wrenching from her body. It could have been either two or twenty minutes before they began to ebb, and she returned to her body. Elise realized that Weston was cradling her head and gently stroking her hair in a comforting manner as he rocked her back and forth, his cheek resting on her head. While he could not make the situation better, she did feel safe within his embrace. It was highly improper for him to be holding her in such a manner as she was an unmarried woman, but given the circumstances, it might be forgiven, and she was reluctant to move away from the comfort he was providing.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, finally moving away from him with a sniff. “I didn’t mean to fall apart like that again.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” he said as he brushed his finger across her cheek, wiping away one of the tears that persisted in falling.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said quietly. “I just feel numb.”

      “Everything is being handled, you don’t need to worry about anything,” Weston said, running his hands up and down her arms in a way that was incredibly soothing. “I’ll make sure they are taken care of and treated gently,” he reassured her. “You can stay here until we find someone new to help out around the dower house.”

      “I can’t stay here, I need to take care of the animals and tend the garden.”

      “I understand how you feel, but you can’t stay there by yourself,” Weston said patiently. “It’s not safe. I’ve already sent a maid to gather some of your personal items and clothing, and one of our grooms to take care of the animals and daily tasks until you find help.”

      Elise did not like being managed, but seeing as it was so hard to focus on anything for the moment, it was oddly reassuring knowing she would not need to worry about the house and could lose herself in her grief for a while if necessary. “I can’t even think about hiring anyone new right now,” she said with a shudder. “It’s too hard, and I don’t trust myself to make a good decision.”

      “You don’t need to do anything right away, and I’ll be happy to help you if that is something you would like when the time comes.” She looked down, the kindness in his eyes about to be her undoing. Weariness crashed over her, and she lifted a hand to her aching temple.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, a touch of concern to his tone. “I hope you are not feeling too many ill effects from the rain. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “I think the day is catching up with me is all,” Elise said. “It still doesn’t seem real. I want to rest, but I know it will hurt too much when I wake up and remember again.” The tears started again by the time she finished. She just wanted to close her eyes and make it all stop.

      “I really am so very sorry. I cared greatly for them. They were wonderful people who treated me well before I left home. I was so happy to see them again these last few weeks.” They sat together for a moment, neither saying anything, lost in their own thoughts. Elise appreciated the silence, but more than anything, she cherished the comfort of his presence and not feeling so utterly alone now that the couple had left her.

      “Why don’t you get some sleep,” the earl finally said. “I’ll have a dinner tray sent up so you don’t need to worry about preparing yourself for dinner, and your clothing should arrive soon.”

      “Thank you,” Elise said. He gave her arms one final squeeze before letting go and then ever so gently tucked her in once she had laid down. When he left her at last, she felt both relief that she did not have to try and hold herself together any longer, and bereft at his absence.
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      Elise wasn’t sure how long she had been asleep when she awoke to the sound of agitated voices muffled by the bedroom wall. It was hard to make out what was being said as the volume was purposely being kept low, but that only highlighted the edge to the tone of the conversation. Sitting up, she caught bits of what was being said as the speakers occasionally raised their voices.

      “. . . cannot stay here. It is highly improper . . . will think?” a female voice whispered forcefully. Elise was sure the woman was speaking about her, and she tried to hear more of the exchange.

      “She has nowhere else to go.” Elise recognized the register of Weston’s voice.

      “Why can she not go back to the dower house?” the woman inquired, sounding impatient.

      “She cannot stay there on her own, mother,” Weston replied. He was talking with the lady of the house, it seemed. Elise had only met her once, as the countess considered her inferior. Unable to overlook her ruined status, she had avoided interaction with Elise over the past years. “I’ve invited her to stay here until new help is acquired.”

      “That is simply not an option,” the countess stated. “We have houseguests arriving in two days, and she should not be permitted to mingle with polite society—it’s not proper.”

      “Mother,” Weston barked, no longer trying to keep quiet, “I don’t care about goddamned propriety!” Elise imagined he was growing exasperated by the conversation, but she was still surprised by the force of his response. The hall went quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry. I should not have spoken to you like that. It’s just . . . there have been so many people over the years that I haven’t been able to help.” He paused, his voice sounding strained. “But I can help her—and I plan to.”

      “Fine,” the countess bit out sharply, clipping off the word. “But you need to make it clear that she is not to participate in the gathering. She is just a guest who happens to be here at the same time.”

      “I’ll speak to her in the morning when everyone is less emotional,” he replied. “I highly doubt she will wish to participate in any of the activities you have planned, as she is deeply mourning, but I will not deliberately exclude her.”

      Elise heard footsteps moving away as the conversation came to an end. She took a deep breath and settled back into the pillows. The last thing she needed right now was more tension, and she certainly did not plan to mix with the ton once again.
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      Reid’s heart raced as he jerked awake from the vivid images of his dream. It felt as if he was right back at the center of the battle of Waterloo, one of the most horrific days of his life. It was not hard to imagine what had prompted the dream to return on this particular night. Images of the injured and broken bodies of the sweet couple, now laid out in the village church, were strong echoes of the many decimated bodies he had seen in his years of battle. Breathing deeply, he felt his pulse slowing, but his chest still ached when he thought about Jed and Nora. In the moment Lady Elise had fully realized they were truly gone, crumpling before him, his heart had nearly ripped in two. Her grief had been so palpable it hurt him as much as the loss itself. Scrubbing his hands over his face, he sighed realizing he was not going to fall back asleep anytime soon. Throwing back the bedcovers, he pulled on his banyan before padding down the hall towards the kitchen to find a snack.

      Having procured some biscuits and made tea, a lesson he held onto from his military days, Reid made his way towards the library to enjoy his early morning snack with a book. Setting the tray of goodies down, he made his way over to the fire. Stirring it back to life, he about jumped out of his skin when a voice came from behind him.

      “I’m so sorry, my lord, I didn’t mean to intrude on your space.”

      Turning, he found Lady Elise sitting near the window with a book in her lap. Reid drank in her appearance and noticed that while she certainly looked drawn from many hours of crying, she also possessed an underlying strength that came through her posture and the unwavering way she looked at him. The sight eased his mind, as he knew that while her grief would be deep, she would make it out and be able to push forward with her life. He had watched enough men’s spirits be broken by the war to know the difference.

      “I apologize for interrupting,” Reid said. “I did not see you there.”

      “No, I fear I’m the one encroaching. This is your home—I’ll leave you to it,” she said, rising from her seat.

      “Please, you don’t need to leave,” he called after her. “Would you like to join me for some tea?” Turning around, Lady Elise examined him with critical eyes for a time, undoubtably trying to read his mood, then nodded. Sitting down by the fire, she clutched the book in her lap and as if it could offer her protection, then closed her eyes before speaking, as if their weight was too much.

      “I didn’t mean to wander after hours, my lord” she finally said. “I just couldn’t get back to sleep. My mind wouldn’t stop replaying the images from this afternoon, and I hoped a book might help distract me.” A pained look crossed her face before she shook her head slightly as if to clear images which only she could see.

      “Did it work?” Reid asked softly. If so, he would like to learn her trick for himself.

      “No. I couldn’t focus on the words. The story didn’t grab me enough to focus my attention and divert my thoughts. Perhaps a more engrossing story would allow me to disappear for a while.” Reid knew the experience she was speaking of, being able to forget oneself and become absorbed by a story—living as someone else for a time. It was a helpful tool on days such as this, but all too often, hard to achieve. It was why he so frequently lost himself in his work as it was the only area that could fully engage his mind and take him away from dealing with himself.

      “Please tell your mother she does not need to worry about me,” Lady Elise said after a moment. When he looked at her quizzically, she sheepishly said, “I overheard you talking with her earlier this evening. She was concerned about my presence and mingling with guests you are expecting soon. I promise I will stay out of the way, as I have no desire to mix with the ton—especially now,” she added quietly.

      “I’m sorry you heard that. I’m afraid my mother is rather old fashioned. She does not look favorably upon you being here. But I assure you, you can stay as long as you need. I refuse to be a slave to polite society’s morals rather than my own conscience.” Reid felt bad that she had overheard his mother speaking of her in negative terms. The last thing he wanted was to add to the discomfort she must be feeling given the altering events of the day.

      “You don’t need to be embarrassed, my lord. I’ve heard much worse over the past few years, and I assure you I’ve long since stopped caring what the aristocracy thinks of me. I have no wish to mix in that world again, and I will make myself scarce while you have company.” Lady Elise fiddled with her book, and it was clear by the way she opened and then closed her mouth again that she wanted to ask him something. Finally, she took in a breath and looking at him, she then said, “Please don’t think me impertinent for asking, but isn’t it unusual to be hosting guests when so fresh into a period of mourning?”

      Reid groaned and shaded his face with a hand as he sat back in his chair. If Lady Elise were concerned about such impropriety, then surely others would be as well.

      “It was my mother’s idea. I have no desire to host anyone at present—or ever, really. But she is insisting I find a wife sooner rather than later now that I am the earl. She believes that we will be able to pass the house party off as a remembrance for my father, as only friends of the family have been invited. If it were up to me, I would use the rules to fend off any guests for the foreseeable future, though I could not care less about mourning my father.” Reid leaned forward with a sigh, bracing his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands under his chin, he looked at Lady Elise intently. “There is way too much to deal with already between the rising political unrest in the country and maintaining the estate. The last thing I need is to feign politeness to a houseful of guests and interest in any women at my mother’s request.”

      At the last part of his grumbling, Lady Elise looked a little uncomfortable. “I really am sorry to impose, I can return to the dower house tomorrow. I do thank you for taking care of me today,” she said in a small voice. “I don’t want you to have to worry about me.”

      Feeling like an utter ass, Reid realized too late that she had understood his frustrations regarding guests to include her as well. “I’m sorry,” he blurted. “I did not mean you—your company is not a burden. Please forgive me for running my mouth, I’m just stressed by so many changes happening so quickly.”

      Panic rushed through Reid at the thought that she might leave, and he could feel his pulse thrumming. More than anything, he wanted her to stay. Knowing she was close would be the only thing keeping him sane over the next week. He delighted in her presence and felt calmer whenever he was with her. He had never felt this way about a woman before and it was confusing. “My frustration lies with the overall situation, not with you,” he added in a final plea.

      Reaching over, Lady Elise placed her hand over his where it was clenched in tension on his leg, and a spark raced up his arm from the contact. “I understand,” she said quietly. “I still think it might make things easier for everyone if I return home tomorrow.”

      “You cannot stay there by yourself,” Reid reiterated. “The place would be impossible to manage with just one person,” he argued, desperate for her to agree to stay with him. “I also worry about the safety of a woman living alone.” Seeing her bristle at his assertion, he hastened to add, “I know you are more than capable of taking care of yourself, but this world is not kind to single women.”

      “Unfortunately, I know that to be true,” she agreed. By the way she spoke, he had a sense that she was speaking from personal experience and not just broadly. The thought of her suffering due to the position she was in, removed from the protections of polite society and her family, made his blood boil. Lady Elise must have sensed his anger, looking at him with a wan smile in assurance. “I’ll agree to stay here for the time being. I admit that I feel too weary to make many decisions or fend for myself at the moment. I appreciate your hospitality.”

      Reid breathed a sigh of relief at having a few days to ensure her well-being, but he knew she would not be content away from home for too long.

      “I do still have obligations I need to meet,” she added after a moment. “Every Thursday I go into the village and provide care to anyone who may need it. I’d like to keep that commitment tomorrow. May I please borrow a mount for the day?”

      “Of course, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to accompany you.”

      “I assure you I’ll be fine, my lord. You don’t need to take care of me,” she said with a hint of annoyance. He knew he needed to back off. She was used to caring for herself and was not overly receptive to his protective instincts.

      “I know you can,” Reid said, “but I have people I need to see in town. I’ll simply ride with you and then leave you to your own pursuits.”

      “Very well, I’ll see you in the morning.” With that as her final word, Lady Elise stood and made her way towards the door. He was mesmerized watching her walk away, the firelight casting gold and red accents in her long chestnut braid. She paused when she reached the door and looking back, she said, “Thank you for today . . . I wasn’t in a state to handle everything on my own. It means a lot to me that you treated them with such care when I was unable to.” Though she was now mainly in shadow, Reid saw the sheen of tears welling in her eyes as they glinted in the flickers of firelight. Finishing her thanks, she rushed out the door, leaving him with an emptiness in his chest as he was reminded of the tragedy that brought them together.

      Reid could not recall the number of young men, many barely older than boys, whom he had seen laying broken and lifeless on the battlefield. He feared he had become numb to such atrocities, but he was reassured by the deep pain he felt thinking about Nora and Jed. They treated him with kindness when he needed it most in his young life. Seeing Lady Elise’s grief made his own more tangible, like something he could hold onto. Feeling things he had not been able to in a long time, a mix of relief and anxiety was the result, and he wasn’t sure what to do about either. He only knew he felt better when she was around, and that was a dangerous thought.
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      Elise met the next morning with a feeling of overwhelming exhaustion. Though she had slept well at first due to the draining emotions of the day, since waking in the middle of the night she had slept only fitfully. Encountering Weston in the library during the small hours of the morning had not aided in her quest to settle her mind, and she had just been drifting off again as the sun began to rise.

      Still not quite sure why she had agreed with Weston’s insistence to stay at Cliff House for the time being, Elise rationalized she was simply too weary to think about trying to take care of things on her own at the dower house. A larger part may also have been the need to not feel so alone. And while she did not wish to be around the guests who were expected, Elise found a comfort in being near Lord Weston that was best to not examine. Thankfully she had today’s village clinic to distract her from the gloom hanging over the estate. Rising, she noticed a breakfast tray had been left on the table across the room along with some of her belongings from the dower house. Quickly eating what she could manage to choke down and gratefully drinking the tea, she turned her attention to dressing for the day. Once ready, she made her way into the large house to find Lord Weston.

      Descending the main stairs, Elise noticed Weston and an older woman exiting the breakfast parlor. Seeing her, Weston gave a warm and genuine smile, while his mother gave a small, forced one.

      “Lady Elise,” Weston said in greeting. “May I introduce you to my mother, Lady Catherine, the Countess of Weston.”

      She gave a small bow and looking back up, she could see the countess assessing her. Elise looked her over in turn, curious about her neighbor of three years whom she had never formally met, and knew only in passing from living on the estate. The countess was an elegant woman whose beauty had not faded with the years. Dressed impeccably in an ornate mourning gown, she seemed almost regal. Fitting, as she was clearly the empress of her own domain within Cliff House.

      “I am sorry for your loss, Lady Elise,” the countess said. “They were a lovely couple who worked for us for many years.” She paused, glowering at Elise. “We were sad to lose such dedicated staff members.” Incensed that the woman would bring up something that seemed so petty in light of their loss, Elise chose to take the higher ground and show the woman she could not affect her.

      “Thank you, my lady,” she replied after taking a deep breath to even out her temper. “I feel their loss greatly, they had become like surrogate parents to me.” Feeling tears welling up once again, Elise fought them off, unwilling to show weakness. Looking toward Weston, she inquired, “Will you be ready to set out soon, my lord?”

      “Where are you going?” the countess asked, looking at her son. “We need to prepare for our guests, they will be arriving in only a few days’ time.”

      “You are perfectly capable of handling everything around the house, mother,” Weston assured her. “You don’t need my input. Besides, Heather will be arriving today and will be a much better sounding board for you.”

      “Yes, your sister will be a blessing, but where are you off to with her?” The woman obviously did not want him in Elise’s company and was stubbornly trying to hold her son’s attention.

      “I am accompanying Lady Elise into the village. She has work to do there, and I need to meet with some of the shopkeepers to assess local needs.” He had much more patience in dealing with his mother than Elise would have, but she could hear a tinge of frustration in his tone at being questioned on his whereabouts like he was still a young boy rather than lord of the manor. The countess pursed her lips but said nothing more.

      “It was lovely to meet you, my lady. If you will excuse me, I’ll meet you in the stables, my lord.” With a curtsy, Elise turned and made her way to find the horses, with whom she would feel much more comfortable.

      Twenty minutes later found Elise and Weston riding towards the dower house to gather up the items she would need for her clinic in the village. Arriving at the dower house, they were confronted with the overwhelming silence of an empty home. There was no Jed out in the garden tending the plants and no lovely smells wafting from Nora’s kitchen. Sliding off her horse, Elise tried to hide her reaction from the earl, feeling vulnerable and not wishing to be observed in her grief once again. Dashing the tears before they had a chance to flow down her cheeks, she made her way into the house.

      “What do you need to take with you, and how can I help?” Weston asked.

      “I’ll pull the medical things I need, but would you please gather the produce around the kitchen? We grow much more than the three of us—” she stopped abruptly, choking off more tears as she realized there was no more ‘three of them’. Weston must have sensed her embarrassment because he picked up a box and began packing up the produce that had been harvested that week. She was grateful he was giving her the space she needed to keep herself together. Being back in the house, it felt like she was holding onto her composure by a thread. If he had been overly sympathetic to her, she would have broken down all over again.

      Elise busied herself gathering the herbal medicines she and Nora had created, along with basic supplies. Spotting the bandages, she remembered she needed to remove the stitches in Weston’s arm as it had been about ten days since his tumble. “My lord, why don’t you sit and I can remove your stitches before we go?” she called over to him.

      He placed the boxes of food by the door and removed his jacket before sitting down at the table. Elise watched as he rolled up his sleeve, allowing her access to the stitches. The sight of his exposed forearm caused her to swallow involuntarily, and she couldn’t comprehend what it was that made a forearm so appealing. She had seen the very same arm more than once over the last ten days while treating it, but it still made her pulse race every time she observed the muscles dancing under his skin. The dark hair scattered across his skin served as a reminder of Weston’s masculinity, and the stark white shirt linen contrasted against the tone of his skin in an appealing way.

      Pulling her eyes away from the sight, Elise sat down next to him and picked up the object of her fascination. His arm was warm to her touch, and she felt a shock of energy course through her at the skin-to-skin contact. She didn’t like how unsettled she seemed to feel around the man. It wasn’t an unpleasant or painful sensation, just foreign, and she wasn’t sure she enjoyed the fluttery feeling it produced in her stomach. Forcing herself to focus on the cut, she was pleased to see it had healed nicely. She removed the stiches and washed the area before applying a cream to the angry red line that still ran down the tender skin on the inside of his arm.

      “It looks well healed,” Elise assured him. “I’ll give you some of this cream to apply to the scar, and the redness will fade over time.”

      “It’s hardly my first scar and likely not the last.” This was said quietly, but Elise heard it with perfect clarity, as his voice came from close to her ear. She sat up quickly as he spoke, startled by his proximity. While she worked, her head had been bent over his arm. Raising it now, she saw he had also bent over in order to see what she was doing, leaving his head mere inches from her own. Now eye to eye, he said, “I’m not concerned with how it will look, so you can save your creams for another. However,” he added with a smirk, “I am rather enjoying the sensation of you applying it, so I will indulge your pampering for as long as you’d like in this moment.”

      Mesmerized by his deep brown eyes, Elise held his gaze as she continued to gently massage the cream into the skin, working the tension out of his muscles. Her breath quickened the longer she looked at him, and she found herself thinking how easy it would be to close the brief distance between them. She noticed him look down at her lips and wondered if he was thinking the same thing, but the break in the eye contact shook her from the moment, and she pulled back before completely forgetting herself.

      “We should go,” Elise said briskly, standing up and gathering the materials. Weston nodded, righting his appearance before loading the horses with the supplies they would bring into town.

      Elise shivered as they rode along the road where Nora and Jed had met their demise. Sensing her disquiet, Weston said, “It may be too soon for you to think about, but I know of some people who may be able to come work for you. They are a brother and sister in need of employment, and I think they would enjoy the countryside.”

      Her interest peaked; Elise wanted to know more. “How do you know them?” she asked, thankful for the distraction.

      “The young man, Jonathan, served with me in Portugal. He’s had a hard time dealing with what he witnessed on the continent but is getting healthier every day. Jonathan is wonderful with animals and can make almost anything grow. He and his sister, Evie, have been looking for work away from the city, as the calmer landscape is better for his mental state.”

      “Do you know how to contact them, and would they be willing to come here so I might meet them?”

      “Yes, I can write to them if you are interested. I think they would happily come out here to see about the opportunity.” Weston was quiet for a moment, wrinkling his forehead in thought. “Before I write, you should know that they are of West Indian descent. Their mother was a Haitian woman, the daughter of African slaves. Their father, an Englishman, met her while managing the sugar plantation she worked for. He brought the children to England with him when he returned and gave them work in his home, and they were raised here. Thankfully, they now live on their own, away from the man who would treat his own children as servants.”

      Weston’s disgust with the Englishman was obvious. His lips curled and his tone turned harsh while recounting how the siblings came to be in the country. Elise completely agreed with his feelings regarding the cruel history of slavery and the sugar trade.

      “Why did you feel the need to share that with me?” Elise inquired. “Do you think I would not want to work with them based on their heritage or color?” She was offended he would think such a thing would matter to her.

      “One can’t be too careful,” he answered. “I do not mean to offend, just to make you aware that some may have issue with two dark-skinned siblings residing in the area. Prejudice abounds in our society, even if the law says they are free.”

      “I’m not afraid of what anyone may say,” Elise said firmly. “I understand how small-minded and biting others can be. As long as they are good people who are willing to put in an honest day’s work, that’s all I care about.”

      “Good,” Weston replied. “I’ll write to Jonathan right away. I think you will like him and Evie, and I believe they will like you as well.”

      Even though her heart ached thinking about Nora and Jed, she was excited by the prospect of working with these young people Weston spoke highly of. Maybe through helping each other, they each could find healing in different ways.
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      Arriving at the pub in the middle of the village, Reid was happy for the distraction of unloading the horses. Being with Lady Elise was again stirring up feelings in him that he found unsettling. He genuinely liked being in her presence, and the more he learned about her, the more he admired her.

      There were few women in Reid’s life whom he was both fond of and truly appreciated. Between his time in the army and the House of Commons, he rarely had time to engage with women in settings outside social affairs. It was almost impossible to really get to know a woman in a ballroom as the occasion did not easily enable more than shallow and superficial conversations. Thus, most women he engaged with were either mere social acquaintances, or women who had met his physical needs through short affairs. He held his friends’ wives in deep regard; Moira, Countess of Geffen, was a woman to be reckoned with, and though he had not known Grace, the new Duchess of Carrington, for long, she had a quiet strength he respected. And while he did not always approve of the way his mother clung to societal norms, he still loved and respected her as well.

      But the way he felt about Lady Elise was something entirely new. While he was certainly attracted to her, he wanted more than just a flirtation or an affair—he desired to know everything about her in a way he had never wanted with other women before. While he had been desperate to kiss her earlier, he would not be satisfied with just a physical existence between them. He craved more than just her sweetness—he wanted to understand her mind. Those two things had never co-existed for him before. Either he had admired a woman for her mind and capability, or he had desired her. In Lady Elise, both were true, and he wasn’t sure how to handle it moving forward.

      Reid hefted a box of vegetables onto his shoulders and entered The Crown & Arms, the local public house. He peered at the small crowd who had assembled, patiently waiting for Lady Elise as she laid out basic medical supplies on a table by the front window.

      “What exactly is it you’re doing here today?” he asked, setting down the load and genuinely curious.

      Lady Elise didn’t look at him as she answered, too busy with her task, but her excitement was clear from her voice. “Once a week I set up here at The Crown and tend to whatever ailments people may be experiencing.” It was clear to Reid she had a passion for the work and based on the looks from those waiting for her service, she was respected and appreciated for what she could provide.

      “Is there not a doctor in the village?” As the peer in the area, it was his responsibility to ensure the tenants and villagers were adequately cared for.

      “Yes, Dr. Davis tends to the area, but as there is only one of him, he does not have time to care for more minor complaints. And with the last few years being so difficult, many cannot pay for his services unless gravely needed.”

      Reid was ashamed to realize that so many in the area were struggling enough not to be able to afford proper care should they need it. He knew times were tough for many across the country, with the unseasonable weather of the past few years leading to failed crops, but his tenants had always been able to provide for themselves and their families.

      Though part of Reid’s work in Parliament had been fighting against the Corn Laws that increased taxes at the expense of the laboring class across the country, it seemed he had grown so consumed with national issues that he had lost sight of the problems troubling his own constituency. He had been trusted to represent their interests in the House of Commons, and he clearly needed to talk to more farmers in the area to learn what they truly needed to alleviate their struggles. All of this only fed the unrest spreading across the nation.

      “Do you do all this for free?” Reid asked. Lady Elise looked up from her task at his question and a hurt expression crossed her face. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply you do this for monetary gain, I just meant that the supplies you use for treatment must begin to add up.”

      “I have the means and knowledge to care for these people, my lord,” she responded. “I am happy to provide this service without adding to their struggles.” Reid hated seeing the disappointment in her eyes. He wanted her to think highly of him, and he knew he had just come across as another unfeeling aristocrat who was only concerned with profit.

      Leaving her to finish setting up the way she liked, Reid stepped away to greet the proprietor. “Warren, how have you been?” he asked the older man, giving him a hearty handshake.

      “It’s good to see you, my lord,” he replied, cloth in hand as he dried a stack of plates. “Times have been hard, and while I mean no disrespect to your old man, I’m glad we will have some new blood running the place.”

      “You don’t offend me, and I’d rather you speak plainly,” Reid informed the businessman. “I knew times were tough, but I’m embarrassed to admit that I did not realize things had gotten so bad around here. I’ve been neglectful.” He regretted that he had allowed the tension with his father to keep him so distanced from his responsibilities. He had become blind to the disrepair that had fallen on the estate and in the surrounding village. “What is needed most?”

      “Well,” Warren started after a thoughtful pause, “the corn laws have raised taxes so high that many of the tenant farmers are struggling to afford basic needs, so the businesses here in town have been hurting. No one can spare a coin for new clothes or a pint of beer.”

      “I’ve been working in Parliament trying to ease restrictions and tax burdens, but change and reform takes time,” Reid offered, knowing that help couldn’t wait. He was frustrated things worked so slowly in government, adding to the hurt even though the desire was to help. It made his work over the past few years feel pointless, and the frustration and sense of helplessness he’d experienced since returning grew.

      “Yes, lighter taxes would certainly help. It’s ironic and infuriating when those who make their livelihood growing food can’t afford to feed themselves,” Warren astutely observed. “But you could help with other urgent needs, my lord.” The pub owner continued working as he spoke with Reid, and his tone was serious, but he seemed glad to have the ear of the earl. “Housing needs to be fixed up. Many are unwell because their shelter is failing to protect them. The weather can get in and it’s either keeping them too cold or causing the structures to rot and mold.”

      “I know,” Reid admitted. “Tenants have been apprising me of the estate’s condition. I apologize for my negligence. I should have done something to help,” he said, continuing to beat himself up for walking away, reluctant to be a lord.

      “Your old man never would have allowed it,” Warren said. “He was too stubborn and proud to change his ways and would never listen to others. No one blames you, my lord. We know you’ve always cared.” The man was sincere in not blaming Reid, which he was not entirely sure he deserved. “I’ll tell you, though,” the barkeep continued, “Lady Elise has been a blessing. Ever since she moved in, she’s been offering her services to anyone who needs them, and she shares her garden’s yield with the community. She’s been a great help in keeping the young ones healthy.”

      “Yes, I’ve not known her long, but it seems she’s made herself right at home here.” Reid looked over to the other side of the pub where the Lady Elise was lovingly cleaning the foot of a young boy and examining a wound on his heel, both smiling as she soothed his concerned mother.

      It was clear that the people here trusted and looked up to her. But the longer Reid watched, he noticed how the villagers treated her with politeness rather than familiarity, leaving a space between them. Due to her standing as a lady and her wealth, as much as they respected her and even viewed her as a friend, she was set apart, not seen as one of their own.

      Reid realized for the first time how truly alone she must feel without Nora and Jed. From what he had witnessed in the short time he’d known her; the couple had seemed like a surrogate family to Lady Elise. His heart ached for her. If she was no longer accepted in the ton and was not truly a part of the community in Dorset, then she did not really belong anywhere. She belongs with me, Reid thought, unbidden.

      Reid spoke with many of the villagers as they came by the pub that day, and he told Warren to supply drinks for anyone who visited. He heard from countless farmers that what they needed most was improved housing and access to affordable food. And seeing how appreciative they were of Lady Elise’s produce, he decided to talk with Fairleigh about a potential solution.

      Helping Lady Elise to clean up and gathering empty boxes, they made their way out of the pub. “You were wonderful today,” Reid told her. “Do you always see so many people?”

      “Yes, it was a fairly standard group today. The vegetables went quickly, I’m glad they will be put to good use. Nora and I couldn’t preserve everyth—" She trailed off, a look of extreme sadness crossing her face as she realized she would never again jar any goods with her friend. She turned away from him, presumably so he wouldn’t see her cry again, and he finished loading the last of the items before they went to pay their respects to the friends she had lost at the church.
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      Rubbing her temples, Elise fought off a headache that seemed determined to emerge no matter how she tried to stave it off. It was hardly a surprise one had formed given how difficult the past few days had been. Struggling through her grief had only been made harder by inhabiting a home where, with one noticeable exception, she was not wanted. While Lord Weston had been true to his word, immediately writing to the siblings who were looking for work, Elise knew she was still days away from their arrival, allowing her to return to the dower house.

      In the meantime, she had been working with the tenants to prepare the service for Nora and Jed. While the work was an honor to provide for the couple, it also allowed her to avoid preparations at Cliff House where guests were arriving later that day. Lord Weston’s older sister, Lady Heather, came early from London to assist the dowager countess with the details. She was a kind woman, yet she did not know how to act around Elise while she remained there.

      Lady Heather was genuinely saddened by Elise’s loss, but due to her ruined status, she did not feel it proper for her to mingle with the other guests. Flustered by not wanting to be rude to her, Lady Heather held an extremely uncomfortable conversation with Elise where she seemed to contradict herself with every other statement.

      “Of course, you are welcome to stay here at Cliff House while you find new staff,” Lady Heather said in all sincerity. “But with guests expected, it really might be best if you did not move about the estate too freely.” Wringing her hands, she added, “Please do make yourself at home. We want you to be comfortable—just keep to the lesser-used rooms of the house while our guests are occupying the drawing room.” In attempting to stay warm towards Elise and not offend while still adhering to proper decorum, the poor woman had practically tied herself in knots. Elise assured her that she was still grieving and had no wish to mingle with the guests.

      She had a sneaking suspicion that the dowager countess and her daughter were eager to redirect Lord Weston’s attention off of her, and rather fixed more firmly on some of the guests they were hoping he’d view as prospects for the next Countess of Weston. The earl had been exceedingly polite and attentive to her in the days leading up to the service for Nora and Jed. He even took her to the church to view the burial site and speak with the vicar about arrangements to lay them to rest.

      The funeral had been yesterday, and Elise moved through the day in a haze. While she knew generally what had taken place and people she had seen, none of her recollections from the service were sharp. Recalling events from the day before felt like she had observed everything from underwater; she knew what she was seeing, but it all appeared slightly distorted and muted. She wouldn’t have made it through the day without Weston beside her. He had been a comforting presence, ever at her side, silently guiding her to where she needed to go. Once everything was over and she had witnessed her beloved friends being lowered into the ground, she finally broke down as the carriage door closed and they rode back to Cliff House. Weston said nothing, only placing a comforting hand on her back and letting her cry. It had been exactly what she needed.

      Now sequestered away in her room for the duration of her stay at Cliff House, Elise watched out the window as the first guests arrived. Stifling a laugh that was half gasp, she saw none other than Lady Priscilla step down from the first carriage to arrive. Lady Wrexham followed her out, standing tall with a haughty look on her face, believing herself to be above everyone else around her.

      Of course, Elise thought, it would be the very people who had been determined to punish and see her out of London whom she would encounter the first time engaging with the ton since arriving in Dorset. Her resolve to avoid the guests at all costs was reinforced at their entrance as she did not wish to encounter any drama while she remained at Cliff House. In her exhausted and reduced emotional state, she was honestly not sure if she would be able to handle an encounter with them. No, she would do everything she could to remain out of sight and out of mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Elise managed to pass the first day of the gathering undetected, for which she could only assume the dowager countess and Lady Heather were exceptionally grateful. It figured then, that as she made her way quietly towards the library on the second morning of the party, she would run into the last person she wished to see.

      “My goodness,” Lady Priscilla exclaimed. “Elise, is that you?”

      Elise bowed her head while silently cursing her bad luck. “Lady Priscilla,” she greeted.

      “Where on earth have you been hiding yourself? And what are you doing here? Are you joining the remembrance?” Elise had forgotten that this gathering was being held under the guise of a remembrance for the late earl, rather than the matchmaking scheme it really was.

      “No, I’m not a member of the group,” Elise said as diplomatically as possible, “I’m afraid I don’t run in such circles anymore.” She felt a mix of emotions. On the one hand, she was more than happy outside the confines of polite society, while on the other, she resenting being pulled away from her family. How was it possible to look at Lady Priscilla and feel at once both grateful and furious?

      Lady Pricilla had the decency to slightly flush as she looked down. Was it possible she felt some guilt for what had befallen Elise over the years? Stranger things had happened, though it would be quite the change in character. “It’s good to see you regardless,” the lady said. “You simply disappeared for a while.”

      “Yes, I moved to the Dorset Coast almost three years ago. I’ve been staying at a property on the edge of the Weston estate,” Elise shared.

      “Whatever are you doing at Cliff House then?” Priscilla persisted. Before Elise could answer, Lady Heather rounded the corner and started at the sight of them together. Regaining her composure, she glided toward them with a practiced calmness on her face.

      “Lady Elise, I’m surprised to see you about,” she said with a pointed glance in her direction.

      “I was just heading to the library for a new book when I unexpectedly ran into Lady Priscilla. If you’ll excuse me.”

      “Well, if you’re staying here, why don’t you join us?” Lady Priscilla interjected, turning toward Lady Heather.

      “Lady Elise has tragically lost her servants in an accident and is only staying with us until she can secure new help,” Lady Heather explained. “Her stay is quite unexpected, and she does not mean to impose on the gathering.”

      “Well, it might not have been planned, but now that she is here, surely she should not be left out of the fun?” Pricilla was adamant.

      “I’m afraid that I did not know the earl well,” Elise spoke up so as not to put the hostess in an awkward position. “So you see, I would not fit with the nature of the party, and I do not wish to spoil the atmosphere.” The last was said with a placating smile as she tried to find a way out of participating. Lady Heather breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Don’t be silly. I’m sure Lady Heather and the countess won’t mind one more person to help honor the late Lord Weston. What do you say?” Priscilla turned toward Lady Heather with a look of pure innocence. Elise couldn’t decide if she was being genuinely nice in her desire for Elise to feel included, or if she was scheming to add drama to the gathering. Either way, Elise wanted nothing to do with it.

      “I suppose there would be no harm in Lady Elise joining us for dinner this evening, assuming no one takes issues with it,” Lady Heather said with a forced smile.

      “Excellent!” Priscilla proclaimed with a clap of her hands. “It’s settled then.” Not knowing how she could back out now that the hostess had extended an invitation, Elise gave a slight nod of acceptance.

      “We’ll gather at seven o’clock in the drawing room for drinks before dinner,” Lady Heather informed her. “We’ll see you there,” she said before the two women turned away, leaving Elise standing bewildered in the hallway, not sure how she had been roped into the event.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few hours later, a knock sounded on Elise’s door, breaking her attention from the book she’d procured on her ill-fated trip to the library.

      “Come in,” she called from her place on the bed, wondering who might need her. A head peeked around the door, and Elise recognized the maid who had assisted her when she first arrived at Cliff House.

      “Lady Heather has sent me to help you prepare for dinner, my lady,” the maid said.

      “Of course, please come in.” Elise stood and set aside her book. “I’m afraid I never asked for your name before—do forgive me.”

      “Nothing to forgive, my lady, it was a difficult day.,” the maid acknowledged. “I’m Jenny.”

      “Thank you for your help, Jenny, I truly appreciate it.” At the mention of the day of the accident, Elise felt tears welling up and blinked them away. She was ready for the day they would not be triggered so quickly, but she was also loath to forget the couple.

      “I’m not sure if I have a dress with me nice enough for a formal dinner,” she mused.

      “You do,” Jenny assured her. “I packed one when I gathered some of your things, just in case. It’s in the back of the wardrobe.”

      “How very efficient of you,” Elise said with a smile. “Then I guess I had better get dressed as I’m expected downstairs.”

      As Jenny helped her prepare for dinner, she felt as if she were returning to her former life. Donning a formal dress felt foreign after so long but also sent a secret thrill up her spine when she looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her appearance held an elegance she had not bothered to achieve since settling in the dower house. While her gown was several years old, it was cut in a classic enough silhouette to not appear dated. Stroking the emerald satin, she marveled at the supple feel of the fabric and admired her figure in the empire-waisted gown.

      Jenny set to work curling Elise’s hair for an intricate updo, briefing her on all the gossip while doing so. Nerves setting in, Elise only half listened, but tuned back in when she heard Lady Priscilla mentioned. She was surprised to learn that Lady Priscilla was widowed shortly after marrying an elderly duke. It seemed that the countess and Lady Wrexham had been friends for years and were now scheming to match her with the new Lord Weston.

      “While it seems to be the mother’s pulling the strings, Lady Priscilla certainly isn’t wasting her opportunity to flirt with his lordship whenever she can. Looks like a right fool batting her lashes so much—like she has something in her eye,” Jenny prattled on, oblivious to Elise’s growing unease as she continued to listen. “Lady Wrexham was bemoaning how she would go from a duchess down to a countess, but she is pushing for the match anyway based on the strength of the family name.”

      Elise wasn’t sure she liked how unsettled she felt at the thought of Weston with Priscilla on his arm. A pit opened up in her stomach thinking of their union, and she wanted to hide rather than descend to the drawing room. Why did Priscilla feel like a rival all of a sudden? She certainly had no claim to the earl, but after the care he had shown her in her grief, she felt an affection for him that she couldn’t ignore.

      “There, all done. You look lovely if I do say so myself.” Jenny smiled at her in the mirror as Elise took in her handiwork. She did look lovely, and a part of her she had not indulged in a long time wanted the others at dinner to notice. She may have been forced from their ranks, but she wanted them to see that she had prevailed even with their condemnation. If forced to participate, then she wanted to do so with confidence and make them see they had not broken her.

      “Thank you, Jenny, I feel ready now. You have given me a kind of armor, and I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.” Smiling at the maid, Elise stood and made her way downstairs.

      Standing outside the door, Elise took a final deep breath before opening it and walking in as confidently as possible—as if she belonged there and had never been away. The first thing she noticed was Weston. He stood directly across the room and his eyes lit up when he saw her. She offered him a smile, but when she looked at who he had been conversing with, her smile dropped, and the confidence she had felt just a moment ago drained away.
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      God, he hated house parties. It was only day two of this weeklong affair and Reid could have strangled his mother for foisting this on him. Thankfully, since the ruse for the event had been to honor his father, the guests were composed of people he knew well, so he did not have to force conversation too often. That didn’t mean he necessarily liked everyone who now occupied the house, but he at least knew how to move amongst them and keep everyone appeased with the least amount of effort possible on his part. And if his mother thought he would find a match in this crowd, she was going to be disappointed.

      Lady Priscilla, Dowager Duchess of Stern, was clearly his mother’s first choice. She, his sister, and Lady Wrexham had been doing everything in their power to throw the two of them together over the past day and a half; however, she did not capture his attention the way Lady Elise did. Reid felt bad that she had been sequestered away and practically banished to her room, but she did not seem offended and had expressed relief at not needing to mingle with the others. Still, though he had not seen her since the guests arrived, she was never far from his thoughts.

      Talking with Lord Dorsten, Reid thought he was hallucinating when he glanced up to see Lady Elise entering the drawing room. She looked stunning in a simple but elegant green gown with her hair in delicate braids and curls, making her gorgeous coffee eyes even more pronounced. His breath caught in his chest as she smiled after spotting him across the room, putting him at ease once more. But as he watched, her eyes drifted away from him to scan the room, and all the color suddenly drained from her face. She quickly turned, exiting the room, and he didn’t even think before following.

      Reid rushed after her, catching a glimpse of her skirt rounding a corner. He followed blindly for a minute before hearing a sound in the next corridor. When he finally laid eyes on Lady Elise a moment later, she was bent over, leaning against the wall for support as she gasped for air.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, running forward and grasping her arms. “Elise, tell me what’s happening. What do you need?” He didn’t even notice he had dropped the honorific from her name as he was too preoccupied with ensuring her safety.

      Continuing to gasp for air and unable to speak, she reached out a shaky hand and clutched at his sleeve. Leaning towards him, Reid supported her as Elise closed her eyes and tried to slow her breathing, taking in deep breaths. After a moment, she slid from his grasp to the floor and placed her elbows on her knees, cradling her head in her palms. He crouched beside her and placed a hand on her back. The connection seemed to ground her, and her breathing began to slow. She seemed just on the verge of coming back from wherever she had retreated when someone else joined them.

      “There you are!” Lady Priscilla exclaimed. “I saw you dash off and wondered where you had gone to. I simply had to follow, but who would have ever thought to find you by the kitchens.” Looking up, Reid realized they were in a back hallway, far from the normal foot traffic of the house other than servants. He wished they had been even further afield so Lady Priscilla would not have found them at all.

      “Why, whatever is the matter, Elise? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Do get up off the floor or you’ll wrinkle your dress.” Lady Priscilla was either oblivious to, or unconcerned with, the distress Lady Elise was in. As she prattled on, Reid turned his attention to Elise and watched as she flinched at the continuing chatter.

      “Are you alright?” he asked quietly. She nodded with closed eyes.

      “I just need a minute.” Elise responded so softly he almost didn’t hear her. She took in another deep breath and held it before exhaling. Reaching for his hand to use as leverage, she began to stand while bracing herself using the wall.

      “Well, well, well . . . it looks like the real party has moved out here.” Elise began to violently tremble at the voice of Lord Dorsten. “Who are you hiding back here?” he asked. “I didn’t get to see your face before Weston took off after you.”

      “Oh, this is Lady Elise,” Priscilla said, not reading the tension that now permeated the space. “You may not know her. She’s been out of society for the past few years.”

      At this exchange Elise began breathing hard again, her eyes wide with panic. The hand which Reid still held was now gripping him tightly and he was afraid she might pass out. He didn’t know what was going on, but it was clear that something about Dorsten was unsettling her. Instinctively, he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her closer as she continued to gasp for air.

      “Pricilla, would you be a dear and fetch Lady Elise a glass of water, it seems she isn’t feeling well,” Dorsten said, his eyes sweeping over Elise with an avarice that Reid didn’t like at all.

      Dorsten moved forward as Lady Priscilla scampered away. “I see you are providing some fine entertainment at this gathering, Weston. I do applaud your taste,” the man said with a wicked smile. “It’s been a few years, Elise, but it’s lovely to see you again. I do hope we might be able to pick up where we left off last time—before we were so rudely interrupted. That is, if Weston here is willing to share.” He had the audacity to wink at Reid as he finished. Elise was practically hyperventilating as she burrowed into him, attempting to make herself as small as possible.

      “Don’t you dare touch her,” Reid growled as Dorsten reached out a hand, a feral look in his eyes.

      Retracting his hand with a smirk, Dorsten said, “If you want the little minx all to yourself, you just had to say so. I’ll leave you alone, I know what a good time she can be—enjoy.”

      Reid wasn’t completely sure what Dorsten was alluding to, but what he could infer based on his comments and the lady’s reaction made him more enraged than he had ever been in his life. He saw red. Just then, Priscilla returned with a large glass of water and looked at them in concern.

      “Here. Is she alright?” she asked in concern as she thrust the glass towards Reid. He couldn’t focus on her however as he was intently staring down Dorsten.

      “What did you just say?” Reid growled, his voice so low anyone would know danger was imminent. “What did you do to her?”

      “What?” Dorsten replied, still smirking. “It was only a little fun. There was no harm in it, seeing as she was already ruined.”

      Reid heard Priscilla gasp. Elise was shaking in his arms and she clutched at him desperately, a whimper escaping her as her chest continued to rapidly rise and fall with her labored breathing. “Get out,” he said in a deadly calm voice.

      “What?” Dorsten said, a look of shock, finally wiping the smirk from his face.

      “You heard me,” Reid said, looking him dead in the eye. “I said, get out. I want you out of my house. Now.” He had to force the words out of his throat, so enraged that he too was having trouble getting proper breath, his airway constricting from the amount of sheer tension in his body.

      Dorsten raised his hands in surrender. “Look, I meant no harm. You obviously don’t want to share, and I misread the situation. I apologize for intruding—I didn’t realize she was yours.”

      “She’s not mine,” Reid spat. “She’s not some object or plaything. She’s a person, and belongs to no one but herself. I will not have you speak to any woman like that in my presence ever again. Now, get out.” Reid saw the realization that he was deadly serious finally settle in as a look of terror crawled across Dorsten’s face. He turned and walked away without another word.

      “He’s gone,” Reid whispered in Elise’s ear, wrapping his arms around her as tightly as possible. She let out a strangled sound as wracking sobs began to pour from her.

      “Is she going to be alright?” Priscilla whispered. Reid looked up to find her pale and leaning against the wall, forgetting she was even there.

      “She will be,” he said, “I’ll take care of her. Can you give us a moment?”

      “I’m sorry,” Lady Priscilla said softly, not taking her eyes off Elise’s broken form. Reid didn’t understand what she was apologizing for, but the lady looked devastated as she turned away.

      Finally, alone with Elise, all Reid wanted was to protect her. “It’s okay, he’s gone. I promise I won’t ever let him hurt you again.” He muttered soothing nonsense to her, stroking her hair as she cried into his shoulder. It was several minutes before everything started to slow down and she began taking in shaky breaths. Finally, Elise pulled away and slid down the wall, unable to support herself without his arms bracing her. She grabbed onto his hand on her way down.

      “I need to go home,” she said.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he responded, not wanting to let her out of his sight. “I don’t think you should be alone. I promise he’s not here anymore, and I’ll personally ensure he is escorted off the premise.”

      “Please,” Elise said, looking up at him with pleading eyes, “I don’t care if he’s gone, I just can’t be here anymore. I need to go home.”

      Reid could see how much she was hurting. Though every fiber of his being cried out to keep her with him, he couldn’t force her to stay against her will. “I’ll send Jenny to accompany you, but I’m coming to check on you tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, looking utterly drained.

      Once Reid was sure she could stand on her own, he called for a carriage to be prepared and Jenny to assist her. Watching her leave in the carriage, he felt hollow. There and then, Reid vowed to protect her at all costs, and make sure she never felt the way Dorsten had made her feel ever again.
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      Clutching a blanket around her shoulders, Elise sipped the tea Jenny had brought her. She sat in the bay window of the study and stared out at the sea, not taking in the view. Ever since laying eyes on Lord Dorsten yesterday evening, she had felt numb. It was different from the numbness she had felt immediately after losing Nora and Jed, that had been more of an emptiness that left her unable to do anything. This was an absence of feeling. She had been completely overwhelmed yesterday by the encounter and once she had finally found an equilibrium; it was as if she now swung in the opposite direction and felt nothing rather than too much. She was a negative void. Added to the past week of grief, the need to shut down and protect herself was strong. Feeling simply hurt too much.

      Previously, Elise would have felt embarrassed by the way she had clung to and fallen apart in front of Weston. Now she didn’t feel that—only the absence of self-consciousness. Everything was a bit of a blur, but she remembered needing to get away from Cliff House. And though she had no sense of time, she knew it was still early when Weston’s voice echoed down the hallway.

      He told Elise he would check on her today and it didn’t surprise her that he would arrive first thing. She should have known he would arrive before she was ready to explain. What was unexpected was that when Jenny announced him, an uneasy Lady Priscilla accompanied him. Peering from behind the curtains, half concealed from her post on the window seat, Elise gathered herself. Having at least enough presence of mind to be a gracious host, she asked Jenny to prepare some more refreshments.

      Weston settled himself on the edge of the desk while Priscilla perched on the arm of a chair. Gazing out at them, it seemed no one knew where to start. Elise’s mind still felt mostly blank, and she could not bring herself to start the inevitable conversation. So she waited. Finally, looking utterly wretched and wringing her hands, Lady Priscilla broke the silence. “I’m so sorry for any hurt I have caused you, Lady Elise. I beg you to forgive me.” Lips trembling, her voice broke on the final word.

      “What do you mean?” Weston asked. “How have you hurt Lady Elise?”

      “Because I’m the one who made sure she was discovered with the footman and ruined her four seasons ago,” she replied.

      “Why would you do that?” Weston said calmly, his brow furrowed. Elise observed the interaction, not feeling the need to speak up yet. She was also curious to hear Priscilla’s explanation, though it didn’t matter.

      “Because I was a jealous cow,” the lady answered honestly. “I’m so sorry,” she repeated, looking at Elise. “I knew when I stumbled across you what you were doing was not wrong, you were just trying to help someone who was injured. Propriety hardly mattered under the circumstances. I should have just walked away and never said anything, but instead I went and found my mother and her friends so they would denounce you for breaking the letter, if not the spirt, of the law when it came to the rules governing the ton.”

      “It’s alright,” Elise said, speaking at last.

      “No, it’s not,” Priscilla said. “I saw you as competition, and the only thing I could think in that moment was that I could get you out of my way.” She paused and sniffled, clearly distressed by her past actions. “My mother was so disappointed in me for not landing a match my first season. She railed on me constantly about how I had to find someone of equal or greater standing within the peerage so I would not embarrass the family. She would not settle for me being anything less than a marchioness or a duchess, and I was desperate to make a connection. I had set my sights on the Marquess of Rothbury, but he was captivated by you.”

      Priscilla looked up from her lap where she had been staring at her hands, unable to look at Elise as she made her confession. “And why wouldn’t he have eyes for you, you came in from out of nowhere—and you were so beautiful.”

      Elise blinked, trying to process this revelation. That Priscilla had been jealous had never once crossed her mind when she reflected upon what had happened that night. She had always assumed that Priscilla shared her mother’s arrogance and acted out of malice rather than envy.

      “As the season continued, I became increasingly distressed. But the more anxious I became, the more I drove men away . . .” Priscilla looked bewildered as she recalled the events of the season that had changed so much for Elise. “I noticed how all the decent men were drawn to your maturity and intellect, and I became jealous and angry. You were an obstacle I needed to get out of my way. So when I followed you down the hall and saw you alone with the footman, I . . .” She stopped, taking a minute to compose herself.

      “It’s okay, I forgive you,” Elise said, surprising herself. Weston raised his head from the bowed posture he had taken while listening and looked at Elise with wide eyes. Those eyes conveyed a symphony of emotions as he seemed to battle with himself over feeling either anger or sympathy for Lady Priscilla.

      “How can you forgive me?” Priscilla cried. “I’m the reason that awful man hurt you! Last night he admitted as much. He saw you as less because you were ruined, because of my actions.”

      Elise watched as Priscilla broke down. Seeing her pain opened something in Elise; it was as if all her repressed feelings came rushing back at once. Overcome, she closed her eyes for a moment before climbing down from the window and kneeling in front of Priscilla. “Your right,” she said. “He used my status against me. That’s what he told me that night to justify his actions.”

      “He hurt you?” Weston asked, his voice hoarse.

      Turning to look at him from her position on the floor, she looked up into his pained face. “Yes, but not in the way you are thinking. It didn’t get that far.” She watched as he took in a stuttering breath of relief at her statement.

      Elise grabbed Priscilla’s hands and settled down on the floor beside her, knowing she needed to share the story she had never told anyone before. Taking in a deep breath, she said, “I had many friends who came to my defense after what happened at the Markham Ball. Yes, I had been found alone with a man, but as nothing compromising had happened, many stood up for me, arguing I should not be completely shunned or shut out. I still received invitations to events from family friends, and for a while, I tried to keep my foot in the door, not wishing to disappoint my family.” She gave Priscilla’s hand a squeeze, understanding the desire to keep family happy.

      “My father was embarrassed by the whole situation, but he stood by me. However, as time went on and I was still turned away or given the cut direct by many when I attended functions, we began to worry about the impact my circumstances could have on my little sister down the line. I was already contemplating stepping back from social events when Lord Dorsten forced my hand.” She risked a glance back at Weston and saw him hanging on her every word, his body strung tight in tension.

      “Lady Waterston, who had been a friend of my mother’s, invited me to a card party. As it would be a smaller gathering of mostly supportive acquaintances, I decided to attend. One of the guests whom I did not know well was Dorsten, who had just recently gained his title. He was feeling puffed up and entitled with his new status, so when he managed to corner me in a room later that evening, he believed he could help himself.”

      The fear she had felt that night came rushing back to Elise and she began to feel the panic from yesterday returning. Forcing herself to take a deep breath, she closed her eyes to recenter herself and felt Priscilla squeeze her hand in support. But she couldn’t bring herself to look at Weston.

      “I left the main room to pick up some books Lady Waterston had set aside for me, and Dorsten must have followed. He’d clearly been drinking, but he wasn’t drunk; he was simply acting from the sense of entitlement and inculpability he felt now that he was a peer. After he started to kiss and paw at me, I tried to push him away . . . He just laughed and said that a disgraced woman like me was fair game . . . I was terrified. I realized he no longer thought the rules that would have restrained his behavior previously applied to him anymore. To him I was a tool that he could use for his own pleasure rather than a woman who should be treated with care and respect.”

      Weston growled, and Elise dared to glance up at him. The look on his face was terrifying. “I’ll kill him,” he spat. “I swear to god he better not cross me again.”

      “No, you won’t,” Elise said firmly. “He’s hardly the first man to think that way, and he won’t be the last. In the end, we were interrupted after only a moment when his friend entered the room. He did not cause any real physical harm, just mental and emotional.”

      Weston stared at her intently when she had finished before standing up and scrubbing his hands over his face. “Goddamn it!” he shouted, beginning to pace. Elise noticed him favoring his left leg in his agitation. “Forgive me,” he said, resuming his perch on the edge of the desk. “His mindset will be the death of us as a society, it hurts everyone.”

      “I don’t disagree,” Elise stated.

      “That’s when you left,” Pricilla said, putting the pieces together.

      “Yes,” Elise nodded. “I decided I didn’t want to be in London anymore, and I came here with my father’s blessing using the money intended to be my dowry. Dorsten pushed me to make my plans to withdraw a reality, though I never told anyone he was the inciting incident that convinced me it was time to remove myself from society.”

      “I really am so sorry, Elise,” Priscilla said. “I never in a million years would have thought my actions could have such horrible consequences. I only thought of myself . . . not how I was hurting you.” She looked distraught, and as angry as Elise had been with her over the years, they needed to put the past to rest so both could move on.

      “It’s really alright,” Elise told her. “I’m just fine now. I’ve created a good life for myself here, and in many ways, I’m much happier and freer away from the constraints of polite society. I had spent so much time worrying about what would happen if I was ruined that once I was . . . it felt like a weight was lifted off my shoulders as I didn’t need to fret about expectations any longer. I truly believe I’m a better person now, able to live as myself.” She smiled at Priscilla, wanting to make sure she understood.

      “I wish I knew what that felt like,” Priscilla said, tears in her eyes. “I don’t want to be bound by others’ expectations anymore. I’m a grown woman, and a widow at that. I shouldn’t let my mother dictate my actions any longer. I want to be strong and my own woman like you.” Priscilla’s smile as she made this realization lit up the room, and Elise let out a wet laugh before reaching up to tightly hug the woman who had once been her rival.

      Elise heard Weston pacing in agitation again as they pulled apart. Leaning into Priscilla, she spoke quietly so only she could hear. “Why don’t you leave me to talk with Weston. I need to assure him that I really am fine. I was just shaken seeing Dorsten again yesterday.”

      Priscilla looked up at Weston, practically twitching in his fury, then back at Elise. “He cares for you,” she said just as quietly. “I can see it in how protective he was of you yesterday. I’ve never seen him react so strongly to a woman before.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Elise said, feeling her cheeks warm.

      “Well I do,” Priscilla said haughtily in the tone Elise was used to hearing from her. “And based on the way you sought comfort from him yesterday, I think you might care for him as well.”

      With that thought lingering, Pricilla rose and kissed the top of Elise’s head, then left her alone to deal with a very agitated earl.
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      Reid wasn’t sure he had ever felt so much rage in his life. He could feel adrenaline coursing through his limbs and continued pacing as his breath started coming out in a rapid pant.

      “Why don’t we go for a walk on the beach?” Elise suggested, somehow remaining calm. He nodded, fresh air sounding like a good idea. After gathering his coat and her shawl, they stepped out into the early October chill, and he took in a deep breath trying to calm himself down.

      Reid wasn’t sure why he was reacting so strongly. What had happened to Elise was appalling, but she was correct that it had unfortunately happened many times before. He’d heard similar stories countless times, and while they had always raised his ire at the way so many men disregarded women as mere objects, it had never felt personal like this before. With a grimace, he realized it should have.

      They walked down the coastline for a bit, neither saying anything, soaking in the stillness of the morning. The tang of the salty air and the rhythmic sound of the waves began to have a calming effect. Slowing down, Reid turned toward Elise.

      “I’m sorry for my behavior,” he said. “I’m just appalled by what happened to you and the callous way women are regarded in society. Are you sure you are alright? You were profoundly upset last night.” Reid was concerned by the way she had physically reacted to seeing Dorsten again, it spoke to a deep emotional wound that he was not sure she had fully realized the extent of.

      “I’m fine now. I’ve had a long time to come to terms with what happened. I was just caught off guard at seeing him again. I’ve tried to put that evening behind me, but obviously I was not successful.” Elise gazed out at the ocean as she calmly spoke. When he and Lady Pricilla had first found her this morning, he had been concerned by how blank she had looked, but she was now animated and her color had returned.

      “Thank you for your care last evening. I’m sure you were confused as to what was happening, but you supported me, and I’m very grateful for that. Not everyone would side with a woman in such circumstances or even believe she has been wronged.”

      “I’m not sure how anyone could see your reaction to the man and not believe you. I was worried for you, and he did himself no favors with his dismissive attitude having seen you upset.” Reid was getting worked up again as he thought about it and forced himself to relax the hands he had unconsciously clutched into fists. His desire to protect her and make sure no one ever harmed her again was overwhelming. Only knowing her for just over a two-week timespan, he felt a deep admiration for Elise and wanted nothing more than to spend time with her and see her smile.

      She was so beautiful, both inside and out. The way she had started over and cared for the people here was inspiring. As a lady, Elise could have easily sequestered herself away in the dower house and no one would have found anything odd about it. But instead, she had taken the worst experience of her life and used it as an opportunity to create a new life for herself. She was self-assured most of the time and comfortable living in a way that most people from the class in which she had been raised would turn up their noses. Unafraid to do work for the betterment of her home and community, it was like she had blossomed with the purpose she now had in caring for these people and sharing what she could with them. Admiring her strength and persistence, he knew with certainty he wanted her in his life from now on.

      Reid watched as she looked out at the sea, drawing her shawl closer around her. The cool breeze was tousling strands of hair around her face, and before he knew what he was doing, he reached out and brushed the strands from her cheek where they had been dancing across the smooth skin with the wind. As his fingers mimicked her hair in skimming over the slightly wind reddened skin, they both sucked in a breath at the contact. Tucking the errant strands firmly behind her ear, he let his fingers linger at the nape of her neck before pulling away.

      Elise, who Reid realized with a start he had started to think about without the lady added to her name, turned towards him with a look of soft affection. Her eyes shining, a small smile was just starting to form as the corners of her mouth began a small uptick. He couldn’t keep himself from looking at her lips, and to prevent himself from kissing her, he pulled her into his arms. Just as she had the night before, Elise nestled her head into his chest below his chin. They stood there, neither moving or saying anything, and Reid never wanted to let her go. She felt so perfect in his arms he would have been happy to never move from his spot on the sand again, holding her forever. The feeling of rightness was almost overwhelming, and again the thought arose that he needed to keep her in his life.

      Pulling back slightly, Elise lifted her deep brown eyes to his before looking down, her long lashes fanning across her cheekbones. “I feel like I’ve been a mess ever since you met me—all I’ve done is fall apart and cry for one reason or another. But you’ve been a constant source of support and strength, and I can’t thank you enough.”

      Raising his hand, Reid cradled her cheek. “You’ve had a lot to deal with and seeing you in such despair last night broke my heart. It was one thing to see you distraught over Nora and Jed, but yesterday was born from something far more sinister, and I ached to see you in such pain.”

      To his astonishment, Elise reached up and threaded her fingers through the hair at his temple where he was graying more with each passing year. “I’m not sure why,” she offered tentatively, “but ever since I met you, I’ve felt I could trust you. I know not all men think so little of or take advantage of women, but I think if anyone other than you had tried to comfort me last night, I would have shied away. My mental state regarding men was too fragile, but I felt completely safe with you, and I never questioned it.”

      Catching his breath at her willingness to be so vulnerable and honest with him, Reid was swamped by a wave of emotion. “I can’t tell you what a gift you have given me with those words,” he said, voice rough. “I’m glad you feel like you can count on me. I want to be here for you. Always.”

      “You are a good man, and I’m glad to know I have you in my corner,” Elise replied emotionally, seeming a bit stunned by his assertion.

      Reid watched as she stood on her toes and ever so slowly angled her face up to kiss him. Elise’s lips touched his with only the gentlest pressure before retreating, but he felt as if she had branded him, marking him as hers. She looked at him from only an inch away with a question in her eye, and he answered, leaning back into her and claiming her lips once again. He moved slowly, wanting her to guide the kiss and show him how much she could handle. When she applied more pressure this time, he slid his hand from her cheek to the back of her head, pulling her more firmly against him. It was neither innocent nor passionate, falling somewhere in-between. Regardless, it was the sweetest and most true thing he had ever experienced. Reid knew without a doubt it was the best kiss of his life.
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      Elise pulled away, shocked by her own actions. She raised her fingers, touching her lips, needing to feel them and make sure what had just happened was not a dream. It was real, she could feel them, the ghost of how his lips had felt pressed against her own remained. Warmth suffused her body, and she had to restrain herself from leaning into him once again. Looking up at Weston, she felt the need to explain.

      “I don’t know why I did that,” she said, dazed. “But I don’t think I regret it.”

      He smiled down at her, and it was so dazzling Elise thought the sun must have broken through the cloud cover. “I should hope not,” Weston said, his voice low. “And I very much hope it might happen again.” She shivered at the thought, and he wrapped his arms around her even tighter, mistaking her quaking for being cold.

      Back at the house, Elise had been stunned by Pricilla’s observation that she might have feelings for the earl based on how she had turned to him for comfort. While she had not sought him out last evening—he had followed her, she certainly had not shied away from him when he had reached out to soothe her distress. What she had told him was true, she was sure that if it had been any other man who had come after her last evening, she would have turned away from them. Yet with Weston, she didn’t hesitate. She hadn’t questioned for a moment that she was completely safe with him.

      Elise had not given it any thought until it was brought to her attention, but reflecting on it now, she couldn’t ignore the truth of the situation. She trusted and respected the man, desiring to be around him. Even now, she enjoyed being in his arms and had very much thrilled at the kiss they had just shared. What any of this meant moving forward, she couldn’t say. They clearly had no future together—the man was an earl and she had been cast out of polite society. The aristocracy would never accept her as a match for him if he was even thinking such a thing. Elise realized her thoughts were running much further ahead than the present situation called for, and she knew she needed to reign herself back in.

      “What are you thinking about so intently?” Weston asked, breaking her concentration.

      “Nothing, my lord,” she responded. “I was just wondering how I ended up here.”

      He chuckled and she felt it rumble in his chest where her hands were resting. “I think at this point you can lose the formality and call me Reid,” he said against her hairline, leaning in to kiss her forehead. Reid, she liked that. It was the first time she had heard his Christian name and it suited him.

      “Then you should call me Elise,” she replied.

      “I’m afraid I already started thinking of you that way,” Reid admitted sheepishly. The fact that he felt close enough to think of her in more intimate terms sent warmth through her.

      More than anything she wanted him to think well of her. Even though they had not known each other long, the trepidation she had felt about the new earl seemed utterly foreign now. It was hard to reconcile the image of the intimidating man she had imagined with the kind one now embracing her. Through what she had observed, he cared deeply about the estate and all who relied upon it. While the strained relationship with his father had kept him from being involved previously, she knew he was working hard, learning all he could and making improvements.  Elise had seen Reid’s compassion for his people when he had accompanied her to the village for her clinic. She heard he was making rounds on the estate and discussing solutions for the most pressing problems, listening rather than just assuming he knew what was best, a rare trait in a man. And she appreciated the speed and grace with which he had handled her rental contract.

      There was also the way Reid had simply been there for her not just once, but twice now, when she had felt at her absolute lowest. He did not seem to care a whit for her standing as a tarnished member of the ton and had embraced her, showing a compassion that was unequal to anything she had experienced personally since moving away from her family. Such consideration made her realize just how isolated she had become.

      In short, Reid was dangerous, and clearly her feelings were beginning to run away from her. Elise had long given up on the idea that she would ever be able to marry after her ruination. While many had still supported her, no one would go so far as to risk lowering their own standing by linking themselves with her. So, she had let go of the idea when moving to Dorset. Not allowing herself to dwell on what she had lost often, there were still times when she felt immensely lonely. No longer belonging among the gentry, while the villagers and farmers had accepted her, she was not really one of them either. Having lived a life of privilege, they could never fully understand one another’s lived experiences, making her an outsider no matter how close she became to some of the women in town. Nora and Jed had been like surrogate family, but in some ways she was still fundamentally alone and in a class all by herself.

      Then along came Reid, and for the first time in years, Elise felt like she belonged. He accepted her for who she was now. She wanted to revel in the sense of rightness she felt standing here next to the sea in his arms. The desire to kiss him again and be as close to him as humanly possible was consuming, but she knew she needed to resist it. Elise had already lost Nora and Jed, and she did not think her heart could survive being torn apart again when she inevitably lost him as well. Even now, his mother was trying to find him a suitable match as he was responsible for furthering the Weston line. Elise knew with certainty that her name was not on the countess’ list, so she would be foolish to indulge herself with Reid any longer.

      Reluctantly, Elise pulled back. Immediately feeling cold at the loss of his arms around her, she wanted to nestle back against his warmth and never leave. Instead, she tightened her shawl around her shoulders, turning to face the direction from which they had come.

      “We should head back,” she said. “I’m sure you are missed at Cliff House.”

      “I’d rather stay here with you,” he said sincerely.

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea, Reid,” she said, speaking his name for the first time. Looking down at the sand beneath her feet she began walking, trying to find the words to explain to him everything she had been thinking. “It seems clear there is an attraction between us—” Elise started hesitantly. Reid chuckled and nodded. “I’m grateful for everything you have done for me, and I would like to see if we could work together as friends moving forward. However, friendship must be the extent of it. While I do not regret what just passed between us, anything more would be unwise. There can be no future for us given the discrepancy in our social standing, so we should not tempt fate. I hope you will understand and agree.”

      After saying her piece, Elise stopped and looked at him. A pained expression on his face, he stared at her intently, the corner of his mouth twitching as if he was holding back something he wanted to say. But instead of arguing with her, he gave a nod in acceptance. Reaching the dower house, he kissed the back of her hand and left without saying another word.
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      Two weeks had passed since Elise’s return to the dower house, they were a bit of a blur for Reid. He felt unmoored and was still reeling from the extreme emotions from one end of the spectrum to the other and back, all within the span of two days.

      First, the uncontrolled rage and anger he had felt when learning what Dorsten had done to Elise. Then there was the compassion and care Reid felt towards her, the desire to protect instinctual. Next came elation and hope when she had kissed him on the beach, only to quickly crash into despair when she had told him in no uncertain terms that they could not be more than friends. Reid understood where she was coming from, she couldn’t imagine a world where they could ever be together.

      He had stepped away from her that day in an effort to respect her wishes, but every part of him wanted to rush right back to her side. He’d never felt this strongly about anyone before and needed to regroup before approaching her again. Finding the right words to tell her with no uncertainty that he could care less about the differences in their social standing was important. He would happily tear down anyone or anything that told her they could not be together.

      Reid hoped she understood him enough to know that he was not a normal member of the gentry, forced to build a life for himself apart from the role of landed peer when his father had stoutly denied his place. Finding his purpose outside the world of the aristocracy, much as Elise had been forced to do, happened when he joined the army and lived and breathed nothing but the life of a soldier and officer for fifteen years. When his injuries at Waterloo had all but ended that for him, he found a way to keep pursuing the purpose of bettering the lives of all Englishmen, regardless of class, when he was elected an MP to represent his county.

      What all that amounted to was that Reid could give a damn about what the peerage or those consumed by it thought, even though he now lived as one of them. The only thing that mattered was that for the first time in his life, he wanted to share it with someone.

      Reid had seen Elise a few times in the intervening weeks but had not pressed his case with her. She was still adjusting to life in the dower house without Nora and Jed and he did not want to add to her burden. The first time he saw her was when she had come to Cliff House to reclaim the items from her stay, and to ask for the loan of Jenny a little longer. She looked well, but did not stay long as the house party was still underway.

      That had been another not so enjoyable situation Reid had to deal with. Returning to Cliff House after his morning on the beach with Elise, the last thing he wanted to do was interact with his houseguests. Attempting to escape unnoticed up the stairs, he was thwarted when he ran straight into his irate mother.

      “Where have you been?” the countess demanded. “Lady Priscilla is upset and told her mother she wished to go home, and no one seems to know where Lord Dorsten has gone. I need your help!” Exasperated, she had continued to berate him for not being serious about finding a wife. Reid found it ironic really, as he had just left the woman he would be more than happy to make his wife.

      “Mother, please calm down,” Reid implored. “I sent Dorsten home last night after he was inconceivably rude and inappropriate with a young woman. He will never be allowed in this house again.” At that information, thankfully, the countess had stopped protesting the man’s absence and let the matter drop. “As for Lady Pricilla, if she would like to go home, then we should let her. She is not bound here no matter how much you may wish it.” When his mother started to protest once again, he cut her off. “No, mother, I understand you had hopes for her becoming my wife, but she and I are better as friends. We would not suit one another in a life together.”

      “I only want you to be happy Reid, but you need to live up to your duty as earl, and you must be realistic,” his mother said. “I don’t pretend to know the realities of the estate, but if your father felt the need to rent my dower house from beneath me and was trying to sell land, you’d be best served looking for a wife who can help boost your coffers. Lady Pricilla is an attractive option. As the widow of a duke, she is well set with the settlement she would have received upon his death. If she does not suit, fine, but look for someone with a large dowry.”

      Reid cringed, understanding where his mother was coming from. An injection of funds for the estate would definitely be helpful, but it was certainly not his only criteria for finding a wife. “I assure you I will find someone, but there is no rush. Our period of mourning necessitates I will not be able to wed for at least ten more months. Let me wrap my head around managing the estate first, one thing at a time.” The countess offered him a stiff smile, but finally relented. The remainder of the gathering was much more pleasant after that, though dragged on much too long for Reid’s preference.

      The second time Reid had seen Elise was a more pleasant occasion, but hardly one that allowed for discussion about a possible relationship. Jonathan and Evie arrived in Dorset and made an outstanding impression on Elise. After only a morning of conversation, she offered them positions almost immediately. While showing the two of them around the property, Reid had accompanied Elise and the siblings and was once again amazed at how many improvements she had made in such a short time with Jed and Nora’s help. He left the group reluctantly after dinner, but hoped he would be able to use his friendship with Jonathan as an excuse to visit the dower house more frequently moving forward.

      Reid was positive he would see Elise today as it was the first working day of the fall harvest. Now that the calendar was solidly into October, it was time to bring in the wheat. Many of the tenants were working together, as was tradition, and he was anxious to join them. He was excited to have a reason to perform manual labor again, having been out of the army for over four years and spending too many hours behind a desk. The next few weeks would be an ideal opportunity to gain the trust and respect of the farmers while deepening his knowledge of land cultivation. Of course, seeing Elise would undoubtably be the best part of his day.

      Making his way across the field, Reid couldn’t contain the smile widening his cheeks when he saw Elise among the growing crowd. Jonathan spotted him as he descended an incline and raised his hand in greeting before making his way towards him. The two men met in the middle, sharing a hearty handshake.

      “It’s good to see you, my lord,” Jonathan said, gripping his arm affectionately.

      “Enough of that, we’ve been through too much together for such formality, please call me Reid.”

      “I’m not sure I should be so casual with you in front of the others. How about Captain?” Jonathan suggested as a compromise.

      “I think that could work,” Reid said with a grin before slapping him on the back. “How are you settling in? How’s life with Lady Elise?” He was dying to know anything he could about how she was adjusting but tried not to sound too eager.

      “It’s been wonderful, I love being here, it’s perfectly situated. My mind is at ease doing good, honest labor and the sea has a calming effect.” Reid was grateful to see Jonathan at peace. Haunted by the war as he was, that had been missing from the young man for far too long. “I can’t thank you enough for thinking of me and Evie, it’s the perfect position for both of us and I think we will be very happy here.”

      More tenants were gathering, and once Fairleigh arrived, everyone set to work. Many were astonished that Reid joined them as his father would never have lowered himself by getting his hands dirty, but he relished the work. As the day progressed, though he had known it before, it was obvious that the wheat was not thriving. The yield this year would produce less than many of the tenants needed to sustain themselves, and the high taxes would only exacerbate conditions. Reid knew the estate should be producing much more than it had been for the past several years and understood why his father had looked to sell off what land he could. He didn’t think that was the proper solution, just the easiest one. What the land needed was to be properly cultivated rather than sold off, as the money gained from partitioning would result in greater losses over time with less product available to sell.

      “I can see the problems you’ve been telling me about, Fairleigh,” Reid said, sitting down to lunch. “The lands not producing as it should be, and it’s hurting the tenants. What do we need to do to turn this around?”

      “Your soil’s no good,” Jonathan stated baldly.

      “What do you mean?” he asked. “It’s no different from what was here before.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Fairleigh replied. “The makeup of soil changes over time due to weather and what has been planted in it. Over time, the vegetation will strip the soil of nutrients if they are not replaced with different crops.”

      “Why haven’t we been alternating crops?” Reid asked Fairleigh.

      “Because it means less wheat is planted overall,” the land manager replied. You need to plant a portion of the land with a different crop each season, rotating around which lots are used for wheat. Your father wanted to capitalize on the high price of wheat and see the immediate results that came from planting all available land with the most profitable crop. He didn’t want to listen about how it would be less lucrative over time.”

      Reid grunted in frustration, thinking about how he had wanted to address these types of issues with his father when he was younger, but the man would never let him in. What little he did know regarding agriculture was what Jed had shared with him in his summers between school years, and what he had read before ceasing to indulge his interest out of self-preservation once he moved into the army. “So what’s the best way to fix this?” Reid asked, hating he did not know the answer himself.

      “We need to enrich the soil again, and we can only do that by planting a different crop,” Jonathan said. “If you want to turn things around quickly, only half of the land should be used for wheat at the next planting. A cover crop, like clover, should be used on the other half. It will mean a difficult harvest with half yield, but you should be back to the current level by the following year. Once all the land has had a chance to replenish, by year three you should have close to twice the current yield.”

      “I like the speed of that plan, but it will be difficult for everyone next year, and I don’t have the funds to make up for the entirety of the loss,” he said in frustration. “We’ll have to move more slowly, a quarter of the land at a time—unless we can find another way to make up for the lost income. Jonathan, what do you think would be best to plant as the cover crop in order to replenish the soil?”

      “It would be best to sow native plants that are well suited to our climate in Dorset and that will use different types of nutrients when placed side by side, so they can feed off each other.”

      “I had an idea when I was in town with Lady Elise the other day,” Reid said excitedly. “Could part of the land be used for fruits and vegetables? Most of the tenants have neither the space nor time to plant their own gardens, but I’ve seen how much they love Lady Elise’s produce. If we planted a portion of the area with vegetables, it could both improve the soil for future wheat production and provide food for the tenants, helping alleviate the loss of income.”

      “It could work,” Jonathan said with a smile. “Not all vegetables would work seasonally, though, as some thrive for years to come when left alone, but others would be good options.”

      “Perhaps a smaller portion of the plot could be used to create a permanent vegetable garden for lasting varietals. The tenants would appreciate the food security,” Fairleigh said.

      “That’s a good idea, I should ask Lady Elise to help with the planning,” Reid said with a smile as he thought of her.

      As they finished their meal and continued planning, Reid felt that, for the first time, maybe he could be a good steward of the land and these people. He used to love learning about agriculture and botany when he was younger, but that passion had been trampled out of him. And while he found a new purpose through his work in Parliament, aspiring to make large scale changes in the fight for the rights of every Englishman, he was starting to wonder if it were possible to help his tenants now and seek lasting change. Maybe both types of work were a part of him, and he just needed to learn how to balance them in the long run.
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      Elise hugged her knees to her chest, sitting on the ground beneath a large oak tree on the edge of the wheat field. Leaning her head back with eyes closed, she tried to soak up the light that was peeking through the cloud cover.

      It had been a lovely day to begin the harvest, cool enough that those working would not overheat. And the rain had held off, making it easier to reap the crops. Evie had proven herself to be a true blessing in the last week, helping Elise and the other women provide meals for those working in the fields. Yesterday the two women had baked all day in preparation for the week it would take to clear the land on the estate, and the kitchen was now filled with loaves and pies that would be used to feed the workforce until harvest was over.

      Though this was Elise’s third harvest, she had loved every single one. Being in the autumn air was invigorating, and the landscape seemed to glow as the leaves changed to burnished oranges and golden yellows that blanketed the surrounding hedgerows. And just as the clinic provided her with a sense of accomplishment, so too did sharing her stores of preserves and pies with those who worked so hard to make the most of the land that provided for them.

      This year felt different, however, as everyone was surprised to see the new earl participating. While it was not completely unheard of for a member of the gentry to dirty their hands by working with the tenants, it was rare enough that she knew Reid’s participation was raising more than a few eyebrows. After feeling neglected by the previous Lord Weston, it was a refreshing change for those tied to the estate to see him taking such an active interest, but many were still cautious in their expectations after being disappointed for so many years.

      Elise rather enjoyed the sight of Reid working in the field. She had always found him to be attractive and clearly felt something deeper towards him, but watching him work, becoming dirty and sweaty took the attraction to a new level. Seeing his powerful muscles work as he hauled sheaves around and the way his silver hair shined in the midday sun sent a thrill down her spine. Elise was not the only one affected by the sight as she overheard some of the young ladies giggling at the specter he made. Never mind that the man was at least twice as old as they were, he still cut a fine figure.

      Elise reluctantly pushed herself up from the ground as work wound down for the day, making her way over to the dinner table.

      “Where can I be of the most use?” she asked Evie, who had been corralling others to help serve the meal.

      “We’ve more people to help than we need, my lady,” Evie responded. “Honestly, if you hang around here, you’ll just be in the way. Why don’t you prepare a plate and go enjoy yourself?”

      As guilty as she felt not assisting, Elise could see that Evie was right, there were too many bodies in the area. Finding herself famished, she did just as Evie suggested and filled her plate with meat pies and fresh vegetables. Settling down by the fire, she soaked in the warmth as the day slipped into night and the air rapidly cooled. A moment later, she was pleasantly surprised when Reid sat down beside her.

      “All this food looks wonderful. How much of it is due to you and the lovely Miss Evie?” he asked with a grin.

      “We provided the pies and many of the vegetables, but it was the wives who turned it all into the feast you see now.” Elise was always amazed at how farmwives knew how to make the humblest ingredients stretch and taste amazing. It was an art she had tried to learn since coming to Dorset, and discovered a true love for cooking in the process.

      “You worked hard out there today,” she said to him, changing the topic. “You’re starting to make an impact with everyone here. It’s not often that a peer works just as hard alongside them, and it was noticed.”

      “I enjoy the work. Though it may be a good thing my mother departed to my sister’s house yesterday and is not here to witness me thus employed, she would find it most ungentlemanly,” he said with a smirk, eyes glimmering.

      Shoveling a forkful of pork pie into his mouth with an appreciative groan, Reid echoed some of Elise’s own thoughts. “There’s a sense of fulfillment that can only come from doing honest work, and after fifteen years fighting on the continent, I’m not used to living the leisurely life of a lord. Maybe I was wrong to shy away from this life and it suits me better than I thought.”

      Elise was confused why he would not feel suited to being a titled member of the peerage. He was already doing similar work to what he would do in the House of Lords by his service as an elected member of Parliament in the House of Commons, and he clearly had a love for the estate. “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “I didn’t want to come back here when I learned that my father had died,” Reid admitted. “It was terrible timing with the unrest across the country after the events in Manchester. My brain was stuck thinking as an MP and I thought I could be of the most use in London working on solutions that could be brought forward in the next session of Parliament.”

      “You feel like being back here has prevented you from that work?” Elise asked.

      “Yes, and it’s frustrating because it feels like we are dangerously close to a tipping point in this country. The people are demanding change, and they deserve representation. Those of our class don’t want to allow that because they rightly fear what may happen to them should they not hold absolute power. I hate that I am now a part of the problem as a member of the peerage.” Hanging his head as he spoke, Reid was obviously frustrated by the circumstances and a weariness cut through his words.

      “At this critical time, my vote as a Whig for reform is now absolutely wasted in the House of Lords where the Tories reign supreme. I would be able to have much more impact with my vote in Commons, but because I now possess a title, I have to vote within an archaic institution that nine times out of ten will vote for its own interests rather than what may be best for the country as a whole.” Reid was visibly worked up now, and Elise could see how truly passionate he was about the work he did toward reform. It concerned her though that he could not see the impact he could have as the earl, even if it was on a smaller scale than the national platform on which he was used to working.

      “Forgive me,” he said, looking over at her. “I tend to get a bit heated when it comes to politics, and I’m feeling a bit useless in that arena these days.” Reid picked up his fork and dug into his pie again.

      “I can understand your frustration with tensions increasing,” Elise began hesitantly, “but don’t you think you could do even more to ease the situation through the role you now hold?”

      “What do you mean?” Reid asked, looking at her intently.

      “Well, I don’t want to diminish or neglect the fact that large-scale change through the government is necessary, and I certainly don’t think you should abandon that work but change at that scale takes time.” Reid nodded his head as he listened.

      “Yes, that has always been one of my greatest frustrations with the process.”

      “It could be years before a reform bill will even pass, and once it does, there will need to be elections for new representatives. Bills must be drafted for new laws or repeals and reforms of old ones. All those will need to pass both chambers before any significant change occurs. It may well be a decade before the people you worked with today feel any kind of significant impact from such a process.” Elise finished with an exhale and saw a glint of appreciation in Reid’s eye at her knowledge of the process and current political situation.

      “It may be slow, but it is the only way to ensure overall conditions will change permanently,” Reid said.

      “Of course, and as I said before, such work must continue.” Elise looked at him and took a deep breath as she contemplated her next words. “People need assistance now, and if they did not feel so desperate, I think the tensions would ease. The problems will remain, and the fight for representation will continue, but many more people would likely be willing to wait for the legislative process to work if they felt they could feed their families in the meantime.”

      “I agree, but I don’t see how I can help with that on a larger scale,” Reid said. He looked quite curious now as to what she would say next, thrilling Elise. As a woman, she was used to being disregarded, but he seemed to genuinely want to know what she thought about the subject, and she believed he would thoughtfully consider what she had to say.

      “Don’t you see that you already are helping?” she said. “Look at the work you did today. You took time to do real work that will directly and immediately benefit your tenants. I know you have also been working on plans to improve housing on the estate, and Jonathan tells me you and Fairleigh are coming up with a plan to help increase crop yields and add a permanent shared garden. As the earl, you make decisions that directly impact the lives of everyone in this community in tangible ways.”

      Elise watched as he took in her words. She wasn’t sure what to make of the look on his face—it was a mix of disbelief and, quite possibly, hope. “I know you feel like the influence you once held within Parliament has been diminished with the change in your standing, but you can still have an incredible impact, even if it is on a smaller scale. I think to many of these people, your actions as the earl have a far greater impact on their daily lives and mean much more than your role as their MP. And you should not underestimate the example you can be to your peers if you are able to turn this estate around. You can model and share with them methods that work to not only increase their profits but better the entire community.”

      Reid was now gazing at her in admiration. “I can honestly say I never thought of the role in that way before. I distanced myself from the title because I associated it with my father. I do still mourn that I will now serve in Lords rather than Commons, but I think you are right that I may be able to accomplish more practical change by the work I do on the estate.” He grabbed her hand, beaming at her, and Elise melted. “You clever, beautiful woman,” he said in an awed tone. “You’ve helped me see my purpose here again.”

      Elise swallowed hard at his words, overcome with affection. She had done the best she could in the past weeks trying to not think about him or dwell on their kiss, but Reid made it difficult when he looked at her the way he was currently and treated her like what she had to say mattered. Shoving her feelings down, she was determined to think of him as a friend, knowing there could be nothing else for them in the future.
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      Harvest had been busy, and Elise was glad for a reprieve as November rolled around. There was never quite as much to do in the garden as the cooler weather set in, so she turned her mind to replenishing her supplies of healing treatments. She was busy in the kitchen cooking up a batch of salve when Reid called on her unexpectedly.

      “May I come in?” he said, knocking on the doorframe and peeking his head around the kitchen door.

      “Of course you may,” Elise replied, wiping her hands on her apron. “Please excuse the mess, I’m in the midst of making some soothing creams and my supplies seem to have gotten everywhere.”

      Chuckling in his deep tone that always sent her stomach aflutter in the most pleasant way, Reid stepped inside the kitchen and examined the dried plants that were currently scattered across the space. “I don’t mind a little mess,” he said. “I’m just in awe that you know how to do all this. And I know firsthand how effective your potions can be.”

      “What can I help you with?” Elise asked, pleased by his praise. “I assume you came over here for a reason.”

      “Seeing you can’t be reason enough?” he said with a teasing smile. When she swatted her dishcloth at him, Reid raised his hands in a gesture of surrender while letting out a bellowing laugh. “I’m sorry, you’re right,” he acknowledged. “I do have a favor I need to ask you.”

      “I’m not sure what I may be able to do for you, but I am intrigued.”

      “I’m hoping you will agree to come to Cliff House and act as hostess for me and some of my friends for the foreseeable future. A special session of Parliament has been called to try and deal with the fallout from the Peterloo Massacre and will commence in the next few weeks. I’ve invited some of my friends who also serve in Lords and Commons to come for a strategy session. We’ll need someone to organize meals and make sure needs are met while we’re holed up planning. We have a lot to accomplish and will most likely be working late most days—I won’t have the time or capacity to think about creature comforts.”

      Elise was interested by the work the men would be doing, but she hardly thought she was the best person for the job. “Would this not be a task better suited for your mother?”

      Smiling, Reid quickly disabused the idea. “My mother is not in residence at the moment. She left for my sister’s in London right before harvest and will remain there through the holidays to spend time with her grandchildren. I know I am asking a lot of you, but we must make a plan to combat the Tories offensive to curb rebellion.”

      Reid’s voice was becoming agitated the more he delved into the topic at hand, his passion apparent as it always was when it came to politics. “They are taking things too far and are threatening to compromise rights that are the very foundation of what makes England a free nation.”

      “What about your housekeeper—surely this would fall under her duties,” she said, valiantly searching for an alternative solution that did not include her, unsure if she could handle being so close to him without hindering her resolve not to kiss him again.

      “My housekeeper is a lovely woman who excels at keeping the house in order, but she lacks vision and only works well when given clear direction,” Reid explained.

      “I’m not unsympathetic to your situation, but I’m not sure you’ve clearly thought this through. I am an unmarried woman and can hardly live in a house full of men. It’s simply not appropriate. While I may live more freely here, that’s only because I can do so out of the eyes of the ton. But serving other peers, with my reputation, I need to be more careful than ever.”

      “I suppose I hadn’t thought of that,” Reid admitted. “I assure you there is nothing to fear from my friends, but what if Evie came along with you as a companion?”

      “Can I think about it and let you know?” Elise asked. “When will your friends be arriving?”

      “This Friday. I’ll need to know soon so I can make other arrangements if needed.” He didn’t seem upset that she was not providing him with an answer immediately, but his manner was slightly agitated by the seriousness with which he took the task ahead.

      “Let me discuss it with Evie, and I’ll make plans with Jonathan if we are to be away. I will send you an answer tomorrow,” she promised.

      Reid’s shoulders visibly dropped at her answer, releasing some of the tension he had been holding. “Thank you. I appreciate you seriously considering this. I know it’s short notice, and not being able to give you a clear end date certainly does not work in my favor. Any help you could provide would be truly appreciated.”

      Elise looked him over with a critical eye, noticing the dark circles under his eyes. He appeared ill at ease and was fidgeting, which was most unlike him. It was clear he was taking on too many responsibilities and starting to feel the strain. She knew how invested he was regarding the issues he and his friends would be discussing, but he was also busy making plans for the agricultural health of the estate. Not to mention that he had spent the bulk of the last week doing physically exhausting work during harvest.

      “Reid, are you making time to care for yourself?” Elise’s concern compelled her to ask. He looked surprised by her question, but his face softened into a smile that highlighted the crinkles around his mouth. Elise had grown to love that smile and those small wrinkles, and she couldn’t prevent her eyes being drawn to his lips. Swallowing, she recalled their kiss on the beach before forcing herself to raise her gaze back to his eyes.

      “I’m trying to, but I will admit to being rather worn out at present.”

      She felt an overwhelming urge to take care of him, and Elise realized that in his own way, that was what he had just been asking her to do. Her attitude regarding acting as hostess softened as she grasped just how much he could benefit from her assistance.

      “Try and get a good night’s sleep. I hate to worry about you,” she said, moving closer to him.

      “You worry about me?” Reid murmured as he lessened the space between them. Now, only inches apart, she felt as if a magnetic force were pulling her into him—like they were meant to be connected to one another.

      “I do,” Elise said, caught in his stare. As if operating on its own accord, her hand lifted, and she worked her fingers through the silver strands at his temple that so fascinated her. “You need a haircut,” she observed.

      “Is that you offering to give me one?” Reid asked, whispering as they were so close. His deep brown eyes scorched her with the intensity in which he looked at her, waiting on how she would answer his question.

      “I suppose I could,” she said, surprising herself. What was it about him that made her act without thinking? It was like he had hypnotized her, and she was not responsible for her actions—they were directed by his every wish and need. Elise wasn’t sure she would resist even if she could. “Would that help ease your mind—if I could take care of just one thing you needed to accomplish?”

      “I think it might,” he said.

      Pulling back, Elise arranged a chair in front of the kitchen sink and motioned for him to sit. She pumped water into a bucket, adding hot water from the pot that was always kept warm on the stove. “I’ll need to wash your hair first,” she explained.

      Looking at her, Reid took off his jacket and began to loosen his cravat without saying a word. Elise felt warm all over watching him and needed to distract herself. “I need to gather towels and soap, I’ll be right back,” she told him.

      Rushing up the stairs, she leaned against the wall in her room and tried to catch her breath. Elise knew she was playing with fire, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. The need to touch him and be near him was almost overwhelming. She really did want to take care of him and hoped to soothe him with this service—even if it served her own needs as well. Taking a deep breath to settle herself, she grabbed some fresh linens and the herbal soap she made and used to wash her own hair.

      Reentering the kitchen, Elise saw him sitting in the chair as requested with his head tilting back against the edge of the sink and his eyes closed. He looked at peace for the first time that day, and she was loath to interrupt his quiet moment. Moving forward as quietly as possible so as not to disturb him, his eyes opened anyway at her approach, so she pulled gently on his shoulder, leaning him forward and wrapped a towel around his broad shoulders.

      Reid let her move him around until he was situated correctly. He did not speak as if he was afraid sound would break the moment and she would force him to leave. Cupping her hands in the warm water, she slowly began to poor it over his head, wetting his hair. When it was thoroughly drenched, she leaned across him to grab the soap, conscious of the way her breasts pressed against his chest with the action. She felt him take in a surprised breath, but he remained quiet.

      Pulling back slowly, Elise poured the soap into her hands and massaged it into his scalp. He closed his eyes again and melted into the chair at her ministrations. Knowing he needed to let go of his tension, she made her fingers stiff and took her time working through his soft strands, hoping to wash away some of his worries. Finally easing up, she rinsed the soap out with a gentle cascade of water.

      “All done,” she said softly, hovering over his relaxed form. Opening his eyes, Reid looked at her before sitting up by small degrees. Elise blotted some of the excess moisture from his hair, but kept it damp before pulling on his arm so he would stand.

      “Thank you,” he said while watching her move the chair to the middle of the floor. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s shown me such care.”

      Elise smiled and gestured for him to sit. As she began to comb through his hair, she became lost in the methodical nature of her job. Reid sat still and let her work, but she was incredibly aware of his close presence. Finally satisfied with the result, she reluctantly stepped back.

      “I think that will do,” Elise said, handing him a mirror. Reid looked over her handiwork and smiled.

      “Thank you. How ever did you learn how to do this?”

      “I used to cut my mother’s hair when she was ill, and my father’s valet gave me instruction,” she said with a shrug.

      “Well, you learned well,” he said. “I suppose I need to hire a valet for myself now. I always cared for myself when I lived in town.”

      “Yes, sadly appearances do matter in the ton, and you can’t escape that now,” Elise agreed.

      Reid stood and handed her the towel from his shoulders before putting his clothing to rights. Observing him felt intimate, so she averted her eyes, feeling like the moment between them had passed now that she was finished with her task.

      “Thank you again, I should head back,” he said. Elise looked up at him as he made his farewell and walked toward the door.

      “I’ll give you an answer tomorrow,” she said. Though as foolish as it may be, Elise knew she would agree.
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      Reid was relieved beyond belief the next day when he read Elise’s note, affirming she would act as hostess for the week. She would be an immense support, allowing him to focus on the best way to combat the restrictions the Tories were intent on imposing and not worry about meals or fresh linens. He could certainly use less stress in his life, and Reid thought back to the events of yesterday afternoon with a smile.

      Elise had surprised him when she offered to cut his hair, but not willing to pass on an opportunity to spend more time with her it had been easy to agree. While he had appreciated the pampering she had provided, he was staggered by how intimate the experience had been. Her fingers felt like magic as they had worked his scalp, but it was her closeness as she leaned over that unraveled him. He had to restrain himself from reaching out and gathering her into him. It would have been easy enough to pull her into his lap and indulge in another kiss, but the last thing he wanted to do was scare her off. He left feeling the contradictory sensations of being incredibly relaxed and frustrated.

      More than anything, Reid wanted to talk with Elise about how they could still have a future together, but he decided to wait until after her stay at Cliff House before broaching the topic. While genuinely needing her assistance with his mother away, he also had other motives for inviting her to host rather than just asking Fitz or Henry if either Moira or Grace would like to accompany them and fulfill the role. Reid also wanted to see how life at the house and around his friends fit Elise. He desired to spend more time with her, and in turn for her to become more comfortable around him. In addition, he was curious to know what his friends would make of her and get their advice on moving things forward toward a relationship with her.
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      On Friday morning, Elise and Evie arrived at Cliff House bright and early so they could assess the room preparations before Reid’s friends arrived. Reid was impressed with her efficiency, as she sent multiple directives with instructions up to the house in the days prior. He saw the maids give several of the guest rooms an additional cleaning and airing, and the butcher and grocery carts had made an extra appearance that week as they delivered the additional items Elise had ordered. He had a feeling they would be in good hands and breathed a sigh of relief.

      Reid noticed that Elise had set up a room for herself and Evie on the opposite side of the house from his own, though the one she had previously stayed in previously was more comfortable. He knew she was concerned about the appearance of propriety, so he understood the move, but he wanted her closer.

      Henry, the Duke of Carrington, was the first to arrive. Reid was happy to see his friend for the first time since he visited Henry’s home after his surprise wedding over the summer. He met the carriage as it pulled up in front of the house and gave Henry a bear hug as he descended. “It’s good to see you, old friend,” he said while slapping the man on the back. He had known Henry for several years, having served together on the continent before he became a duke. They became good friends over time and supported each other after their release from formal service after Waterloo. Though Henry had not been injured as severely as Reid, the powers that be decided his quick mind would be of better use in the war office.

      “How is Grace?” Reid inquired, curious to see how the two were settling into married life now that each had overcome their insecurities and realized they loved one another.

      “She’s doing well now that she and Aunt Hester each have their own spaces and are not constantly butting heads,” Henry answered with a chuckle. “Trust me to bring two strong-willed women into my life and not expect it to upset things. But honestly, I’ve never been happier. I never expected to love someone so much, but now I can’t imagine my life without her.” Reid was beginning to understand that feeling, and he hoped to secure the happy ending Henry had found.

      It wasn’t half an hour before Fitz, the Earl of Geffen, arrived with their mutual friend Sidney soon after. Reid had come to know Fitz over the past four years once leaving service as he was one of Henry’s best friends from their school days. He was connected to Sidney through the other men but had a relationship with him independently also as Sidney was a fellow MP in the House of Commons.

      Entering Cliff House after a round of raucous greetings, they were welcomed by Elise who showed them to their respective rooms for the duration of their stay. Reid headed to the drawing room he planned to use as their war room while he waited for his friend’s to settle in. Since his study was too small to comfortably accommodate all four men for any length of time, he had decided on this room as the main space for meeting as it opened to the back patio and overlooked the gardens. He was thrilled, though not surprised, to see that Elise had arranged for refreshments to be ready alongside desks fitted with reams of paper and writing implements. She thought of everything, and he was once again impressed beyond words by the competence of the woman who he desired more than ever.

      “Whew, who is that beautiful woman you’ve found?” Sidney asked, entering the drawing room. Reid shook his head at Sidney’s question, knowing he should have expected it. Within the four friends, Sidney was the most brash and likely to be the one to cause mischief, while Reid had always been the most passionate. Henry was the gentle soul, and Fitz was the steady organizer. The four of them complimented one another and fit well together, and he was grateful to have their friendship and support.

      “Why don’t we wait until everyone is here for me to answer so I won’t have to repeat myself,” Reid said with a laugh.

      “True,” Sidney said, nodding. “I can guarantee they’ll have the same question.”

      Fitz and Henry entered the room a moment later, and before the door was even closed, Fitz asked, “Who do you have playing hostess? That’s one lovely lady you’ve been hiding.”

      Sidney laughed as the other men looked around the room. Henry smiled when he saw the baked goods and lemonade and made his way over to the sideboard, beginning to load a plate.

      With an exasperated sigh, Reid said, “As I said before, her name is Lady Elise.”

      “Yes, but who is she?” Sidney asked impatiently.

      “She is my neighbor and has graciously agreed to serve as hostess for you louts as my mother is away.”

      “Neighbor?” This came from the direction of the sideboard where Fitz was now helping himself to the goods.

      “Apparently my father rented the dower house to her three years ago in an attempt to raise funds. She has been living there ever since and has done a remarkable job improving the property.”

      “It’s unusual for a single woman to live alone,” Henry observed.

      “Yes,” Reid agreed, “but she came here in rather unusual circumstances.” All three men looked at him curiously, eager for him to explain. “It seems she was ruined four seasons ago as we were just pulling out of the Waterloo mess.” He saw Henry flinch at his bluntness. “Polite society rejected her.”

      Sidney let out another whistle and shook his head. “What did she do?” he asked.

      “Apparently, she was attending a ball when a footman was injured on some broken glass. Having some medical knowledge to help him, Elise took him into a side room to see to his injuries and was found alone in the room with him. You can guess what happened next. Though nothing improper had occurred, she was still cast out by many.”

      Henry looked furious. “I swear . . . the ton and their impossible standards . . . I almost lost Grace because she feared they would never fully accept her.”

      “I find it quite ridiculous myself,” Reid stated. “Anyway, after a few months Elise decided to leave society all together and moved out here with her father’s blessing.”

      “You admire her,” Fitz observed. All three men were examining him closely.

      “I do,” Reid admitted. “In fact, I think I may be falling in love with her, and I would very much like your help figuring out how to convince her that our different standings in society should not preclude a relationship between us.”

      Fitz and Henry beamed at him while Sidney groaned. “Not you too,” he whined. “It’s bad enough listening to these two lovesick fools wax poetic about their wives, but I thought I still had you on my side.”

      “Give it up, Sid,” Fitz said slapping the other man on the back. “One day love will come for you as well, and you’ll be helpless to resist.”

      “I’m happy for you, Reid,” Henry said quietly. “I hope I’ll get to know her better while we are here. We all want the best for you.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “But enough about that.”

      “Thank god,” Sidney muttered under his breath.

      “We have serious matters to discuss. There is no way we can allow the Tory plan to move forward, so let’s start planning.”
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      For the first few days after setting up at Cliff House, Elise was happy to be caring for the gentlemen in a way she had not expected. Vowing to take excellent care of them, she tried to anticipate their needs and see to their comfort, allowing their attention to stay focused on matters of Government. She ensured fresh sheets and towels were placed in their rooms each day, beds were turned down each evening, and warm water was ready each morning. Between meals, she made sure snacks and tea were provided to keep the men fueled for their long nights of work. She had even persuaded them to take a much-needed break and go outside for a few hours, allowing the gentlemen to get some air, and Elise access to the war room they had hardly left for two days straight.

      Knowing what they were working on was important as tensions around the country were still high after the events in Manchester over the summer, Elise was thrilled that she could assist in a small way. Though she tried not to linger or eavesdrop on the work they were doing, she was fascinated by their political maneuvering.

      Though they had been productive, Elise could tell the men were growing increasingly frustrated by the challenge ahead of them at the special session. The truth was that as Whigs working towards progress and in favor of reform, they were completely outnumbered in the House of Lords. Knowing they couldn’t win enough support to their side to vote down the Six Acts, a series of proposals aimed at suppressing radical gatherings and the ability to protest, they decided to initiate a longer-term campaign of persuasion. And Elise knew they were relying on Sidney as the sole MP in the group now that Reid would vote in Lords, to muster support in Commons and see if alternatives might be presented within that chamber.

      The men were arguing late into the evening over strategy on the second night when Elise silently walked into the room with a fresh pot of coffee and a tray of fruit, cheese, and biscuits. While trying to go unnoticed, she felt Reid tracking her every movement in, out of, and about the room. They had hardly spoken since the men arrived as there was much to do in a short time frame. Nevertheless, she could feel his awareness of her, and he expressed his appreciation of what she was doing for them whenever he had the chance.

      Catching what the men were saying, Elise couldn’t help but listen once again.

      “Everyone is concerned about rebellion, myself included, but this is not the way to go about it,” Henry said. “Suppressing speech will only further upset the people, and it’s not even related to the real issue. What the people need is lower taxes.”

      Riled up, Sidney replied, “No, the most pressing issue, and what the people need is more affordable food. Taxes won’t matter if they die from starvation first!”

      Unable to stop herself, Elise turned towards the room and interjected. “All I keep hearing from you is ‘what the people need.’ Do you even know for sure? Have you stepped outside of this room long enough to ask them? You’ve all either been elected or entrusted to represent the people in your jurisdiction, yet you are making decisions on their behalf as if you know what’s best. Is that perhaps not part of what has everyone so upset—the feeling they don’t have a way to make their own voices heard?”

      All four men looked at her in stunned silence. While embarrassed for her outburst, Elise was not sorry for what she had said. As a woman, she was more than familiar with feeling like her own needs were not considered when it came to how and why men made decisions. These men had the power to change that—if they could get out of their own way and actually enact some of the changes they proposed so passionately.

      After a moment, Elise noticed a smile spreading across Reid’s face. “You’re correct, Lady Elise. We have been remiss in setting time aside to listen to the workers and learn what they would most like to see happen. We’ll head to The Crown & Arms tomorrow and see who we might find there to discuss our ideas with. I hope you don’t believe that we don’t care what they have to say.”

      “Not at all, I can tell you care greatly,” Elise hastened to reassure them. “I only want to remind you that you are no longer in the army, commanding and making decisions without the need to consult those beneath your rank. You are all good leaders and I know you care for your people, as you listen when it comes to matters of the estate. You simply must practice the same listening skills within your role in Parliament as well.”

      Chastened, the men all gave her sheepish smiles before returning to their conversation. Elise left them to it, unable to suppress her smile, grateful she had been able to put them in their place when they needed to remember who they were working for in the first place.

      When she returned to the drawing room later to clear away what remained of the refreshments, Elise once again felt Reid’s eyes on her. Turning to return his gaze, he smiled at her appreciatively and she gave him a small nod in return. Neither were paying attention to what Fitz was saying until Lord Dorsten’s name registered, and Reid’s face clouded.

      “What?” Reid barked, sitting up from his previously reclined position.

      Fitz looked over at Reid, startled by his outburst. “I was just saying that as someone younger, we may want to reach out to Lord Dorsten, we may be able—"

      “Absolutely not,” Reid said loudly, cutting his friend off. Surprise at both hearing Dorsten mentioned as well as Reid’s reaction, caused Elise to fumble a tray of biscuits she had been carrying. A loud clang ensued, and the men all looked in her direction. Sidney, being the closest, rushed to assist her with the cleanup effort as she was still flustered.

      “Reid, you may not like the man,” Fitz persisted, “but we need everyone we can possibly get.”

      “No, not if they are like him,” Reid said firmly. “I know we want to expand the ranks of the party, but not with men who would tarnish the image of the Whigs. He is not a gentleman, and I will not negotiate with him.” There was a note of finality in his tone. Elise worried that Reid was shutting down what could prove to be a viable avenue to connecting with Lords who could be persuaded into listening to what the Whigs were proposing She couldn’t argue with the fact that it might be better for the party in the long run if they were represented by more reputable and widely respected members of the peerage, but while they were in the minority, votes were votes and could not be dismissed. What if Reid was harming his own goals out of a misguided sense that by doing so he was protecting her? Elise didn’t need him to defend her honor, especially not if it hampered reform moving forward at the national level, but she couldn’t help but be moved by his impassioned defense of her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Reid fumed. He absolutely would not consider working with a man like Dorsten after what he had done to Elise.

      Henry, who had remained quiet throughout the exchange, was eying Reid with concern. “Maybe we should call it a night. It’s been a long day and we can resume in the morning when we are all a bit more clearheaded,” he said. All three agreed, and after Sidney had finished helping Elise, he and Fitz left the room, Fitz shooting him a puzzled look on the way out.

      “Are you alright?” Henry asked him in his calm and caring manner.

      “Yes, I’m just tired. Why don’t you go to bed, and I’ll help Lady Elise finish up here? Good night, Henry.” Being the close friends they were, Henry heard Reid’s unspoken message and left him alone with Elise.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Reid said to her quietly after hearing the click of the door closing.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. Dorsten does still exist in the world, and I have to expect I will either hear about him or run into him from time to time.”

      Reid could tell she did not want to speak further about the man, so he would let the issue lie for now. Instead, he made his way over to her and began collecting cups. “Thank you for everything you have done for us the past few days. You’ve made this process much easier on us by anticipating our every need. We’re all grateful.” Smiling, he added, “And thank you for putting us in our place earlier, we needed that.”

      Coloring slightly, Elise said, “I didn’t mean to intrude, assisting has truly been my pleasure. The work you are doing is important, and I’m glad I can help shoulder some of the burden.” She worked quietly for a few moments, loading a tray as he looked on. His intention had been to help, but he wasn’t much use as he kept stopping to stare at her. “I like your friends,” she said, perhaps trying to divert his attention away from her and onto a new topic.

      “They’re good men,” Reid said. “They have helped me through a lot, and I appreciate them humoring me with their support. I know they care about the issues, but sometimes I think their drive is more about supporting me knowing how involved I am,” he reflected.

      “It’s good to have those kinds of people in your life,” Elise said, lifting a tray. “You’re lucky.”

      Grabbing the other tray, Reid followed her towards the door. He could have called one of the maids or footmen to help, but he liked assisting her and didn’t want to risk the possibility of raising one of his staff from bed at the late hour. With his hands full, he used his hip to keep the door wedged open so she could pass through. Releasing his weight and beginning to exit himself, the door swing shut with more force than Reid had expected, slamming right into the tender spot of his bad leg. Hissing in pain, he clenched his teeth to prevent an expletive from escaping.

      “What’s wrong?” Elise asked, setting her tray down to assist him. “Is it your leg? I’ve noticed you favoring it more since the harvest, you’ve most likely overused it.”

      Reid hated nothing more than talking about his leg. He’d like to forget his injury and that time in his life, so he was probably more curt than he should have been when answering her. “I’m fine,” he said in a steely tone while grinding his teeth. “Let’s just get these trays to the kitchen so we can go to bed.”

      Elise looked surprised by his tone and seemed to pull in, making herself smaller. Not saying another word, she picked up her tray and walked to the kitchen.
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      Watching her walk away, Reid felt bad about the way he had dismissed Elise, but the lingering reminder of Waterloo always brought out his worst side. Walking up the stairs to his room, he went slowly so as not to aggravate the leg further. Elise was right that he had overtaxed it while bringing the wheat in the week before, and he was still paying for it. Reaching his room at last, he closed the door and leaned against it with a sigh. Rousing himself into action, he began his nightly ablutions and was putting on his banyan when he heard a knock at the door. He was more than surprised to see Elise on the other side of the door, but he stepped aside, allowing her to enter.

      “I’m sorry if I upset you earlier, it was not my intention,” she apologized. “I’ve noticed that you don’t like to speak about your leg, and I respect that, but you also can’t neglect caring for it,” she asserted, raising a jar of cream before continuing. “If you’ll allow me, I think a massage of the tired muscles will go a long way towards speeding a return to normal.”

      “For someone who was rather concerned about the propriety of being at my home without a chaperone, this hardly seems like an appropriate endeavor,” Reid said, wishing to respect her concerns.

      “This isn’t about propriety,” Elise responded. “It’s nursing and care—it falls into a completely different category in my book.”

      “I’ll not tell you no, but I want to make sure you’re certain that you are fine with this.”

      “I am,” she insisted. “Sit down, please.”

      Reid followed Elise’s instructions and sat down in a chair by the fire. She knelt before him and gently moved the left-hand panel of his banyan to the side, exposing his scarred leg. It was not a pretty sight, and he watched her suck in a breath at first seeing it. There was a pronounced divot in the meaty part of his upper thigh, and ropes of scar tissue distorted and twisted much of the flesh that radiated from the spot until reaching his knee.

      “What happened?” Elise asked. “No, don’t answer that. I apologize—it’s not my business and I want to respect your wish not to discuss it.”

      “Thank you,” he said. Reid watched in amazement as she opened the jar and scooped a large dallop of the cream onto her fingers before smoothing it across his distressed skin. Elise was all business, slipping into nursing mode, as she bent her head over his leg and began to knead the tortured flesh with determined strokes. He was amazed that she could separate herself in this moment, unaffected by their closeness or his half-naked state. He supposed with the work she did through her clinic at The Crown & Arms and occasionally assisting the doctor in the area she had seen naked limbs before, but it was such a contrast from the proper life she led otherwise.

      Reid, however, was not unaffected. As the strong fingers she had used on his scalp worked their magic on the tired and overextended muscles of his thigh, he fought to tame the growing arousal he was feeling. Conscious that he was only wearing a thin piece of silk, he tried valiantly to control his body’s reaction. It was a difficult task as her fingers kept working closer to his inner thigh, moving higher with each stroke. Trying to focus on how lovely her treatment felt, he forced himself to think along clinical terms. Leaning back and closing his eyes, the soothing rhythm of her strokes began to relax him.

      Before he even realized what he was doing, Reid began to talk to her about the injury. “It happened at Waterloo,” he said quietly. He felt Elise’s movements falter momentarily before continuing with her ministrations, and he could sense the tension she now held within her own body as she listened to him.

      “The entire encounter was a horror show,” he recalled. “It was probably the worst day of my life. We’d been fighting for hours . . . we were exhausted, but finally, finally—it seemed like we might be reaching the end. Most of the men in my brigade had fallen, but Jonathan was still with me. The fighting was lessening, and the other side seemed to be in retreat. We thought we’d made it . . .” he said, now almost in a trance-like state as he recounted the day.

      He heard Elise inhale sharply, temporarily bringing him back to reality. Reid wasn’t sure he wanted to continue, but part of him wanted her to know, to understand this part of himself that he shared with no one. Clearing his throat, Reid decided to jump right into the horrors of that day. “Out of nowhere, I heard a gunshot and watched Jonathan fall right in front of me. I immediately jumped on my horse to gain a better vantage point, but then I felt a bullet hit and lodge in my leg. Before the fact that I had been shot even really registered, my horse was shot as well . . . He crumpled, pinning the injured leg beneath him. I lay there, trapped, for close to a day before they found me. But the injury wasn’t the worst part. All I could see were broken men lying around me. I didn’t know if Jonathan was alive or dead, but I could hear someone moaning in pain for several hours until it just . . . stopped.”

      Shaking his head, Reid tried to dispel the sounds and images from that day. Looking down, he saw tears running down Elise’s cheeks and reached out to catch one and wipe it away.

      “Once I was found, they gathered a couple men to roll the horse off me and brought me to the medical tent. The leg was broken in several places and infection was already starting to set in from the bullet wound. After that it’s all a blur. I developed a raging fever and was in and out of consciousness for days. They had to cut out part of the skin and muscle as it became infected and started to die. But somehow, I survived. For a while I wished I hadn’t . . .”

      Elise had stopped her movements and rested her hands on his leg as if she could heal him through her touch. Reid still had his hand on her cheek, and she leaned into it, closing her eyes. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, but I’m ever so thankful that you survived.” Grabbing the hand that was on her face, she leaned over, kissing the back of it. Reid was already in a precarious place emotionally after recalling the events of that horrible day, and the gesture was so moving he feared he might cry. Feeling a dampness in his eyes, he quickly blinked it away.

      “Thank you for sharing that with me,” Elise said before ever so gently running her fingertip over the divot in his leg where he had been shot. Her touch was so light he wasn’t even sure it had occurred except for the fact that his nerve endings were now on fire. Looking up at him, her eyes were wide and shimmered with a sheen of tears.

      “Elise,” he whispered simply. It was all Reid could manage to get around the lump that formed in his throat, suppressing emotions that still threatening to well up. Suddenly, she was in his lap and grasping the sides of his face as she kissed him. He held her tightly as he returned the kiss with more passion than he had allowed himself the first time. Tracing his tongue across the seam of her lips, she willingly parted her mouth to the gentle pressure he applied. She gasped slightly at the first contact of his tongue against her own but didn’t pull back, leaning into the connection instead.

      After a few moments exchanging heated kisses, Elise sat back with a start as his hand slid up her side and brushed her breast. Leaning away from him and breathing heavily, she looked slightly panicked. “I’m so sorry, I don’t know what came over me. I didn’t mean to lead you on. This can’t happen again—there’s no future here and we are only hurting ourselves if we continue to indulge like this.”

      Scrambling off his lap, Elise rushed out of the room without a backward glance, leaving Reid in more pain that when she had first joined him.
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      By the next morning, Elise was still mortified. She couldn’t believe how she had allowed herself to become carried away the night before. She wasn’t ashamed for exploring her physical yearnings with Reid; rather, she knew indulging such instincts would be pointless and only lead to pain for both of them when there could be no relationship between them.

      Elise had been trying her hardest to resist him in the weeks since she had so foolishly kissed him on the beach. She knew going to his room was a risky move, but had proceeded anyway out of a true desire to ease his discomfort and nothing more. But last night, the way he had opened up and trusted her had lowered her guard. She had been shocked when he began to tell her about the awful events that led to his injury; before then he’d been so reticent when his leg was alluded to. Now she feared she was in danger of becoming even more infatuated with the man.

      Letting out a huff, Elise knew she could no longer avoid going downstairs and made her way to the kitchen. With a renewed determination to focus on anything other than the earl, she descended to the lower level of the house and found Evie chatting with Reid’s staff in the kitchen.

      “Did you sleep well?” the young woman asked upon seeing her. “You look like you’ve been through the wringer this morning.”

      Groaning, Elise leaned over the table and dropped her head onto her crossed arms.

      “That bad, is it?” Evie said sympathetically while rubbing her hand in circles across Elise’s back. It felt nice, and Elise realized how much she had missed casual touches of affection since moving away from her family—and since Reid had reawakened her desire for physical connection.

      “Oh, Evie, I don’t know what to do,” she said, needing a confidant.

      “Is it about Lord Weston?” Evie inquired softly.

      “How on earth did you know that?” Elise asked, snapping her head up.

      “It’s not hard to see the attraction between the two of you,” Evie said with a sly smile. “Anytime the two of you are in proximity to one another, it’s like there’s a gravitational pull between you and you orbit around one another.”

      “We do not!” Elise exclaimed.

      “Oh yes, you do,” Evie said with a chuckle. “His eyes track you wherever you go, and you do a fair amount of watching him yourself. Others who don’t know you may not see it, but Jonathan says he asks about you all the time.”

      This was bad. This was really, really, bad. Elise knew she had taken things too far already, and adding last night into the mix, she wasn’t sure she could keep maintaining distance between them. It was a mistake agreeing to come here, once again, softened by feeling after cutting Reid’s hair, she had let her emotions lead her decision making. Now, she was reaping the consequences.

      Evie must have seen the distress on her face because she grabbed her hand, pulling her up from the table. “Come on,” she said. “Breakfast is in hand and you’re not needed for a bit. Let’s pour ourselves some coffee and set up somewhere we can talk.” Elise followed her into a small sitting room at the back of the house where they could talk undisturbed.

      After settling, she looked across at the beautiful young woman, and poured it all out. “I really don’t know what to do, Evie,” she said after sharing the whole story.

      Evie gave a mischievous smile. “Well, did you at least enjoy yourself? He is an incredibly handsome and virile looking man.”

      “Evie!” Elise spluttered, hiding her warm cheeks behind her hands. The young woman just laughed before calming down and getting serious once again.

      “I understand your concerns,” Evie said. “As someone who also exists on the outskirts of society, I know it can be hard to comprehend that there may be a place for you yet. But I don’t think it’s impossible to imagine you finding a good man and marrying someday. You don’t have a terrible reputation—just a label that precludes your involvement in some circles. Do you not think that after all this time you could still be welcomed back?”

      “It’s not me I’m concerned about. It’s him. I know he was never interested in inheriting his title and despises many of the peerage’s traditions, but he’s still a well-respected man and needs to preserve his reputation to maintain influence in Parliament. He’s balancing on a knife-edge—still accepted even though challenging those around him. What would happen to that balance if I were added into the equation? Though many in his circles may not look upon me unkindly, the label you mentioned, ruined, does tend to leave a lasting impression.”

      “But shouldn’t he be the one to decide that?” Evie asked. “The earl may believe it is worth the risk.”

      “No,” Elise said, shaking her head. “You haven’t seen him in that room talking with his friends. This work—his passion for politics and making lasting change, it means the world to him. I can’t be the one who shatters that for him.”

      “I think you need to stop running away from what you’re feeling and actually talk to the man,” Evie offered up. “I know that’s easy for me to say as I’m not the one who needs to have the difficult conversation, but you seem to be making these decisions all on your own.”

      “I know. You’re probably right,” Elise acknowledged. “Thank you for talking everything out with me, I needed that.”

      “Anytime,” Evie said, squeezing her hand before rising and patting her shoulder on the way back to the kitchen.
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      It was later that afternoon when Reid finally caught up with Elise. “There you are,” he said, finding her in the front parlor where she had sequestered herself with a book. Looking him in the eye, she did not want to show any shame, but was slightly quaking knowing they needed to have it out. “I think we need to talk,” he said, his tone implying he would not take no for an answer.

      Elise nodded, silently following him to the library. “Are you done for the day?” she asked. It seemed a bit early for them to have stopped working at this hour.

      “We’re taking a break. Henry thought it best, as I’m rather distracted today.” Elise hung her head, knowing she was the reason he couldn’t focus. Reid sat in the same chair he had the night she encountered him here after losing Nora and Jed, and she sat opposite, leaning into the heat of the fire as it was a cold November day.

      “I’ve wanted to talk with you for a while,” Reid began, “but I also wanted to respect your wishes to remain only friends.” Elise looked away, biting her lip, knowing she had sent mixed signals. “I hope it is clear to you that I would like to be more than just friends,” he stated boldly, not shying away from the truth. “And while I don’t mean to be presumptuous, it seems you may harbor more than just friendly feelings as well.”

      The last was said gently, making Elise feel even worse. “I’m sorry for confusing you last night,” she said, daring to look at him. “You are correct that I am drawn to you, and I admire you greatly as a person, but I still believe that friendship is all that can be between us. I won’t let myself get carried away again.”

      Reid stared at her for the longest time, and Elise wouldn’t allow herself to turn away from his seeking gaze, no matter how much she wanted to. Though feeling vulnerable and exposed, she refused to back down from her position.

      “Why do you think there can’t be anything more between us?” he finally asked, no judgment in his tone.

      “You can’t honestly believe there can be any kind of future for us. I would never be accepted back into the ton, and you need them to further your agenda.” Elise was as honest as she knew how to be in her answer.

      “You know my history, and you know I am not a typical peer,” Reid said calmly. “Do you honestly believe that I care what others would think about my choice of wife?”

      Elise sucked in a breath at his last word. She supposed she knew somewhere deep down that if he was considering a future that meant marriage, but it was an entirely different thing to hear it straight from him. “I care,” she answered after a pause. “It would kill me to know that I impeded your goals.”

      “I don’t say this to be cruel,” Reid said, remaining gentle in his delivery, “but I think you may be overestimating your impact in polite society. Do you truly think anyone still cares about a small scandal from four seasons ago? Gossip moves on after a while and people forget.”

      “I’ve been painted with a label that won’t let them forget,” Elise said through a tight jaw, a tinge of frustration creeping in. “Don’t tell me that after what happened with Lord Dorsten you don’t understand the harm that can come from that label.”

      Reid’s face reddened, and his breathing became heavier at the mention of Dorsten. “I understand that some may look on it unfavorably, but I don’t know why you can’t you understand that others’ opinions truly don’t matter to me. I don’t think there will be a problem reintegrating you into society, but if there is, then those who cause a fuss are not the kind of people I want to associate with anyway.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to associate with them at all,” Elise volleyed at him, her ire raising. “Yes, I lost things when I had to leave my home, but my life has been so much more fulfilling since I’ve been here and left the concerns of polite society behind me. I never really fit there to begin with. Do you know that I was twenty-three years old when I made my debut? Do you have any idea how awkward that is? I’m not sure I’ll ever want to return to that.”

      “Why did you make your debut so late?” he asked. “Is it because your mother was ill? You told me before you cared for her—that that was where you first learned about herbal healing methods.”

      Elise nodded. “I was seventeen when my mother first fell ill,” she began to explain more fully. “The doctors argued over her diagnosis, and I’m still not entirely sure what it was that plagued her, but she had less and less energy as time went on, and fluid would buildup in her lungs making it difficult for her to breathe. She could no longer leave the house and soon needed almost constant care.”

      “And you said nurses did not stay around?” Reid asked.

      “No, she was a terrible patient and would act up around anyone that was not family. It wasn’t really her fault, when she became ill it was like she sometimes became a different person, as if she no longer had control over her impulses.” Elise became lost in thought recalling how hard it was to see her mother disappear before her eyes. “In the end, it was just easier for me to become her primary caretaker. My sister was too young, and my father had other responsibilities.”

      Elise had never resented that she had been forced into the role of caretaker. She loved her mother and would have done anything to make things more bearable for her. Making sure her mother was more comfortable gave her a sense of purpose, and the knowledge she had gained when she started her research into natural and alternative treatments had proven extremely interesting and useful. She was eternally grateful that one of the nurses who had been there for a while had helped her figure out where to begin and had connected her with Nora, who taught her so much.

      “It must have been difficult to give up so much of your freedom for so long, and to that kind of service,” Reid said sympathetically.

      “I truly didn’t mind at the time. It did not feel like a burden to help someone I loved. I won’t pretend it was an easy life—I was a caretaker for almost five years, and there is a large emotional toll seeing someone who means so much to you suffering. Going through an experience like that changes you . . .” Elise stopped to compose herself as the feelings of overwhelming helplessness from that time returned to her.

      “After the mourning period had passed and I started to join social events again, it all just felt so insipid and frivolous. Nothing that people were gossiping about really mattered in the face of life and death that had been my reality for so long. I had a hard time relating to the things other young women seemed to care about, so I always felt separate, like I didn’t belong.” Elise wasn’t sure if she was explaining well how on the edge of everything she had always felt, but she knew returning to that realm would not be easy regardless of her ruined status.

      “I think I understand that, and why you may not wish to return to such a space, especially after they turned on you for no real reason,” Reid said, examining her intently. “My father alienated me for so long that I never felt like I had a place either. It wasn’t until joining the army that I felt accepted . . . but I wasn’t able to keep going in that life after my injuries forced me out. Now I’m a peer who holds political views that keep him on the fringes. And here on the estate, as much as it’s beginning to feel like home, I’m the lord. All the men and women whom I work with here will always set me apart and I’ll never really be able to be one of them, no matter how many harvests I may work alongside them.”

      “I feel that same way,” Elise said quietly.

      “I know you do,” Reid affirmed. “I’ve observed that as much as these people love you, they still see you as different because you were raised as a lady.” Reaching over, he took one of her hands in his. “That’s why I think it could work between us,” Reid whispered. She felt her heart rate increase, her breaths quickening, waiting for how he would explain his way of thinking to her. “We’ve both been outsiders, and in some ways, we still are. We need a place to belong—so let us belong to each other. We can create our own home and make our own rules. What anyone else thinks won’t matter, because we will always have each other.”

      “It’s a beautiful picture you paint,” Elise said after a weighty silence between them. “I’d like to join you and live in that picture, but I’m not sure how realistic it is. We can’t exist in isolation. You depend on the good opinion of others to make your political dreams a reality. You are already facing enough challenges and I don’t want to become another one.”

      Sighing, Reid said, “I understand you think you are looking out for my best interests, but what if having you in my life would mean more to me than passing some bill through Parliament? You’ve helped me see that I can find meaning outside the walls of Westminster; that there is purpose and good in the work I do here on the estate. There are multiple parts of my life Elise, and you seem to be considering only one of them.”

      “I don’t want you to end up resenting me,” she said, voicing one of her greatest fears. “I’m not sure I’m ready to give up the life I’ve created for myself here.”

      Elise wanted to pull her hair out, they were back at the same impasse from when they started, and she did not see a way around it.

      “I won’t pretend that your life won’t change.” That Reid was also frustrated was evident as he scrubbed his face before running his fingers through his hair. “Yes, I will need to be in London while Parliament is in session, and I would like to have you with me. But the rest of the year will be here. You already live on the estate; you would just live at Cliff House rather than the dower house. You could still cultivate and tend your gardens there—Jonathan and Evie could stay to run the place. You can help the tenants with the vegetable garden we’ll create for them, and I would never ask you to stop your clinics just because others might not see it as appropriate work for a countess. Hang them,” he said with a growl. “I want you as you are. Can’t you see how precious you’ve become to me?”

      His final question came out as a plea, and Elise was having a hard time resisting. “I care about you too, Reid,” she said, eyes growing damp. “I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you have come to know me as the woman I am now. I think you do truly understand who I am, and that’s why it’s so frustrating that you can’t see this from my perspective.”

      Huffing out a breath in exasperation, Reid walked over to the fireplace and braced his tall frame against the mantel, standing there for a minute before turning to face her. “I know you’re scared, but I’ve seen your strength and how far it’s gotten you, so why can’t you believe in the strength of us?” He paused, yearning in his eyes. “I’ve fallen in love with you, Elise,” he said clearly, saying those precious words for the first time. “That’s not going to change. If you find the strength to fight for us, I’ll be here. But until then, I need some space . . . It’s just too hard being near you when I want so much more.” Walking over, Reid kissed the top of her head before quickly striding out, leaving her alone in the library.

      Once he left, Elise stopped trying to restrain her feelings and fell forward, sobs wracking her body.
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      Reid made his way to the back porch and breathed in a lungful of the cold air. He needed to cool himself down after the heated exchange with Elise. Knowing he had behaved like a selfish ass by pushing her away at the end, it hurt too much to try and pretend he felt nothing more than friendship for her any longer. He hadn’t intended to tell her that he had fallen in love with her that way, almost using the words as weapons, but his frustration got the best of him. Hearing the door open behind him, he swung around to see Sidney peering out.

      “There you are,” the golden redhead said. “We were wondering where you had wandered off to. Are you ready to start working again?”

      Reid laughed at the reality that working on his passion project was the last thing he wanted to do at the moment. “I don’t think I can focus right now,” he told Sidney honestly. “I need some space to clear my head for a bit. I think I’m going to walk down to the coast—you can continue without me if you would like.”

      Sidney looked at him as if he’d grown a second head. “Are you alright?” he asked. “What happened?”

      “I just had it out with Elise, and I think I may have driven her away,” Reid said, sighing. Sidney looked at him sympathetically, still hanging from the door. “Stay inside where it’s warm,” he told him. “I’ll be back after I walk off some of this agitation.” He needed to move—he was so amped up currently it felt like his skin was crawling.

      “Do you want company?” Sidney offered. “We don’t have to say a word if you don’t want to, but sometimes it’s nice to not be alone when you aren’t feeling like yourself.”

      Sidney was a surprise sometimes with how observant he could be. While he was the one who normally joked around, he was a sensitive soul at heart and could be a good companion when one was feeling low. “Yeah, that might be nice,” Reid said. Grabbing their coats, the two men set off.

      Being November, the sun set early these days so they couldn’t stay out long. Reid didn’t need too much time, just space to breath and forget that Elise not trusting her own strength was breaking his heart.

      Once they made it down to the beach, both men stopped to look out at the surf. After a few moments of silence, taking in the waves as they ceaselessly and rhythmically rolled in, Sidney stepped away and began to scan the stretch of beach. Every once and a while he would bend over and pick something up. After about ten minutes of wandering, he made his way back towards Reid, both hands full with his collection. Without saying a word, Sidney held out a fist, and when Reid reached out for whatever he held, a handful of flat rocks was deposited in his own hand. Both men skipped stones across the water in silence, and Reid found the physical act of tossing the rocks to be soothing to his still riled nerves.

      Once his stones had all been returned to the ocean, Reid brushed off his hands and turned, walking further down the coastline. Sidney chucked his final stone, then jogged to catch up with him.

      “I just never expected to feel like this,” Reid said, finally opening up. Sidney nodded while remaining quiet, seeming to understand that he needed to let it all out. “I always knew that eventually I would get married, and I was even looking forward to it in a way. The idea of someone looking out for you and always having your back—and children, it was always an appealing thought. But you know how most ton marriages are, they’re arrangements. Love isn’t part of the calculation when assessing possible matches, and you hope for the best in the partner you choose.”

      Reid sucked in a breath before continuing his rambling, processing as he thought out loud. “Then I became friends with Fitz and saw the kind of marriage he had with Moira. Their relationship was like nothing I’d ever seen, and I thought it was an anomaly. But last summer, I watched as Henry fell for Grace. I began to understand that maybe there was another type of relationship I could aim for, one that was based on a foundation of love. But I never really believed I might find it for myself.”

      “You started to hope though,” Sidney stated.

      “Yes.” Reid admitted. “From the very start, Elise was so different. She has this inner strength and is not afraid to live on her own terms. She’s bright and intelligent, and she gives so much to the people around her. We grew close quickly due to unfortunate circumstances, bonding through the heightened emotions of shared grief. I know she cares and is as attracted to me as I am to her, but she beleives there can’t be a future for us because of her status as a ruined woman. She won’t accept that I could give a damn about her standing within the ton.”

      “You don’t care Reid, but others will,” Sidney said. “You can’t dismiss her concerns.”

      “I’m not—I fully realize there will be blow back. She’s worried it will hinder my influence in trying to push the Whig agenda, but I’ve assured her my desire to be with her far outweighs any political achievement.”

      “That’s the blowback on you,” Sidney pointed out patiently. “But what about how it will negatively impact her?”

      “She’s strong enough to deal with it, she has before,” Reid insisted. “Elise told me herself she no longer cares what polite society has to say about her after the way she’s been treated. She’s withstood it before, so I know she’s capable of doing so again.”

      “I’m sure she does have the strength to handle it, but just because she can doesn’t mean she should have to,” Sidney said firmly. “All you can see is her resiliency—and it should be admired. Though Elise may not care what others think or say about her, and while she can try to ignore it, which is easy enough to do when she has distance from London society here in Dorset, it’s an entirely different thing to exist within a society that’s shunning you. Recognizing how broken and superficial a system is doesn’t mean it won’t still hurt when excluded from it.”

      Groaning, Reid realized how right Sidney was. Elise had told him she had no desire to return to that world, and he had written it off because he knew she could see through it and how little it really mattered. But Sid was correct that the knowledge didn’t lessen the sting of rejection. She had argued her resistance was about protecting him, and he knew that was a genuine part of her hesitation. She wanted to make sure he could achieve all he wanted to because she cared for him and desired the best for him. But whether she fully realized it or not, he understood her refusal to contemplate a relationship was also a way of protecting herself.

      Elise had already been hurt so many times in her life—a shortened childhood due to caring for her mother and then living through that suffering, being ruined and cast aside, losing Nora and Jed. He didn’t want to add to her pain, but by asking her to be with him, he would inadvertently be doing just that.

      “You’re right,” Reid said. “I’m asking her to open herself up to more hurt. And now I’m the one causing her pain by telling her I need space.” Reid let out a roar of frustration. Huffing out a breath, he scrubbed his hands over his face. “It just hurts too much to be around her right now if I know I can’t be with her in the way I really want to. I have to protect myself as well as her.”

      “It’s hard when you can’t be with the person you love,” Sidney said quietly. Not for the first time, Reid wondered what kind of heartbreak his friend might be hiding behind his jovial exterior.

      “If I could find a way to ensure that she wouldn’t be shunned again if she returned to polite society, and in turn that she would not hurt my reputation, maybe I could convince her,” Reid said, racking his brain for any way to resolve the issue forcing them apart.

      “That would be the best-case scenario,” Sidney agreed. “But how do you propose to make that happen?”

      “I have an idea,” Reid said, his mind going a mile a minute. “I might need your help when we’re back in town.”

      “You’ll have it,” Sidney replied, slapping him on the back. “Now let’s head back to the house, the wind’s picked up and it’s freezing out here.”
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      Still sitting beside the fire in the library, Elise didn’t know what to do. In the hour since she had let Reid walk away from her, she’d done nothing but wonder if she should have stopped him. He had been right; she did have it in her to be able to withstand anything that came their way. But she was so tired, and the prospect of spending the rest of her life fighting against what was conventionally accepted was exhausting.

      Because that was what it ultimately came down to. Elise had settled enough to realize she needed to trust Reid when he told her he could handle any political ramifications if a relationship between them was negatively received. That meant the only thing still preventing them from being together was her own fear of leaving the safe world she had created for herself in Dorset. Elise wasn’t sure if she wanted to fight her attraction and desire to be with Reid anymore, but she also didn’t know if she could handle a lifetime of being criticized and excluded, no matter how much Reid loved her.

      And Elise didn’t doubt that he loved her, just as much as she loved him.

      “Do you know where Reid’s run off to?”

      Elise startled at the sound of Henry’s voice and quickly turned to where he stood in the doorway, wiping the last tear from her cheek. “Your Grace, please forgive me, I didn’t see you there.”

      “Please call me Henry, and I’m sorry to disturb you. Are you alright?” The duke was looking at her with concern, obviously recognizing that she was upset.

      Nodding, Elise attempted to change the subject. “You asked about Lord Weston?”

      Stepping into the room, Henry said, “Yes, we stopped for a break and no one seems to be able to locate him. And now I think in the search, we’ve lost Sidney as well.”

      “Weston was here for a while but left about an hour ago. I think he needed a little space, but I’m sure he will return soon.” Elise couldn’t bear to look at the duke after answering. Between her demeanor and admission that Reid needed space, anyone would be able to tell there had been some kind of upset between them.

      Henry sat down and looked at her intently. “You care for him, don’t you?”

      Appreciating his directness, Elise nodded. “I’m afraid I’ve rather upset him at the moment. Reid was open with me last night, and touched by his honesty, all I did was hurt him by giving him false hope.”

      “I can tell that he cares for you deeply, and even more than that, he admires you. I’ve known Reid for about fifteen years, and I have never seen him this way before. His whole being lights up when you’re around, so I’m afraid it might be too late for him to suppress whatever he’s feeling.”

      “That may be true, but I should be doing everything in my power not to encourage those feelings, and I fear I’ve failed miserably.” Elise never should have let herself get carried away last night. As difficult as it would have been, they could have remained friends and still existed around one another. “My hope is that with time and some space, his feelings will grow less intense. They formed quickly to begin with, and it won’t take long for him to realize they weren’t real, only a product of highly emotional circumstances.”

      Elise may have been lying to herself, but she wanted to believe that was true. The duke disabused her of that idea a moment later.

      Head tilted in thought, Henry was quiet for a moment. “I’m not entirely sure that’s true. Reid’s seen a lot over the years and knows how to process extraordinary events, how to lend them correct weight. Even though you may have initially met through loss, I can assure you he’s had to endure much worse and can rationalize his response.”

      “You mean what he experienced in the army, especially being left injured on the field after Waterloo,” Elise said, nodding her head.

      “He told you about that?” Henry looked utterly astonished.

      “Yes, he told me last night when I was trying to ease the pain in his leg.”

      Eyes wide in shock, Henry sagged against his chair. “Reid doesn’t talk about that. Ever.”

      “I know it’s not something he usually likes to discuss—”

      Henry cut Elise off before she could finish with a quick motion of his hand. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “You don’t understand. I’m not sure even Fitz and Sidney know the whole story, the only reason I do is that I was there. That day left more than just physical scars.”

      He was still looking at her in disbelief, and Elise was beginning to understand last night meant more than she had realized.

      “The fact that Reid felt he could, or that he needed to, share that with you tells me you are not someone he is going to forget.” Repeating himself for emphasis, Henry added, “Ever.”

      Tears welling in her eyes, Elise didn’t know what to do. She felt even worse for giving into her own desires and kissing Reid last evening.  “Forgive me for speaking on things that aren’t really my business,” Henry said, pausing to see if she was open to him offering advice. Elise nodded for him to continue. “When we arrived a few days ago, we were all naturally curious about you. Reid shared how you came to be at Dorset . . . Is that what’s holding you back?”

      “Yes,” Elise whispered. “Because I was ruined, I’ll never be accepted as a fit partner for him. Reid has too many goals, too much he needs to accomplish. I won’t tarnish his reputation and prevent his ability to achieve everything he can.”

      The duke chuckled, surprising Elise. “Forgive me, I’m not laughing at you. I’ve just heard something similar before from my own wife, Grace.” She looked at him, her head tilted in curiosity.

      “Grace and I were only married this past summer. Due to a complicated background, she feared she was not duchess material because she was unknown in polite society. And after an unfortunate incident in our home, she decided to leave me, believing she would never be respected as my wife and would harm my ability to enact change as a duke.”

      Elise caught her breath, stunned by the similarities of how she felt herself and could hinder Reid in his work.

      “I’ll tell you what I told Grace, because I believe it also applies to how Reid feels regarding you,” Henry said. “I told her that nothing I might be able to accomplish would matter without her by my side, as she is what’s most important to me.”

      “That’s a beautiful sentiment, but it doesn’t change my reality in the ton. Regardless of Reid’s feelings, I cannot knowingly lessen his influence.” Elise was still ruined, even if Reid did not care.

      “There are many ways to enact change and improve people’s lives for the better. I think you know that.” Henry looked at her pointedly before continuing. “Reid told us when we first arrived how he’s starting to understand the impact he can have here on the estate. In large part that’s because you’ve helped him shift his mindset.”

      “He has so much to offer. I know coming back here was difficult for him, and I want him to see how much of an immediate impact he can have here, even if on a smaller scale than what he could achieve through Parliament.”

      “And do you think the people here care about your ruined status?” Henry asked.

      The question made Elise think. It’s true that no one in Dorset would care about their inequal standing if she and Reid were to wed, and he could still accomplish all he wanted to for the estate. She would love to help him in that endeavor. But the challenge was still how their differences could be overcome in London.

      Sighing, Henry leaned forward and braced his arms on his knees. “The thing you have to understand about Reid is that he’s more resilient than almost anyone I have even known. This is the third time he’s had to reorient his life and find his purpose. The first was when his father’s indifference drove him from this place, souring his idea of being a lord, and he joined the army. He found a place serving there, but for the second time he was forced from something he loved after his injuries at Waterloo. After a while, he found a new mission in Parliament and was elected MP for Dorset. Now, with his father’s death, he has to understand himself as the earl and reconnect with a life he had to leave for self-preservation.”

      “What are you saying?” Elise asked. “That shows his ability to work through adversity, it has nothing to do with me.”

      “What I’m saying is that—one, he can handle when things are difficult and find a new place within his reality. And two, that you can help him. You’ve made him fall in love with this place again after the idea of life here was poisoned for him. That’s no easy feat.”

      Henry stood and placed a comforting hand on Elise’s shoulder, sharing one final thought before leaving her alone. “All I’m asking is that you think about the ways you can help him, rather than focusing on how you may hinder him. And let him decide if he can handle the challenges. Have faith in him and in the depth of his feelings for you.”
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      Elise sat in the study, listening to the rain lash against the window, the storm outside mirroring the one raging within herself. It had been hard not seeing Reid since returning to her own home, but she wanted to honor his request for space.

      She had stayed for two additional days at Cliff House after their discussion. It hadn’t been too difficult to avoid Reid as the house was large, so she had not left immediately, allowing her to honor the commitment she had made to see to the men’s comfort while they completed their work. When the gentlemen had started to show signs of winding down however, she made one last set of menus and placed a grocery order before leaving instructions for the staff and departing. Now home for just over a week, she felt clearer, but was also miserable without Reid nearby.

      Vowing not to go near him until she had wrapped her mind around things and made a clear decision one way or the other, Elise felt stuck. Staying away for now was best as trying to coexist as friends like before only made things more difficult for both of them, and she didn’t know if she would be able to resist him any longer if constantly in his presence.

      Elise had plenty to ponder after her conversation with the duke. He had given her some new ways to understand Reid’s perspective, and she wanted to give the situation fair consideration rather than reacting from her own fears. Like Reid, she also needed time away to think clearly and make a rational decision once and for all. Even when she knew better, Elise had a tendency to act out of character and make quick choices when she was within Reid’s sphere of influence, so whether she liked it or not, the distance was best for all involved.

      A knock at the front door startled Elise from her thoughts, and she wondered who would be out in such a storm. As the study was at the front of the house, rising, she called to Evie that she would answer. Opening the door, she was stunned but happy to see Reid’s beautiful face on the other side.

      “Please, come in out of the rain,” Elise invited after shaking herself from her momentary stupor. She helped Reid out of his sodden jacket after he quickly entered the house. It felt odd and much to formal for him to use the front door rather than casually entering through the kitchen as he always had before. Elise did not think it boded well for how his surprise visit might go.

      Reid stepped back and raked a hand through his hair, sweeping out some of the rain that still clung to the strands before turning to look at her. “How have you been?” he asked.

      “Well overall,” she said, unsure how to respond. Her answer was not a lie as she was healthy, but also not exactly the truth as it didn’t convey the emotional whirlwind she had been living in ever since his declaration of love. “Can I get you something warm to drink? It’s terrible out there. Whatever are you doing about in such weather?”

      “Some tea or coffee would be lovely,” Reid said. “I’ve been making my rounds to say goodbye. I leave for London in two days to prepare for the special session.”

      Elise had known in the back of her mind that he would be leaving soon, but her heart ached at the thought that he would be away for an unknown length of time. “Why don’t you go settle yourself in front of the fire,” she said, motioning toward the study. “I’ll just put your coat in the kitchen to dry and ask Evie to make some tea.” Elise took the moment away from him to breathe deeply and settle her heartrate, which had increased upon seeing him and not let up since. Reaching the kitchen, she draped his wet coat across a chair in front of the fire and began adding tea leaves to the pot before Evie walked in.

      “Who was at the door? I can’t imagine anyone being out on such a day,” Evie said with a shiver.

      “It’s Lord Weston,” Elise replied. “Can you please finish preparing tea and bring it to the study along with some of the ginger scones and raspberry preserves?”

      “Of course,” Evie said with a quizzical look on her face. “Is this the type of visit where you would like me to interrupt with an excuse as to why you are needed in fifteen minutes, or is it the kind where I should leave you alone and ignore any sounds I may hear coming from the study?”

      Elise let out a laugh at the unexpected question. “Somewhere in between?” she hedged. “There’s no need to interrupt, but I doubt anything will happen that will require your discretion or intentional absence. He came to say goodbye—he’s headed to London for the Parliamentary session.”

      “Then you had best scoot on back to him,” Evie told her with a playful swat to her behind. “I’ll be along shortly with the goods, so do try and restrain yourself until then.” Good lord, Elise thought, Evie was determined to make her blush! The desire to avoid looking like a tomato when she rejoined Reid was the prompt she needed to turn away and leave Evie to entertain herself with her clever quips.

      Elise found him standing in front of the fire upon her return, reminding her of the morning they discussed her rental agreement only two months before. It was amazing how much had changed since then. She had hardly known him at that point and was still worried he might upset her peaceful existence. Now she knew him reasonably well, and he had still upended her life, but in an entirely different way that she was not necessarily ungrateful for.

      The one thing that had remained consistent was her attraction to him, and she took a moment before he noticed her presence to soak in the sight of him before he left for what could be months. Her eyes drank in his broad shoulders, the powerful stance he held even as he leaned slightly to the right in order to lessen the pressure on his injured leg, and the way the firelight made his silver temples gleam.

      It hit her all at once that she was wasting time. Elise could be with him if she wasn’t allowing her fears to dictate her actions. Hadn’t he told her that they could belong to one another? If she had his love and support, couldn’t that be enough? Moving among the ton from time to time would not be the most enjoyable, but she would have Reid beside her. Would that be enough to make enduring looks of disgust worth it? She thought it might be, and that she would be a fool to not at least try.

      Walking up behind him, Elise gently placed her hand on Reid’s back. “Has the fire thawed you out?” she asked, easing into conversation.

      “I’m feeling much more myself now,” he said with a half-smile.

      “Good, I am glad to hear it. Tea will be here momentarily, which should be the final thing needed to bring you fully back to rights.” He was so familiar, so comfortable, but because of her need to push him away before, the conversation felt awkward and stilted. She hated that she had put this wedge between them. Thankfully, Evie appeared, and the moment it took her to settle the tray and for Reid and Elise to take their seats broke the tension. She distracted herself further by pouring out and adding nothing to the tea, handing it to him black, just as she knew he preferred.

      Reid gave her a full smile as he took the cup from her, his eyes lighting up when he spotted the scones.

      “Are these the ginger scones?” he asked.

      “Yes, I remember you liked them.” What she didn’t tell him is that she had been baking them all week because they were a reminder of him.

      “Thank you,” he said appreciatively. Reid’s warm coffee eyes looked into her own intently. “I’ve missed you.” And just like that awkwardness fell away.

      “I’ve missed you too,” Elise said with relief. “I’m sorry I let things get so complicated, it wasn’t my intention. I was just overwhelmed.”

      “I know, I was the same. And you have nothing to apologize for. But I want to apologize for leaving things the way I did. It was selfish of me to ask you for space. I just don’t know how to be around you if we can’t be together. I do miss spending time with you, though, even as just my friend.” Reid looked sad as he spoke, and it made her chest ach in the way only he seemed to initiate.

      “It wasn’t selfish,” Elise said. “You were asking for what you needed. I could hardly argue with it as I did the same, telling you we could only be friends. It was selfish of me to give into my own desires and confuse you by breaking my own guidelines.”

      Reid reached out his hand. “We’ve both made mistakes, but I don’t regret anything that has passed between us.”

      “Neither do I,” Elise affirmed, taking the hand he offered.

      “I’m sorry I have to leave for London, but maybe space apart will be good for us.” Elise could tell Reid was putting on a brave face. Before she could tell him that she was starting to see things differently after her conversation with Henry, he continued. “I’ll be able to focus on uniting the Whigs in a common message so we can try and prevent the restrictions the Tories are proposing. And you’ll be able to keep doing your work here in the community without needing to think even once about anyone you don’t wish to mix with in polite society.”

      “Yes . . . I was thinking, though, that returning to the ton might not be so terrible if I were to face them with you,” Elise said tentatively, examining Reid’s face for a reaction.

      “Do you really mean that?”

      “I do,” she said while squeezing his hand. “I’m not ready to make any firm decisions yet, but just as you told me it would mean more to share a life together than to gain victory in Parliament, I’m starting to believe that I could tolerate polite society if I had you beside me.”

      Jumping at a crash of thunder rather ruined what Elise had hoped would be a sweet moment. Looking out the window she realized it had become dark outside as they talked, and she feared her time with him was almost over.

      “I should probably go before it gets much worse,” Reid said reluctantly. “I need to leave first thing in the morning, and who knows what condition the roads will be in.”

      With mention of the roads, Elise panicked at the thought of him navigating in such conditions. She had to find a way to make him stay. The only way for him to get back to Cliff House from here was the road that bordered the cliff edge; the very road that had taken Nora and Jed’s life. He could cut across the pastures, but they would be mud pits, and his horse could easily break a leg. She knew he would take the road to protect his mount, but with the cover of night and the rain, it was much too dangerous.

      “You can’t leave,” she blurted.

      “What?” Reid asked, confused. “You know I must go to London.”

      “I know,” Elise responded, distracted. “I mean you can’t leave tonight. The storm—” she knew she wasn’t making sense in her agitation and forced herself to pause, taking a breath before starting over. Looking him in the eyes, she plead with him, “Please stay here tonight, the road is too dangerous in these conditions.”

      Elise watched as understanding dawned and his expression grew soft. “I know why you’re scared,” he said, reaching out and cupping her cheek, “but I promise I’ll be fine. I ride that road all the time.”

      “You don’t know that—you can’t promise nothing bad will happen. Nora and Jed used that road all the time too, and they crashed in broad daylight . . . Please.” Elise could feel tears welling and tried to blink them away, but she couldn’t stand the thought of losing him too if he traveled that road tonight.

      “It’s alright, don’t cry,” Reid said as he wiped his thumb under her eye, catching a tear before it fell. “If you’re truly that worried, I suppose I can stay here tonight—but I’ll need to leave first thing in the morning.” Breathing out a sob of relief, she was grateful when he pulled her against his chest. As his arms wrapped around her, Elise felt like she was home. How could she have ever believed she could live without him?
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      Elise had been in bed for about two hours when she gave up the idea of falling asleep at a decent hour. Tossing and turning, she listened to the storm as it continued to rage outside. Dinner had been a warm and jovial affair with Evie being her wry self and Reid and Jonathan telling stories from their army days. But afterward, tension seeped back in between her and Reid and she wondered if he regretted staying. Thoughts swirling endlessly in her head, a few harsh truths were beginning to coalesce, becoming apparent, and keeping her from rest. When talking with Reid at Cliff House, Elise had been adamant that she enjoyed her life in Dorset and was happier now after being ruined than she would have been still kowtowing to the ton. While that was partially true, she did enjoy the life she had built here and was happier not chaffing under the scrutiny of polite society, she was also lonely and missed her family.

      It was true she had a much better relationship with her family than others who had been ruined. Elise had not been disowned as she easily could have been and was still in contact through correspondence. But it wasn’t the same. Things felt stilted and awkward with her father, and she missed watching her sister blossom into a young woman and make her debut last spring.

      It was self-preservation at first to put on a brave face and dive into her new home once Nora had made her aware of the property for rent in Dorset. Working here kept her from thoughts about her estrangement from friends and the life she had known before. Then it had become habit to insist she was fine and happy in her new community, even as she felt set apart, belonging to neither her new life nor old.

      It wasn’t all a lie. Elise loved having a role in the community, providing for their welfare. And she did have fewer worries and more freedom. Stepping away from the ton she could see their rampant hypocrisy.

      What if Elise were to return to London and polite society with Reid? Though it would be disconcerting returning to that world, it was still the community she had been raised within. She felt a sense of comfort within the aristocracy she couldn’t when engaging with the working class based purely on growing up within that culture.

      If she agreed to a relationship with Reid, she would not need to fully abandon her new life. He only knew her as the woman she was now, and that was whom he had professed to love. She would still be involved in the community on the estate, even more so now that Reid had asked her to lead the planning for the communal garden that would become a permanent source of food for the tenants. He respected what she had to offer and would never ask her to act more like a lady.

      Thinking of Reid, knowing he was just down the hall, Elise became even more restless. When he had finally held her earlier in her fear, she had wanted to weep with how right it felt. All she could focus on now was how easy it would be to slip into his room, allowing him to keep those arms around her all night long. Many of the ladies she had been raised with in polite society would be astonished by her train of thought, but Elise was reaching a point where she no longer cared. The rules surrounding female propriety were so strict that she had been ostracized for simply being alone in a room with a man even though absolutely nothing untoward had occurred.

      Sitting upright, Elise realized another truth. Even though she proclaimed to no longer live by the rules of polite society since being ruined, that wasn’t true. She was still allowing her fear to dictate her actions. Just last week she had made Evie accompany her to Cliff House so it wouldn’t seem improper for her to attend the gentlemen. And she was denying her feelings for Reid because of how it may appear to others.

      Now, lying in her bed at twenty-six years old, the furthest she had ever travelled down the road of physical pleasure was a passionate kiss with Reid the week prior. But if the world already thought the worst of her, and they would regardless of whether or not it was true, why shouldn’t she indulge in the pleasure and closeness she craved? What was the point in remaining chaste if no one believed it anyway? Determined to no longer worry about the standards of a hypocritical society, she shoved off the covers and headed down the hall. She was going to live as she wanted, consequences be damned.
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      Hearing his door opening and shutting with a soft click, Reid lifted his head from his pillow and peered across the room.

      “Elise?” he asked, voice roughened by sleep. “What are you doing?”

      Reid had finally drifted off to sleep after lying awake most of the night, trying to resist going to her room and complicating everything further. Now she was here, and it was hard to believe he wasn’t dreaming.

      “If this will make things too complicated, you can tell me to leave,” she said. “But before you go to London, I want to be with you, Reid.”

      “Elise . . .” He let out a low groan, not saying anything for a second. “You don’t know what you’re doing to me. I desire you more than anything, but is this really a good idea? Our problems will still be here in the morning, and I don’t want to do anything that could further harm your reputation.”

      Reid was genuinely trying to respect her desire to remain friends until he could try and restore her reputation in London. It would be irresponsible to do anything that could harm her further, especially when he was about to leave, and she was still resistant to a relationship.

      “That’s just it—you can’t hurt my reputation because I’ve already been ruined,” Elise said. “When people hear that label, they assume I earned it because I behaved improperly. If I am going to suffer from the label regardless of whether that’s true, then I may as well enjoy the freedom it allows me.”

      Reid let out a low chuckle. “I can’t argue with your reasoning, darling, but just because you can, doesn’t mean that you should. I don’t want to inadvertently hurt you. What if in the end we can’t find a way to be together and you come to regret it?”

      Elise perched on the edge of the bed. Taking his hand, she looked at him as directly as she could in the dark room. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking this past week, really trying to consider what both you and His Grace said.”

      “Henry? When did you talk with him?”

      Blushing slightly, Elise nodded. “He was looking for you after our disagreement and found me upset in the library. He told me that you are the most resilient person he knew and could handle any adversity we may face from the ton, that he hoped I might take a chance on you because he had never seen you so happy.”

      Bless the man. Reid really did have the best friends anyone could ask for. “So what have you been thinking about? Have you come to any conclusions?”

      Elise squeezed his hand and nodded. “Yes. I realized tonight that I am allowing the past to dictate my future. I talk bravely about now living for myself and how much I love my new life, and it’s not a lie. But I’m making decisions in reaction to being ruined. I don’t like that others think ill of me, so even though I’ve stepped out of the traditional role of a lady, I’m still careful in what I do so I don’t fall further in their estimation. I can’t live like that anymore. I need to stop reacting and take control of my own life. To live how I want to.

      Reaching up, Reid brushed a hair off her cheek. “And what do you want, my dear?”

      “I want to be with you, Reid. I don’t want to accept that I’ll never be able to marry. The truth is that even though I have more freedom now, I’m lonely. I want to find a way to restore my reputation so we can be together the way we both want to.” Reid couldn’t stop the smile that split across his face.

      “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that, because I want the same thing. But I want you to be sure you’re ready for what you’re asking for right now. This is a big step, and we don’t know how everything will work out.” He needed to be certain Elise wanted to be with him. He desired her more than he ever thought possible, but he would never pressure her for more than she was able and willing to give.

      “Even if things don’t work out in the end, I’ll never regret taking the chance to be with you. I love you, Reid. I’m afraid I’d regret more the chance I don’t take.”
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      When Reid didn’t say anything, Elise settled down beside him and brushed her fingers through his silver strands that glinted in the moonlight. He didn’t stop her, but he didn’t make a move towards her either. As they lay there, his eyes searched hers for a long time as the storm rumbled outside. Finally, leaning across the pillow between them, he gently kissed her.

      Elise shimmied closer and reached over, cupping the back of his head so she could pull him in more tightly and increase the pressure of his lips on her own. Taking the hint, Reid opened his mouth over hers, and she eagerly returned the action. He slid his hand down to the small of her back, anchoring her against him. Eager to be even closer, Elise hitched up her leg, wrapping it around his. Even with all the layers of sleeping clothes and sheets between them, she could feel his arousal. Elise felt a tingling sensation growing in her lower belly, and she knew she wanted everything from him. As she instinctually moved against him, he let out a low groan.

      Pulling back slightly and breaking their kiss, Reid rested his forehead against hers. Breathing heavily, he asked again, “Are you sure this is what you want? Because if we go much further, I don’t know if I’ll have it in me to stop.”

      “I don’t want you to stop,” Elise reassured. “I just want to feel as close to you as I possibly can.”

      “Nevertheless,” Reid said, stroking her hair, completely serious, “if at any time you change your mind, just say so, and regardless of what I just told you, I will stop.”

      “I know you will, I trust you,” she whispered. Those must have been the magic words, because with a growl, he suddenly sprung into motion and kissed her passionately. They slowly removed each other’s night clothes, and when she first lay next to him, skin to skin, Elise gasped at the sensation.

      “Are you alright?” he asked. She could only nod in response, reveling at his gentle touch as he ran his hands up and down her body. “I want to worship you,” he whispered before kissing into the hollow of her neck. Reid proceeded to kiss down every inch of her body until she was lost in sensation. When she thought she couldn’t bear it another second, he finally joined them together and Elise had never felt such connection before. Tears welled in her eyes, overwhelmed by the love she felt, both for him and from him. Elise knew she had made the right choice in coming to him tonight. Even with their future together uncertain, she would always cherish the memory of this moment.
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      Reid woke the next morning with Elise still snuggled into his side. He couldn’t believe what had transpired the night before. It was the last thing he had been expecting, but what a gift she had given him. He knew it would be even harder to leave her now, but he had no regrets as long as she didn’t.

      At thirty-nine years old, Reid had been with a number of women in his life. But nothing had ever come close to what he experienced with Elise, and he knew it was because of the connection they shared. He was so completely in love with her, he almost felt the inclination to make fun of himself, as he would have anyone else in his situation before. It was ridiculous when he thought about it, the entire orientation of his life had changed. Everything now revolved around Elise—his decision making was guided by what would be best for her or if it would help her feel comfortable committing to him. But even with her new resolve to make things work, the ton might prove too much for her. It would kill him not to spend forever with her, but at least he could hold on to the memory of last night, and know she was also fighting for a life together.

      Light was just starting to peek around the corners of the curtains, and Reid knew he needed to be on his way soon. Reluctantly, he pulled his arm out from under Elise, trying his hardest not to disturb her, but she started to stir anyway. When she opened her eyes, she gave him a shy smile.

      “Good morning, my love,” Reid told her, leaning over to kiss her forehead. “How are you feeling this morning?” He prayed she wouldn’t regret what had happened last night in the light of day.

      “Good morning,” Elise replied. “I feel rather wonderful this morning, like I’m finally a woman,” she said cheekily, shooting him a grin before her face sobered. “I wish you didn’t have to go to London. I love you, Reid.”

      He thought his heart might burst hearing those words again. “I love you too, but you know I have to go.”

      “I know,” Elise sighed. “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get my head together, but I can’t imagine my life without you now, and I don’t want to.”

      Overcome with feeling, Reid pulled her flush against him and devoured her with a passionate kiss. Still unclothed from the night before, he reveled in the feel of her skin against his and never wanted to leave the bed. Apparently free of inhibitions this morning, Elise melted into him and let her hands travel over his body, exploring him as he had her last night. He could feel her love through her touch and knew he couldn’t live without it moving forward.

      Reid forced himself to pull back. “We can’t get carried away,” he said, smoothing her hair and breathing hard. “If we do, I’ll never leave this bed. And I have much to do before I leave tomorrow.”

      “I like the ‘never leaving the bed’ part of the plan,” Elise said, looking down shyly. She went silent for a moment, then said, “I know I wasted time we could have been together. I was so focused on how I could hurt you that I didn’t see any possibilities. But I’m done reacting. Things can’t work as they are presently, so the factors need to change. I don’t know how, but I’m determined to redeem myself. I can make a new place for myself in the ton if it means I can have you, and I won’t need to be alone anymore.”

      Reid’s heart was full. “I am so proud of you, and I will always be by your side. How did I get so lucky as to meet you?” Leaning forward, he kissed her again, unable to help himself.

      Elise finally pulled away, breathless. “Go,” she said, shoving against his chest. “Go now before I won’t let you.”

      Standing, Reid pulled on his banyan and made his way over to the washstand.

      “I should probably go myself before Evie catches me in here or I’ll never hear the end of it,” Elise said.

      Reid laughed and was glad for the lighter mood. Tying her dressing gown around her, Elise walked towards him. Before he knew what was happening, she had him in a fiercely tight embrace. He wrapped his arms around her in return, and they stood there for a few minutes, neither wanting to let go. Finally, she loosened her hold and looked up at him.

      “Thank you for last night. I’m glad I’ll have the memory of being able to love you while you are away. Will you write to me while you are in London?”

      “Of course I’ll write to you,” he said, cupping her beautiful face before giving her one last kiss.

      Elise left him to dress for the day and Reid hurried through his morning wash, making himself ready to ride back to Cliff House. Thankfully, the rain had ceased and with the sky brightening every minute, the ride back would be much less treacherous this morning. Reid thanked the gods above for sending that storm and forcing him to stay at the dower house; it had led to the best night of his life.

      With a final goodbye at the door, Reid rode off, unsure when he would see Elise again.
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      My Darling Elise,

      I know we’ve not been apart long, but I think about you constantly. I’m not convinced the other peers in Lords appreciate that I’m working overtime to keep my concentration during debate, when every little instance reminds me of you. The flutter of a fisted paper raised in passion during a debate will remind me of your hair, gracefully twisting in the breeze on the beach before you kissed me for the first time. A walk through the park on my way home will bring to mind the scent of your kitchen as you prepare magic potions with your herbs and flowers.

      I’m helpless without you, and I miss your touch. But the fight presses on, and I force myself to refocus and find the next argument to humble the Tories, all in your honor, my dear.

      All of my love,

      Reid

      

      Sitting down with a forced exhale, Reid rubbed his temples, fearing a headache was developing. He was exhausted. The special session had been in order for two weeks, and he’d been running himself ragged trying to convince his peers that curbing free speech was the first step to the downfall of English society. It was a slow and tedious process. Most titled men were currently scared of rebellious uprisings as talk of reform spread across the country after the events in Manchester last August. He still felt strongly that they had only exacerbated matters, imperiling their own power with the hasty reaction of calling the magistrates into a peaceful crowd.

      Reid truly believed in the power of government to make lasting change for the better, and he was happy to give his all to the cause. But he would also give just about anything at that moment to be back in Dorset in front of a fire with Elise in his arms. Maybe he was getting too old to fight the way he had before, but it just didn’t feel the same this session. Though his passion for improving the lives of all Englishmen had not ebbed, the way he thought about how best to achieve change may have. Elise had opened his eyes to the way he could improve his tenant’s lives during the harvest, leading him to  wonder if his approach to everything else was backward.

      Rousing himself to change for dinner after writing a letter to Elise, Reid smiled remembering he was expected at Henry’s house that evening. Tonight, he would start strategizing for the other campaign he planned to pursue while in town. Reid had not shared his plans with Elise, as they may yet come to nothing, but he hoped to find a way of changing how the ton looked upon her ruination, and see if she might be welcomed back after all, allowing her to feel comfortable enough to agree to marry him.

      Arriving at Henry’s he knocked swiftly, hoping to be let in right away as it was a dreadfully cold December night. Blessedly, Henry’s former butler Standish opened the door a mere minute after his knock.

      “Lord Weston,” Standish said with a bow, “a pleasure to see you. May I take your coat?”

      “How are you these days, Standish? I presume you travelled here with the dowager?” Reid couldn’t help but tease the stoic man as he handed over his winter coat. Standish was the epitome of an English butler and had such stiff, dry manner that it was hard not to want to try and wind him up a bit.

      “You presume correctly, my lord,” Standish said, not batting so much as an eyelash. “You will find their graces and the dowager duchess in the drawing room, my lord.” With another bow, the butler escorted Reid through the house to announce his arrival, though such formality between friends was unnecessary. Nevertheless, Standish would not be deterred.

      “Reid!” Henry exclaimed as soon as he walked through the door, preempting Standish. Still unphased, the butler exited the room, closing the doors behind him. Reid shook his head in amazement, he could never live with such formal staff. Turning his attention back to the room, he smiled at once when he saw Grace, Henry’s new wife, with whom the duke was absolutely besotted.

      “It’s good to see you, Reid,” the duchess said, rising to meet him. He grasped her hand and kissed her cheek, happy to see her looking much more peaceful than the last time he had seen her when she was still battling for position in her household with the dowager. Speaking of the dowager, Reid released Grace’s hand and turned towards Henry’s Aunt Hester.

      “Aunt Hester,” he said, knowing his informality would rile the woman, but only in the best way.

      “Don’t you ‘Aunt Hester’ me, boy,” she replied. “Come over here and kiss me, I’m getting too old to cross rooms freely.” Reid chuckled and did her bidding before finding a seat.

      “So, what’s this all about, Reid,” Henry asked. “Why did you force a dinner invitation out of me this morning?”

      “Well,” he said, taking in a deep breath, “I’m hoping to enlist your help.”

      “Do you have a new idea for engaging more young Whigs?” Henry asked, looking slightly perplexed.

      “Let me rephrase,” Reid said with a laugh. “I need the help of all of you, Grace and Hester included. I’m hoping to find a way for Elise to be accepted into the ton again.”

      “Who is this Elise, and why is she not currently accepted?” Hester asked with a furrowed brow, not missing a beat.

      “She is Lady Elise Pelham, eldest daughter of the Earl of Pelham, and she happens to be the woman I am in love with and hope to make my wife.” As Reid finished, Grace beamed at him from across the room.

      “Oh, Reid. I’m so happy you have found someone. Life is much more pleasant with someone to share it with,” she said, reaching over to squeeze her husband’s hand.

      “Pelham, yes. Wasn’t there some kind of scandal with her?” Aunt Hester asked.

      “Yes, though it never should have been a scandal,” Reid said. “Four seasons ago in 1816 she was ruined. At the Markham ball, she was in the process of trying to assist an injured footman when she was discovered alone with him by Lady Wrexham.” Reid was chuffed to see the face of disapproval Hester made at mention of the marchioness. “At the time, because nothing truly improper had occurred, she still had people in society standing by her. But with others giving her the cut direct or causing her trouble, she decided to leave the London social scene all together.” The rage he felt for Dorsten rose again as he recounted her need to flee.

      “For the past three years, Elise has been living on my estate in Dorset and has made a fine life for herself. She’s not sure pursuing a relationship with me given her ruined status is prudent, knowing that with my duties in Parliament, she will have to rejoin polite society. I’m hoping we might be able to change that and repair her reputation.”

      “Does anyone still remember what happened?” Hester asked. “I hear all the gossip and I can barely recall the event myself. Others who are not as close to those pulling the strings will hardly know what occurred.”

      “That is precisely why I’m hoping that we might be able to turn things around. However, I’ve also realized though, that in a way the distance from what actually happened may be causing its own problem.” Reid had listened when Elise talked about the harm of the label, and had a suspicion it might be what was working against her the most.

      “Reid, what do you mean?” Grace asked him, concern crossing her lovely face.

      “Well, when my mother first mentioned Elise to me, she referred to her as a ruined woman. And when we hosted guests a few months ago, the same term surfaced again. People may not remember the event itself which led to her ostracisation, but they do remember that she has been branded as ruined. Without the particulars of the situation attached to lessen the impact, the label is doing more harm to her now than before.”

      “I see what you’re saying,” Henry said, looking contemplative. “The negative connotations associated with being ruined are worse for her without the context of her situation.”

      “Exactly,” Reid said. “This is what we’re up against, but I’m determined to rectify the situation—I have to. I need her to feel like she is accepted so she’ll stop worrying about harming my own reputation.”

      “She sounds like someone else I know,” Hester said cryptically, shooting a look in Grace’s direction.

      Blushing, Grace said, “I’d like to help you Reid, but seeing as I don’t have much clout within the ton yet, I’m not sure what I could do.”

      “You’ll get there, my girl, especially seeing as you’re now a duchess,” Hester said. “As for you,” she said, turning to Reid, “it can be done, but it will need to be handled delicately. What we need is to find some well-placed and respected ladies to mention her in conversation. ‘Who? They will say, isn’t she that ruined girl?’ then our messengers will say, ‘oh, she never should have been shunned, she didn’t actually do anything wrong, simply helping out that poor injured footman’. Soon enough, word will spread about how she has been wronged, with my messengers barely having to fan the flames until the common tale is of the injustice done to poor Lady Elise.”

      Reid stared at the dowager in awe, a bit intimidated. “And this can be done—just like that?” he asked.

      “Just like that,” Hester affirmed with a curt nod. “When she makes her debut back into society, the fools will be tripping over themselves to see who will be the first to apologize and welcome her back into the fold.”

      “Amazing,” Henry said shaking his head. “You society women are truly creatures to be feared.”

      “And don’t you forget it,” Hester said snappily. “Now, the trick will be finding the right messengers. I’ll have to think on that. You said it was Lady Wrexham who found them?”

      “Well, technically it was her daughter, Lady Pricilla who first discovered her with the footman—but she then went and gathered her mother and the others,” Reid explained. “Actually, Priscilla may be more than willing to help, as she now feels ashamed of the entire ordeal and asked Elise for her forgiveness when she saw her a few months ago.”

      “Yes,” Hester mused, “she is well situated to begin spreading the word.” Hester squinted into the distance, wheels turning. “As Lady Priscilla was the one who first encountered them, her version of events will carry weight, especially if she plays up the remorse angle. You should speak with her at once.”

      Reid’s mind was reeling as they were called into dinner, but he was hopeful that Hester’s plan was just crazy enough to work.
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        * * *

      

      Dearest Reid,

      Your letters really are too much. Who knew you had a poet inside of you? I hope I’m not too much of a distraction, as I am so proud of the work you are doing. Jonathan, Evie, and I have been tracking the debates in the papers, and I smile every time you are quoted or referenced as leading the charge for the Whigs. Beyond reading of your glory, we are planning and dreaming of the vegetable garden we will plant as soon as winter recedes, and I can’t tell you how excited everyone on the estate is.

      I miss you terribly and think often of our time together before you had to leave. I crave your kisses and the feel of your skin against mine, and I can’t wait until I can be yours again.

      I love you,

      Your Elise

      

      Between meetings over the next few days, Reid started putting Hester’s plan into motion. While he was trusting her to talk with some of the society matrons, he personally visited Fitz’s house to speak with Moira and her sister-in-law Angeline, and held a very productive conversation with Lady Priscilla.

      Pricilla had been thrilled with the idea and promised to start working Elise into conversations over the holidays, which were quickly approaching. She had also been ecstatic to hear about Reid and Elise finding each other.

      “I knew it!” she exclaimed when Reid explained why he was so keen to fix Elise’s reputation. “I could tell when I was at Cliff House with the two of you. You were much too upset about Dorsten for her not to be someone special to you. And the way she clung to you when she was upset, it was clear she felt she could trust you—and it’s hard for a woman to fully trust a man,” Priscilla said a bit sadly.

      Now, Reid had just one person left he wanted to talk with. Scanning the halls in Westminster, he wandered about the Tory gathering rooms dodging adversaries left and right until he finally laid eyes on his target.

      “Lord Pelham,” Reid greeted Elise’s father. “How are you? I’ve not seen you around much lately.”

      “I’m well, Weston, and you?” the man said, all politeness, though he looked utterly confounded as to why Reid had approached him when they were barely acquaintances.

      “I’m grand,” he replied. “I came from my estate in Dorset before the session began. I just wanted to stop by and let you know that I’ve recently seen your daughter, and she is doing well.”

      “My daughter?” Pelham asked, clearly confused. “I wasn’t aware you knew Marianne.”

      “No, not Lady Marianne,” Reid said, exasperated that the man didn’t even hesitate to think he was discussing his younger daughter, Elise seeming to be a case of ‘out of sight out of mind’. “I meant Lady Elise. She rents a property on my estate in Dorset.”

      “Of course. You’ve seen Elise—she looks well?” Pelham asked eagerly. Reid softened almost instantly as he saw the man’s face light up at the mention of his eldest daughter. Maybe the earl was not used to people discussing her any longer and Reid had rushed to judgment.

      “Yes, I would dare to say she is thriving,” Reid offered the man. “She’s created quite the life for herself and is well-beloved in the community.”

      “I’m so glad to hear that,” Pelham said, eyes glassy. “She writes to me from time to time and says things are going well, but I’m never sure if it’s true or if she’s telling me that just so I won’t worry. It’s so good to hear you confirm things.”

      Reid realized that the earl was a man who truly loved his daughter. Making a split-second decision, he decided to take a risk. “Lord Pelham, do you have a moment to talk? Is there somewhere a bit more private we may go? Please forgive me, I’m still learning my way around the rooms in Lords.”

      Pelham quickly gathered his things and showed Reid to his office, ordering tea from one of the attendants along the way. Once the men were settled, Reid decided being direct may be the best approach.

      “My lord, the truth of the matter is that over the past few months since I inherited and returned to my estate, I’ve fallen in love with your daughter.” Reid saw the man’s eyes well up and kindly looked away as he pulled out a handkerchief.

      “Please forgive me,” Pelham said after a moment. “All I’ve ever wanted is for my girls to be happy, and I fear I’ve not done a good job of supporting Elise. I’m overwhelmed to think that she could still marry and have a family.”

      “I would like that very much,” Reid told the older man. “Elise is the most remarkable woman I know, and I admire her strength and kind heart. I want nothing more than to make her my wife, but she is concerned about returning to society. I’m hoping you might be able to help me with that.”

      “Anything,” Pelham said. “Anything I can do to help, I will. I know at the time I didn’t stand by her as I could have. I should have spoken up for her more as there were family friends who still supported her. But it all became too much for her after a while and she asked me for my blessing to leave. I’m afraid I put her sister before her when I agreed it may be best for her to go—we were both worried that Elise’s reputation might hurt Marianne’s down the line. Elise wanted to make sure her sister could still make a good match as she no longer believed she could. Instead of fighting to find a way for her to stay, I let her go.”

      Pelham was openly crying, and Reid wasn’t sure what he should do, but then he began to speak again.

      “I did what I could for Elise, giving her the money that was intended for her dowry so she would have funds to set up somewhere, but I’ve missed her every day since and wonder if I did the right thing.”

      “From what she’s told me, I think she needed the space at the time,” Reid tried to reassure him. “I know she misses you and her sister, but she has a full life outside the scrutiny of the ton. She’s told me many times that being ruined was a blessing in a way. It took away the burden and stress of always having to be on guard and do everything perfectly to remain in good standing with polite society.”

      “Yes, the standards we expect young ladies to maintain are practically setting them up for failure,” Pelham agreed. “I’ve seen the strain Marianne has been under since she came out last season. Thankfully, she has found a match and the engagement will be announced over the holidays.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Reid said. “In a way, that makes what I’m trying to do easier, as Elise will no longer have to worry about the potential impact on her sister if she were to start joining me at social events.”

      “Yes, I have been wondering if Elise might be able to come home with her sister’s future secure,” Pelham said.

      “I think that may be possible,” Reid said with a smile. Over the next half an hour and tea, he explained to the man he hoped might become his father-in-law what was being done to change Elise’s image. “If you will stand behind her and give her your full support as well, I think we have a chance.”
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      My Sweet Elise,

      How your words set me on fire. I would burn with them if it would only bring me closer to you. Kissing you is the true joy of my life, and without those lips near, the landscape around me feels bleak.

      Until I can see you again,

      Your Reid

      

      A week before Christmas, Elise was pleasantly surprised to receive a letter from her father, along with an invitation to visit over the new year so she could meet her sister’s betrothed. Elise loved her father beyond measure, but the guilt she felt for what had occurred and the possible repercussions for her family had kept her distant, and she imagined it was much the same for his part as to why they did not communicate more frequently. She knew he felt like he had let her down in terms of support and understood that it had been hard for him to agree to let her go.

      Realizing this would be the first time in three years that she would see him and Marianne, Elise longed for home more than ever. Sitting down at her desk, she promptly wrote her response accepting the invitation. The thought of being in London again made her feel ill at ease, but surely her family would not be planning to socialize widely, and she would only need to interact with a small, close group.

      The mail also brought another letter from Reid that day. Though Elise knew he was incredibly busy working to find his place within the House of Lords, he had written to her faithfully in the month he’d been away. She had received a few letters each week, and while she treasured them and his words, she missed seeing him in person terribly.

      Elise did not regret for a moment her decision to fully share herself with Reid, but it made it more difficult to be separated now. It still felt impossible to consider life as his wife while being an outcast in the ton, but every day it was harder to conceive of living the rest of her life without him in it.

      She didn’t know when she had begun to fall in love with him, he had just become a permanent and solid presence in her life. From their very first meeting when Reid fell into the blackberry bushes, he defied all her expectations. He was compassionate toward the people and the land, and the fact that she could unapologetically be herself around him was refreshing. Though their experiences had been different, they fundamentally understood one another. Both in the ways in which they had been broken, and how those experiences had shaped who each now was.

      If it were possible for them to live a quiet and isolated life, Elise thought—if he did not have the duty of his earldom . . . but he did. She would no longer let being ruined stand as the defining moment of her life, especially not if it prevented her from being with the man she loved. Elise was more determined than ever to take steps to repair her reputation and live for herself—with Reid at her side.

      Elise knew Reid would marry her tomorrow and not care a whit if anyone else had a problem with it, but what kind of marriage would that really be? Change was needed before they could move forward as a couple publicly, and she needed a plan. The time for being stronger than ever before was at hand, but the prospect of what lay ahead was daunting.

      Slumping over her desk in frustration, Elise’s mind kept going round and round in endless circles, and no clear plans for how to become acceptable again emerged, a solution remaining elusive. She was driving herself crazy, and knew that sooner rather than later, for her sake as well as Reid’s, she would need to make a decision on how to proceed so they could begin their life together.
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        * * *

      

      My Darling,

      You will never believe what has happened. It seems my sister, Marianne, is about to be engaged, and my father has extended an invitation to visit over the new year. I can only hope that I might be able to see you while I’m in London. There is nothing I want so much as to feel your arms around me once again.

      I love you, Reid,

      Elise

      

      When Elise’s carriage pulled up in front of the Pelham townhouse two weeks later, a rush of emotion met her when she looked at the familiar stone façade. Barely having set a foot out of the carriage, Marianne rushed out to meet her, barreling into her arms before she could step all the way down.

      “Oh, Elise! I’ve missed you so much,” she said from the crook of her sister’s neck, where her face was presently buried.

      “I’ve missed you too, dear one,” Elise replied, wrapping her arms around Marianne equally as tight.

      Grabbing her hand and pulling her into the house, Marianne worked quickly to bring them out of the late December cold. Looking up after shedding her coat, Elise saw her father standing hesitantly at the foot of the stairs, looking at her with suspiciously wet eyes.

      “Father,” she said, approaching him, determined to break the awkwardness.

      “Oh, my dear girl,” he said, reaching out for her. “How grown you look. I know you were already a woman when you left, but my how you’ve come into your own. Your mother would be proud to see you.”

      Elise hugged him tightly, not fighting the tears the remembrance of her mother brought. They both stepped back after a moment and laughed in the joy of being reunited while simultaneously sniffing and wiping at their cheeks.

      “I’m sorry I’ve neglected you for so long,” her father said. “There is no excuse. I should have stood by you no matter what.”

      “None of what happened is your fault, papa,” Elise said. “I always knew you loved me, but I needed to go. You gave me a gift when you let me leave. I’m just sorry I didn’t think before acting that night—I never wanted to cause any of us trouble or pain. You’ve had to deal with the consequences of my actions, and that’s not fair to you or Marianne.”

      “You did nothing wrong,” Marianne protested, looking very much like she wanted to punch something.

      “Elise, neither of us blame you,” her father said. “You only acted as yourself. It’s in your nature to take care of others. It’s the ridiculous rules of society that brought us all here and nothing else. I just wish I would have been strong enough to ignore those rules when everything first happened.”

      “It’s not easy to swim against the tide,” Elise said quietly. “I know that, and it’s why my life has been so much happier away from the restrictions and rules guiding the ton. I hate that the fallout has prevented us from being together, but the freedom I’ve gained has been a gift in its own way.” She gripped her father’s hand as she explained her new life, hoping to unburden him of any lingering sadness.

      “I’m happy for you, and I’m glad you are here,” he said. “We’ll celebrate the new year together, and hopefully we can make a new beginning as well.” Hugging her father, Elise hoped fixing her reputation would mean that she could see her family more often, as it was truly nice to be home again.

      She followed her sister upstairs to her old bedroom, and it felt like stepping back in time. At once, she remembered the woman she used to be when she still lived in this house, but that person just didn’t feel quite right anymore. Parts of her former self still existed within her, but she had grown and changed in the time absent from this place, and the room no longer felt like a haven.

      The uneasy feeling of trying to be herself within the old trappings confirmed she would never really be able to return to society and fit the way others did, but if she could be accepted once again, and make a new place in the ton with Reid beside her, it would be worth it to never feel alone or like an outsider again.
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        * * *

      

      Thankfully, Elise was kept distracted from the moment of her arrival on through to the next evening with celebrations of her sister’s engagement and the New Year, which would begin at the stroke of midnight.  When helping set up for the formal dinner that would include Marianne’s fiancé and his family, Elise realized the staff was preparing for an extra guest. As far as she knew, everyone had already arrived, so she left the dining room to inquire about the discrepancy. But upon entering the drawing room, she heard the butler announce a new arrival.

      “Lord Weston, my lord,” he said with a bow to her father before departing the room.

      “Reid,” Elise spluttered, before she could catch herself and greet him in the more formal manner such an occasion called for. She heard Marianne’s future mother-in-law gasp in shock at hearing a lord addressed by his Christian name in front of company. Elise supposed she might as well live up to her scandalous reputation.

      “What are you doing here?” Seeing the man she loved standing next to her family was bringing disparate parts of her life together and it made her feel off balance, the way she had upon arriving back to her childhood home.

      “Surprise, my dear,” her father said. “Lord Weston and I have become friends since he joined us in Lords last month, and as he is also a friend of yours, I thought it would be nice to have his company tonight.”

      Elise stood there, stunned, looking at the two most important men in her life together. “I hope it’s a good surprise,” Reid said softly, brow slightly furrowed at her unresponsiveness.

      “It’s a wonderful surprise,” Elise said, finding her voice. “Just entirely unexpected, as I did not know you knew one another.”

      “Good,” Reid said plainly before stepping forward to grab her hand and kiss it. “Now, why don’t you introduce me to the bride to be?” he asked, his smile lighting up the room around them and instantly charming her sister.

      Elise went through the next few hours in a daze—it was surreal to see Reid joking and laughing with her father and the mixed company over dinner. She had longed to see him while she was in town but had never thought to do so in the presence of her family. As much as she was enjoying the fact that he was even in proximity of her, she yearned to have a minute alone with him. It was agonizing to be so near and not be able to touch him and feel his warmth.

      Finally, at around ten in the evening, the formal meal drew to a close, and everyone made their way to the library for drinks and games while awaiting the new year. Elise lingered at the back of the crowd near Reid, just to be near him. Passing a smaller and rarely used parlor, she impulsively grabbed his hand and pulled him into the room behind her.

      “What’s all this abou—oof,” Reid’s question was abruptly cut off when Elise slammed her body against his in a fierce hug. He instantly wrapped his arms around her in return and leaned his head against hers. She could feel him breathing in the scent of her hair. “I’ve always loved the smell of your soap, even more so when you use it on me,” he murmured. She smiled at the teasing tone of his voice.

      “I missed you so much,” Elise said, refusing to let go. “But what on earth are you doing here, and when did you become so close with my father?”

      “I promise we’ll explain everything tomorrow, but for now, just let me kiss you.”

      Not inclined to argue, Elise pulled away from him only enough to raise her face to his, granting him access to her lips. He bent down at the same time, kissing her passionately. She thought she might drown in his kiss, but it would be a happy death. Finally breaking away when the need for air became too great, she clung to him.

      “We should probably rejoin the party so our absence doesn’t look too suspicious,” Reid said reluctantly once he was breathing normally again. “But just wait until I can get you alone with more time.” His smirk belied how deeply they both wanted one another, but Elise knew he was right, and they needed to rejoin the others. That said, letting go of him and the comfort of his hold was almost impossible to do. Finally, they separated and readjusted mussed clothing before calmly walking into the library together to start the new year.
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      Reid was still buzzing from seeing Elise again after over a month apart when he returned to her father’s townhouse the following day. He was glad she had agreed to her father’s invitation to join her family over the holiday, but her presence in town meant he needed to come clean about the actions he had taken on her behalf. In all his letters, he had not informed her of the plan that had been put into action with both the dowager duchess and Lady Pricilla to ease her return to society, but Reid could not be around her and continue to keep her in the dark. Without her knowledge it felt like scheming, and he respected her too much to do something completely behind her back.

      At first, when he had not known if it would be possible, Reid had not told her because he didn’t want to get her hopes up if it seemed like rehabilitating her reputation would be too difficult. But now, with Hester’s plan and her father’s support, he was entirely optimistic regarding their chances.

      Reid was let into the home and shown to Lord Pelham’s study where he found the man waiting for him. “Good morning, Pelham,” Reid said, in greeting, shaking his hand enthusiastically. “I hope I’m not calling too early after the celebrations last night.”

      “Not at all,” he said with a warm smile. “I was glad you joined us last night. It made me happy to see Elise’s affection for you. I could tell how much you both care for one another.”

      “I just hope she still feels as warmly toward me when I tell her what we’ve been working on. I don’t want her to feel blindsided or like we were acting without her permission.” Reid knew how proud Elise was and that she did not like feeling handled or managed by others. He could only hope she would see the kind intent behind his actions. Before he could worry too much, Elise entered the room.

      Her face lit up at seeing him, and his heart skipped a beat. “You came back, you’re here,” she said, as if she was worried yesterday had been a one-time occurrence.

      “I did,” Reid replied with a chuckle. “I promised you answers and I’m here to deliver.” Elise made her way over to her father’s side and kissed him on the cheek before taking a seat next to his own.

      Settling in, Elise shot them each a sharp look that meant she wasn’t about to accept anything other than full and clear answers to her questions. “How on earth did this come about? Father, have you suddenly switched your allegiance to the Whigs?”

      “Absolutely not. Though your man speaks sense regarding the current frenzy to quell rebellion, the Whigs are much too progressive and will destabilize everything if they get their way,” Pelham said with a grin, winking at Reid. While the two of them primarily discussed Elise when they were together, Reid sharing about her life on the coast and Pelham telling stories from her childhood, they frequently would also discuss current events and their political philosophies. The two men had become genuine, if unlikely, friends and held lively but good-natured debates. He was happy that such a man would be his father-in-law.

      Reid stifled a smile before turning serious again. “I approached your father several weeks ago, asking him for his support in a plan I was undertaking,” he explained. “When I returned to London, I had hopes of a campaign separate from my political work, and I’ve been enlisting the help of willing individuals.”

      “What are you working on?” Elise asked, clearly curious. “Is there any way I can help?”

      “Well,” Reid said, clearing his throat nervously, “I’ve been trying to see if your reputation might be repaired so you could return to society exonerated, clearing the way for us to marry.”

      Elise stared at him for a moment, her face stony. “How could you do that without asking me first?” Her voice was deadly calm, belying the emotion he was sure raged within her.

      “Please don’t be upset, love,” her father spoke up. “Weston was only acting from a place of care. None of us want you to continue hurting over something that was not your fault.”

      “I’ve always thought, from the moment I heard your story, that you never should have been cast aside. I suspected there were many others who might feel that way, and as I’ve made some inquiries, it turns out I was right.” Reid took a deep breath before continuing, as he could see Elise was trying hard to keep silent before exploding at them. “It seems that many people thought the extreme nature of your ostracization was too much given the circumstances. Yes, you technically broke the social standard that an unmarried woman should not be alone with a man, but you were perfectly proper and there was a clear reason for why you ended up in those circumstances. It was only a few adamant voices insisting you be labeled as ruined that turned it into a scandal at all.”

      “None of that is new information, Reid,” Elise said, clearly annoyed. “Why would you believe anything would be different now?”

      “Because he loves you, and you’re too stubborn to let yourself be happy,” her father said. “There are obstacles that must be overcome before you can realistically start a life together, and he’s only trying to do something to clear those obstacles. He has a good plan—just hear him out.”

      Elise did not look at all happy. “He’s acting like a commander in the army again, deciding what needs to happen and informing the troops without bothering to listen to anyone else or seek input,” she directed at Reid through gritted teeth. Pursing her lips, she leaned back with arms crossed, waiting for him to justify his actions.

      Chagrined, Reid recognized she was right. He had come in like a wrecking ball trying to fix the situation for her. Nevertheless, the groundwork had been laid, and he believed they were on the right track.

      He told her everything. About Hester’s plan and her influence with the ladies who controlled the ton as the dowager duchess. About how Lady Priscilla was enthusiastically on board and the wives of his friends also wanted to help. And finally, he told her about how he had already started to hear people discussing the injustice of what had happened to her, and her father’s unwavering vocal support of her whenever the subject came up. “Soon your name will be out there, floating in the ether, nobody knowing how you reentered the latest gossip, but it will all be in your favor.”

      “You really think this will work?” Elise asked incredulously.

      “I really do,” Reid said. “It’s already working, and Hester and Priscilla have just started. I believe it will only grow and spread from here.”

      “Our job now,” Pelham interjected, “is to staunchly defend you and speak the truth whenever you arise in discussion. I’m happy to speak in your defense now, in the way I should have from the start,” he said with tears in his eyes.

      “Thank you,” Elise said quietly. “I don’t like that you did this without telling me, and I’m frustrated how you both went about it, but I do appreciate the effort you are making. I’ve been trying to come up with a plan myself. I know you may not understand this, but it’s something I need to fix for myself. That being said, I appreciate you standing up for me.” She reached across the desk and grasped her father’s hand, and Reid felt like he was intruding on the emotional moment between the two.

      Pelham cleared his throat and wiped at his eyes before turning to Reid. “Now, why don’t you tell her the next part of the plan,” he said gruffly.

      “I’d like to take you to meet Fitz’s wife, Moira, and his sister, Angeline. They are eager to help and support you, and they will assist you in preparing to join them for the first ball of the season in March.”

      Elise sucked in a breath, clearly unhappy with the idea of attending the ball. “Do you think that’s enough time for your campaign to work?” she asked. “I never liked balls before, but now . . .” she muttered.

      “I know it’s a lot to take in,” Reid said as he leaned over and took her hand, “and you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. I’m sorry for stepping in and not allowing you to have a say, I respect whatever you want to do. This is your life.” He searched her eyes and saw her battling the fear there. “The last thing I want to do is push you or make you uncomfortable.”

      “No,” Elise said, straightening up in her chair, voice ringing with authority. “You’re working hard on this so that we might be together. I want nothing more than that. I love you, and I promised myself I wouldn’t let this hold me back any longer.” Eyes softening, she squeezed his hand. “It’s time that I fight for us too.”
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      Elise was nervous to meet Moira and Angeline. She had grown to love Reid’s friends while organizing for them at Cliff House and trusted she would like their wives and relations as well, but meeting other women in polite society made her uneasy regardless.

      Reid must have felt her tension within the small carriage. Moving to sit beside her, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into his side. Kissing the top of her head, he murmured, “You have nothing to worry about, they’ll love you.”

      Nestling closer, Elise reveled in the feel of being near Reid again. The time apart had clarified that being able to move forward with him was what was most important to her, and she needed to get serious about finding a way to make that happen. While she had been frustrated the day before learning that he and her father had been acting without her knowledge or consent, with a bit of space to reflect and cool down, she was grateful for what they had accomplished. Her own fears and distance had kept her from being able to take a first step, and they had laid a foundation allowing her to do so today. “Thank you for putting all of this into place. I know I was upset with you, but I really do appreciate your efforts.”

      Reid sighed. “I know I should have told you what I was working on, but I didn’t know if it would work and I was scared to get your hopes up if nothing came of it. That doesn’t excuse the fact that I knew you would want to be informed and proceeded anyway.”

      Laughing, Elise pulled slightly away to peer up at his handsome face. “Again, it was a very ‘Captain Claybourn’ thing for you to do, charge ahead toward the objective, heedless of what else may be prudent.”

      Reid looked a bit sheepish. “I was in the army for almost fifteen years, it’s difficult to tamp that down sometimes when you’re used to taking charge.” Reaching up, he stroked her cheek. “I do understand what you said about needing to handle this yourself, and I want to respect that. But darling, sometimes helping yourself means knowing when to ask for support from others.”

      “I know, and it’s something I’m working on. It’s just difficult when I’ve had to look out for myself these past few years. I guess we are both works in progress.” Elise leaned further into him and tipped her head up for a kiss. Reid willingly complied and they enjoyed the few moments in the carriage alone together. Slipping her hand beneath his coat, she felt his strength and warmth. Following her lead, his hand travelled a similar path upward, caressing her breast and making her shiver at the delightful feeling of his touch. Leaning into the kiss further, Elise moved to straddle his lap when the carriage came to a halt.

      Biting off a groan of frustration, Reid eased her back onto the bench and discreetly adjusted himself. “We’ll have to continue that later. I have missed you.”
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        * * *

      

      In the end, there was nothing for Elise to be nervous about. Fitz had welcomed them and introduced her to Moira and Angeline, who were both easy to talk to and immediately made her feel at ease.

      The gentlemen left to deliberate politics, leaving the ladies to discuss how best to prepare for the upcoming season.

      “You’re not alone in this,” Angeline said, reaching out to squeeze Elise’s hand. “While it’s not the same, I’ll be returning this season as well. My husband, Phillip, died a year and a half ago, and this will be my first season since my period of mourning. I know it will feel different at events without him.”

      Elise’s heart ached seeing a wistful look on the beautiful redhead’s face. It was obvious she had loved her husband and that they had a good marriage. It was what she hoped for regarding her and Reid, and why redeeming her reputation was so important.

      “As you well know, part of winning over the hearts of society maidens is presenting yourself properly. Since you’ve been in Dorset, I assume you’ll need to refresh your wardrobe?” Moira asked.

      “Yes, I do. Reid mentioned you would be willing to visit the modiste with me?” Elise had never had the pleasure of shopping with other women before as her mother had been ill when she was old enough to furbish her own clothing, and then gone as she prepared for her debut season. She was looking forward to their ideas.

      As the ladies headed out the door to shop, Reid pulled Elise aside. “I can tell they already love you. I told you there would be nothing to worry about.”

      “They are lovely women,” she said, “and I hope we will be friends for a long time. Shopping is a bit daunting, but I know they will steer me in the right direction.

      “I know nothing about clothes,” Reid said. “But I do know that I haven’t stopped thinking about you in that emerald-green dress you wore at Cliff House. You were stunning then, and I know you will be stunning again in whatever you choose. It’s your kindness that shines through and makes you beautiful no matter the occasion.”

      Elise felt tears gathering at the back of her eyes at his sweet words and blinked rapidly to contain them. “You’ll give me a big head with such sentiments. You shouldn’t exaggerate so.”

      “I only speak the truth,” he replied, leaning in to kiss her forehead. “Now go—and spare no expense so the ton will realize just what they have been overlooking.”

      The ladies departed, and Moira and Angeline wasted no time before gushing over how sweet Reid was with her.

      “We’ve both known Reid for several years now through Henry and he’s really become a friend since returning from the army,” Moira said. “I’ve never seen him like this. He paid little mind to any woman as far as I could tell, and yes, part of that was to deny his father the satisfaction of seeing him married, but no one seemed to capture his attention.”

      “You most certainly have his attention,” Angeline added. “The love in his eyes when he looked at you lit the room.”

      Blushing slightly, Elise smiled. “He’s a wonderful man, I’m lucky to have met him.”

      Arriving at the modiste, the ladies flew into action. “We need to make a splash without being over the top,” Moira told the modiste while gesturing to Elise. “We want everyone to sit up and take notice and see she is a woman of class and substance.”

      “I see,” the modiste said, looking Elise over critically. “With your coloring, we will want full, saturated colors. None of these pastels the young ladies are always wearing.” Circling, she raised Elise’s arm to better see her figure. “A classic cut, and nothing ostentatious. You must be what makes the dress shine, not the other way around.”

      With a snap of her fingers, the modiste’s assistants brought out a variety of rich, jewel-toned fabrics. As Elise felt the lushness of the satins, Reid’s words came back to her. “The green,” she said softly. “I think I’d like a dress in the green.”

      After an hour of measurements and orders for more dresses, Elise was exhausted when the ladies piled back into Moira’s carriage.

      “Well, I think that was an afternoon well spent,” the countess said with a smile.

      “We’ve talked with the Dowager Duchess of Carrington, and the next step is for us to mention having met you, and how charming you are, when we see other ladies from our circles,” said Angeline.

      “And thankfully, since you are charming, we won’t have to lie,” Moira said with a wink.

      Laughing, Elise could only be grateful to have these new friends by her side.
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      Over the next few days as Parliament resumed after the holiday recess, Reid was happy to hear a buzz in the air about Elise’s return to London. That word was beginning to spread was solidified when Reid was summoned to lunch at his sister’s house by his mother.

      “What is this I hear about Lady Elise being in town—and seen about with the wives of your friends?” his mother asked as soon as Reid walked into the drawing room.

      “It’s lovely to see you too, mother,” he replied while bending down to kiss her cheek.

      She waved her hand to dismiss his sarcasm. “Well?” she said, looking at him pointedly.

      “Yes, Lady Elise is in London visiting her father and sister, and she went shopping with Ladies Geffen and Eastland a few days ago in search of a gown for the Wrexham ball.” It was not lost on Reid that the first ball of the season was usually held by the Wrexham’s, the family that had caused the commotion surrounding Elise to begin with. It was poetic in a way that this would be the location where Elise would once again make her debut.

      “So is she one of your friends now, since you were so insistent on helping her at Cliff House?” his mother persisted.

      “Mother,” Reid said, taking in a deep breath, “I need you to come to terms with the idea of accepting Lady Elise, as I fully intend to make her my wife.”

      Inhaling sharply, she looked stunned. “You will do no such thing. You cannot,” she said after a minute. “Her reputation aside, you must marry into money for the good of the estate.”

      “I know the estate needs funds,” Reid conceded, “but Fairleigh and I have come up with a plan to increase our harvest yields within a few years. My friend, Jonathan, and Lady Elise are also planning a vegetable garden that will provide food for our tenants, which will lessen expenses.”

      “I’m proud of you for that,” she said. “But that won’t be enough. Real funds are also needed.”

      “I’m well aware, but Lady Elise is not destitute. Lord Pelham gave her the money intended for her dowry when she moved to the estate. She has spent some of it, but it all went to property improvements, and the remainder she will bring into our marriage.”

      “That’s all well and good, son, but what of her reputation? We cannot allow her to besmirch the Weston name.”

      Fighting back his impatience with that type of thinking, Reid replied as calmly as possible. “We are both aware of the challenges, but you know as well as I do that she never should have been labeled as ruined to begin with. Using her family friends and the circumstances which led to her being cast from polite society, we are attempting to change the tide of sentiment in her favor so she will be welcomed back by the ton.”

      “So that’s why I’ve heard her name about . . . Do you think it will be enough to keep you in good standing should you be associated with her?”

      Looking at his mother pointedly, Reid said, “She’s a good woman who was dealt a bad hand, and most importantly, I love her. I don’t want to hurt you or the Weston name, but she’s more important to me than anything else. I intend to marry her regardless, so prepare yourself.”

      The countess’s eyes softened seeing how genuine he was. “I do want you to be happy, son, so I’ll pray it will work out for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, after a long strategy meeting with the few fellow Whigs in Lords, Reid made his way to the Pelham town house to dine with Elise and her father.

      Greeting him with a kiss that instantly made him feel better, Elise nonetheless picked up on his strain. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” Reid said with a sigh. “Just a long day. And lunch with my mother.” At that, Elise quirked a brow. “I’ll tell you all about it after dinner, let’s go meet your father.” Taking her hand, he relaxed into her presence.

      The next hour eased Reid further through pleasant conversation and good food. He truly enjoyed Lord Pelham and was happy the man would be part of his family moving forward. And it was easy to see that things were no longer strained between father and daughter. He could only hope no longer needing to worry about Elise’s wellbeing or place in society would keep everything easy between them.

      With the meal concluded, Pelham said an early good night and retreated upstairs, undoubtably to give the couple some time in private, which Reid appreciated. Pulling Elise in close the second they were alone, he kissed her deeply, savoring the moment. After several drugging minutes, Elise rested her cheek against his chest and stood in his arms. He cherished such moments and the feelings of home and completeness that they brought him. His arms felt empty now whenever he was not able to hold her.

      “I don’t want to leave you, but I’m set to depart for Dorset the day after tomorrow,” she said from beneath his chin.

      “I know, and I don’t want to let you go.”

      “I wish nothing more than to be able to spend all my time kissing you, but there is work to be done on the estate. I’ll not leave everyone alone to fend for themselves and Jonathan to finish planning. I’m very proud of the garden we will create, knowing a part of me will help the land and all connected with it to thrive.”

      “And I couldn’t be prouder to have you always by my side to help me with the estate,” Reid said after kissing her head and letting her go.

      “It will only be a few months,” Elise reassured him. “Then I’ll return for the season, and hopefully your plans will have come to fruition.”

      “Our plans,” Reid said firmly. “I promise that I will never again act on matters involving you without consulting you first.”

      “Thank you.” Elise moved over to a chaise in front of the fire and motioned for him to join her. “Now tell me why you were so stressed when you arrived—and about lunch with your mother.”

      Sighing, Reid dropped his head as he sat. “Mother wanted to know what was going on because she heard you had been spotted with my friends, which really is a good sign for our plan. I told her I intended to marry you and about our efforts to repair your name.”

      “I’m sure that went over well,” Elise said hesitantly.

      “It wasn’t so bad. She doesn’t really have a problem with you. She knows your ruination was foolish based on the circumstances. Her concern had more to do with the needs of the estate.”

      “She wants you to marry an heiress. Did you tell her about my dowry?”

      “I did. I reassured her that you were not coming into our marriage destitute. She seemed cautious when I left, but I believe we’ll have her support in the long run.”

      Elise exhaled in relief. “That’s good. I don’t want to put you at odds with your mother, especially knowing how strained your relationship was with your father.” She began to move her fingers through the hair at Reid’s temples.

      “You have nothing to fear, darling. You’re all I want, and we can deal with the rest.” He pulled her into his embrace again, speaking into her temple. “I’m awed by your strength and am so proud of you for deciding not to let the ton define you any longer. I can’t wait until I can claim you as mine before all the world.”

      “About that,” Elise said, pulling back to look at him. “I know it seems the plan is going well thus far, but I don’t think it would be prudent to publicly link us just yet.”

      “Whyever not?” Reid was more than anxious to move about with her publicly and let everyone know how proud of her he was.

      “Because I know you’ve an important vote coming up that has you stressed, and the last thing either of us would want is for anything to hinder a vote in favor of the Whigs.”

      “You’re right,” Reid sighed. “But I’m not at all sure it will matter anyways.”

      “What makes you say that?” Elise was always curious about his doings in Parliament, which he found endlessly endearing.

      “We know we’ll never have enough votes to actually get anything passed in the chamber, but we’re still trying to share our ideas and party values—to explain why reform will be good for stabilizing the system rather than toppling the aristocracy as so many peers fear. But it looks like we’ll be a few votes shy to meet the threshold to even bring the bill to the floor for debate.”

      Reid watched Elise’s frown become increasingly pronounced as he spoke. “So you will not even be able to discuss the ideas of the bill on the floor? That doesn’t seem right.”

      “No, it’s not. But I’m not sure what else can be done at this point.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Elise asked quietly, looking at her lap. “When you were planning with the men at Cliff House, Fitz mentioned Lord Dorsten and some of his friends might be open to some of your ideas.”

      “No. Absolutely not.” Reid rose and began to pace in agitation.

      “Reid, stop being stubborn for a minute and listen to me,” Elise said fiercely. “I won’t be able to live with myself if you lose this opportunity because you won’t even consider talking with Dorsten out of respect for me. I’m touched that you are so concerned and protective of me, but don’t let what happened between us set the party back. It’s an avenue worth exploring.”

      Seething, Reid tried to calm himself before Elise mistook his anger as him being upset with her suggestion. No, his rage was for Dorsten and the way he had disregarded the woman he loved. “I understand what you’re saying,” Reid said, turning to face her. “But in the long run, he’s not the kind of man we want representing Whig interests. I’m not sure the short-term gain would be worth it in the end. No, we’ll find a way without Dorsten.”

      Rising, Elise walked to him and cupped his face between her hands. “I didn’t mean to upset you. We can only do what we think best.”

      Any lingering thoughts dissipated as Reid lost himself in kissing the beautiful woman before him.
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      The next day, Elise was busy preparing for her departure back to Dorset, but she had one important thing to accomplish before setting out. Crawling into her father’s carriage, she asked the driver to take her to Westminster.

      It took Elise a few moments to find her bearings inside the large building, but finally she arrived at the appropriate door. Knocking, she had to force herself not to shudder upon hearing the voice on the other side.

      “Come in,” the voice said, and Elise turned the knob to see Lord Dorsten behind an imposing desk.

      “Well, well. What have we here?” Dorsten said with a smirk. “Not what I was expecting, but always a nice surprise to see your pretty face. I’m surprised Weston let you out to play.”

      Disgust crawled down Elise’s spine as she saw the gleam in his eye. Bracing herself and standing straight, Elise knew addressing him head on was her only option. She would not be cowed by his revolting manner.

      “I’ve come to ask you to consider voting in favor of bringing the Whig bill to the floor for debate.”

      A startled look crossed Dorsten’s face, surprised by the topic. “And why on earth would I do that?” he asked, quickly recovering.

      “Because it’s the right thing to do. I know that’s a foreign concept to you, my lord, but in a civilized society, all good ideas should be allowed to be debated.”

      “Did Weston send you here as his little errand girl? What, he thought I’d be more receptive to a pretty face?”

      “On the contrary. Lord Weston does not plan to seek your vote, as he does not believe you’re the type of man who should represent what the Whigs stand for. That being said, what’s at stake is too important and I won’t let his feelings for me hinder progress. You don’t need to vote in favor of the bill, only for opening debate on its merits.”

      “Again, I ask, and why should I do that?” Dorsten snarled.

      “Because if I wanted to, I could ruin you,” Elise said as calmly as possible.

      Throwing his head back, Dorsten laughed. “How exactly do you think you would be able to do that? I don’t know what you think you have on me, but who would believe the words of a ruined little hussy over a lord?”

      “I would simply let others in the ton know how you treated a respectable lady. What you’ve never seemed to understand is the nature of my ruination. I’m not some loose woman who was caught in a compromising situation, what you assumed when hearing the label applied to me. I was helping an injured footman at a ball and was looked down upon for taking him into a side room for treatment.” Elise thrilled to see the color draining from his face.

      “From the start, many protested my treatment and exclusion from polite society, as I had not done anything truly wrong. It really was a case of wrong place, wrong time. That’s why I was still invited to Lady Waterston’s the evening you encountered me. You see, I still had many friends working on my behalf. Just as I still do now. What you are unaware of is that currently a campaign is being waged on my behalf to restore my name and reputation so I might return to polite society. By all accounts, it’s going quite well, so I’m not sure how people will react to your attempted assault of me.”

      Standing quickly, Dorsten was deathly pale. “I’m so sorry, my lady,” he spluttered. “I didn’t know. You can’t blame me for that.”

      “Can’t I?” Elise asked, tilting her head. “The truth is, it shouldn’t matter if you knew or not. How a woman acts or how others see her should not matter in terms of the respect she should be given. Even if I had been ruined in the way you believed, it wouldn’t make it acceptable for you to do as you pleased with me. Women are still in possession of their own minds and can make their own decisions. Even if a woman has been compromised by a man, that does not mean she is fair game.”

      Shaking her head, Elise felt a command of herself she hadn’t in a long time by standing up for women everywhere and reclaiming her power from this small man. She would never cower to him again. “Do better, Lord Dorsten. Be a better man, and that starts with allowing a fair debate on the ideas regarding reform. You allow that to happen and no one ever needs to know what a shameful excuse of a man you have been before now.”

      Turning in triumph, Elise walked out of the room and closed the door behind her.
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      Stunned, Reid watched as Lord Dorsten and several of his closest cronies voted in favor of opening debate on the bill the Whigs had put forth.

      Walking past him at the end of the lively session, Dorsten leaned over and said, “Close your mouth, Weston. You can thank your little minx for that.”

      What did he mean by that? He could only have been referring to Elise, and Reid was nervous to learn what she had done. Distracted, he wasn’t quite as present when he, Fitz, and Henry were approached by several lords in the hall to remark on the argument for reform they had put forth in the chamber.

      Henry was jubilant as they headed to their offices to disrobe. “We have to go celebrate, why don’t we head to the club for dinner and drinks?”

      “I’d love to, my friend, but I have to see Elise. She’s returning to Dorset tomorrow and I want to say goodbye.” He also needed to ask her what exactly she had done to secure those votes, though he wasn’t sure he was prepared for the answer.

      “Of course. Do give Elise my best. I know Grace is so looking forward to meeting her once the season starts.” Henry gave him a final smile and slap on the back before going to find Sidney to join in their revelry.

      Rushing from Westminster, Reid hailed a handsome cab, too impatient to wait for his own. When he was close to Pelham’s house, he hopped from the carriage and ran down the final stretch of the road. Pounding on the door, a footman answered and pushing past the baffled attendant, he called out for Elise.

      “Reid, what on earth! What’s wrong?” Elise said, coming from the library.

      “What did you say to Dorsten?” he asked, slightly out of breath.

      Elise’s entire face lit up. “Does that mean he voted in favor of debate?”

      “Yes, he did. As well as some of his friends. What did you do?”

      “Now don’t be cross with me, but I went to see him this morning before the vote and told him it was the right thing to do. I also may have told him that if he did not, I would share what had happened between us and ruin his reputation now that mine is on the rise,” she added with a sly smile.

      Reid stared at her in disbelief. “I’m so sorry you felt you had to do that. I know it’s hard for you to be around him. I should have talked to him myself so you wouldn’t have had to be in his presence.” He grabbed her shoulders, leaning his forehead against hers. “Please forgive me.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive,” she said. “I knew you would never go to him out of a sense of honor towards me, but it was too important. And, honestly, it was freeing. I put him in his place and took back the power he had over me. He can never intimidate me or make me feel small again.”

      “You are a marvel, and I don’t deserve you,” Reid said. He didn’t know how, but this incredible woman was his and wanted to spend her life with him, trying to make life better for those around them. And just like she had wanted to, she had changed the way Dorsten looked at her on her own terms.

      “What am I going to do without you these next few months?” he whispered, pulling her against his chest.

      “I don’t know,” Elise replied. “But you’d better give me enough kisses now to allow me to survive without them for that long.

      Reid happily complied with her request.
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      Elise could hardly believe it was now March and she was finally heading back to London to make her debut. She was extremely nervous but also driven by purpose, as the final step of their plan would be put into action tomorrow night. Reid’s friends, her father, Lady Priscilla, and the Dowager Duchess of Carrington had all been working to lay the foundation for her return. Based on reports from Moira and Angeline, the plan seemed to be working, and she may find redemption in the eyes of polite society yet. According to Reid, her name had continued circulating in conversation and people everywhere were speaking in her defense.

      The first ball of the season was being held by none other than Lady Wrexham, and it would be quite the event. Elise would accompany Reid, having not received an invitation of her own, with her father and sister in attendance for support.

      The dresses she had ordered from the modiste would be waiting at her father’s house, and Elise was excited to see Moira and Angeline again. Both had become friends, exchanging letters upon her return to Dorset, and Elise was excited to meet Grace, who would also be making her societal debut as the Duchess of Carrington. Between Elise, Grace, and Angeline reentering society after her bereavement, it would definitely be an evening to remember.
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        * * *

      

      Elise was a bundle of nerves the next evening and wondered why on earth she was voluntarily throwing herself back among the wolves. The work that had been done all seemed for naught as she remembered she would be back among people who for the most part she did not really like, and in a social scene she found to be superficial, repressive, and hypocritical at best.

      Taking a deep breath, Elise reminded herself it was for her own happiness and for Reid. She knew she would marry him regardless of how tonight turned out, that decision had been made months ago before he returned to London on the night they had shared together. Seeing how deeply he cared and his willingness to fight for her made her more than willing to do the same. Even if she was not fully welcomed back into polite society this evening as everyone believed she would be, the work that had been done would still make things easier for her to be in London regardless. And she was willing to sacrifice and move among the ton again if it meant she could spend the rest of her life by his side.

      Looking into the mirror one last time, Elise assessed her appearance. Her gown was a beautiful green that worked wonderfully with her coloring and brought out the red undertones in her brown hair. Though not embellished with lace or sparkles, it had been cut in such a way that the back of the gown draped from her shoulders like she was wearing a cape or train in the old style, though it was not overly ostentatious and looked modern. Her braided hair wrapped around her head in a style she wore often, but tonight it appeared much more elegant with a silver headpiece of leaves tucked alongside the braid. Simple pearl earrings were the finishing touch, and she happily still felt like herself, only a much more refined version.

      Hearing Reid’s carriage pull up outside, Elise hastened to make her way downstairs. She was only halfway down when she heard Reid catch his breath. “You look absolutely stunning, darling. If nothing else, you’ll certainly make an impression this evening.” Elise felt herself begin to blush. “Are you ready?” he asked when she reached him.

      “Not at all,” Elise said honestly. “But I’ll be alright since you will be with me.” Reaching up, she kissed him passionately, not caring a whit that her father’s staff might witness them.

      Reid rested his forehead against hers and looked deeply into her eyes. “I love you, and that will never change, no matter what this evening holds,” Reid said, before taking her hand and leading her towards the door.

      The ride to the Marquess of Wrexham’s home in Grosvenor Square was short, and her father’s carriage pulled up right behind them. Marianne squealed when she saw Elise’s ensemble for the first time, and everyone wished each other luck as they made their way inside.

      Elise sucked in a breath as they joined the receiving line, clutching Reid’s arm tightly as she spotted Lady Wrexham greeting guests and welcoming them to her home. If she did not accept Elise or made a fuss, the evening would be over before they had even begun. The closer they moved to the entrance, the more jittery Elise became.

      “Relax, love,” Reid whispered into her ear. “We’ve already passed several society matrons, and no one has said a word. I promise I won’t leave your side, and regardless of what happens, I love you.” She needed to hear those words and remind herself that in the grand scheme of things tonight didn’t matter, and this man would become her husband. He had shown her everything she might need to endure in society was worth it to never have to spend another night without him by her side.

      Finally, they stepped across the threshold as Lady Wrexham looked up to greet them. It took a moment for recognition to set in, but when it did, surprise crossed her face before quickly being replaced by disdain. “Lord Weston, why have you brought your neighbor with you this evening?” she said, not addressing Elise. “I’m not sure she’s an appropriate companion for you—what would your mother say?”

      “I think she would be happy that after years of pestering, I have finally found a woman I am willing to marry,” Reid said without missing a beat.

      Lady Wrexham looked horrified by his statement and had to visibly gather herself. “She is a ruined woman, and she is not fit company for those who are here this evening,” she announced loudly for all to hear.

      “That’s rich coming from you,” Henry said, stepping up from behind them.

      “Your Grace,” Lady Wrexham proclaimed before lowering into a small curtsey. “How wonderful to have you and your new duchess joining us this evening.”

      “You mean my wife who you schemed against this past summer? A scandal that would have been much worse than what you accuse Lady Elise of, all in order to try and land a title for your daughter?”

      Lady Wrexham spluttered, not knowing how to challenge the assertions of a duke without offending him.

      “Oh, mother, really?” Lady Priscilla interjected, pushing her way through the amused spectators who were taking notes for gossip later. “You know as well as I do that Lady Elise did nothing wrong. She was helping an injured man.”

      “She was found alone with a servant—without his jacket!”

      “How else was she supposed to tend to an arm wound?” Priscilla persisted. “Really, the entire scandal was blown out of proportion, and it was my fault. I was jealous and saw a way to get a supposed rival out of my way so that I could please you, mother. I regret that I caused such harm to Lady Elise, and it stops now. Allow her in, mother. The only one creating a scene is you.”

      Completely taken aback by the way her daughter had stood up to her, Lady Wrexham stood in stunned silence as Reid guided Elise past her and into the ball room. Priscilla glided up to Elise and took her other arm, bracketing her in support. “Thank you for saying that,” Elise whispered.

      “It needed to be said,” Priscilla responded. “I should have stood up to her a long time ago, and I’m glad I no longer see other women as opponents—we have to stick up for each other in a world that will never stand up for us on its own.”

      Locating Fitz, Moira, and Angeline, Reid deftly steered them over to friendlier faces while Lady Priscilla returned to her mother to greet the remaining guests. “What happened?” Moira asked. “Everyone’s abuzz around the room, it seems we missed a show.”

      “Lady Priscilla was magnificent,” Grace exclaimed, coming up behind them on Henry’s arm. “She gave her mother a lesson in hospitality.”

      “With Henry’s help,” Reid added. “Thank you, friend, for throwing your ducal weight around.”

      “My pleasure,” Henry replied with a small bow. “It does come in handy from time to time, though don’t get used to it.”

      “What did you do?” came Sidney’s voice from behind the small circle. When he noticed Angeline among them, he stopped short. “Angie,” he said, surprised. “I didn’t know you would be here tonight. You look beautiful.”

      Angeline blushed at the attention and quietly thanked him before turning toward Elise. “Do you think everything will be all right now? I do hope there is no more trouble or fuss for your sake.”

      Just then, a commotion from the entryway interrupted the conversation. Lady Priscilla ran back toward them, grabbing Elise’s arm. “My mother’s collapsed. Please, we need you.”
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      Elise followed Priscilla through the crowd with Reid in tow as they made their way to the front of the house. A small group was gathered around Lady Wrexham who was sprawled on the floor.

      “Please back away, allow her some air,” Elise commanded as she crouched down next to the woman. Feeling her pulse, it was weak but steady. Lady Wrexham looked flushed, but much of that could have been from embarrassment. “Can you stand? Let’s move you into a quieter room.” Reid stepped up to help, supporting the marchioness’ elbow as they made their way into the nearest drawing room.

      “Priscilla, please find a glass of water,” Elise directed as they lowered Lady Wrexham into a chair. Without looking away from the lady, she calmly asked Reid to find her father and have him return home for her bag of supplies.

      When Priscilla returned with the water, Elise encouraged Lady Wrexham to take sips, then asked, “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said, now slightly pale. “I was at the receiving line and I started to feel warm and light-headed. The next thing I knew, I was on the floor.”

      “I think most likely you were just overwhelmed and fainted. It’s quite warm with so many guests, and your emotions were heightened from our confrontation. I do apologize for showing up uninvited.”

      Lady Wrexham let out a tired sigh. “It’s quite alright, my dear. I’m not sure why I was holding onto my ideas of propriety quite so tightly. It’s not lost on me that you are currently performing a similar service for me to the one I had you ruined for.”

      Giving a soft smile, Elise said, “I only wanted to help then, just as I do now. Why don’t you sit up and we can loosen your stays while you finish that water.”

      By the time Reid and her father reappeared with Elise’s supplies, she was no longer worried about Lady Wrexham. “I’m sure if you are anything like other hostesses, you have simply worn yourself out preparing for the soirée tonight. Be sure to eat and stay hydrated. And rest well tomorrow. If you get warm or feel dizzy again this evening, step away and get some air.” Stirring some herbs into hot water, Elise instructed her to drink the concoction for a boost of energy. When Lady Wrexham was ready to return to the ball, Elise walked out with her.

      The marchioness held her arm, keeping her back before making an apology. “Thank you for your help this evening, I truly appreciate it and I’m sorry I disrupted your night. I will not halt your reentry to society, and I’ll praise you as the kind woman you are to all who will listen.”

      “I appreciate that,” Elise said sincerely. “Let’s move forward and put the past behind us.” Lady Wrexham smiled and patted her arm before returning to the fray.

      “You were marvelous,” Reid said, stepping up and kissing her temple. “You never needed us. You turned things around for yourself, just as you said you would. And you did so by being yourself.”

      Closing her eyes, Elise soaked in his words. She was no longer nervous about anything tonight. The only real challenge to her presence had come from Lady Wrexham and after this incident, she would no longer be a problem. Others seemed to be accepting what Pricilla and their friends had been spreading and felt Elise had been maligned unfairly before, and they were willing to welcome her once again. And she had banished her own shame when confronting Dorsten, taking her power back for herself.  Knowing she would no longer be a problem for Reid, she could marry him understanding nothing would hurt them ever again.

      “I couldn’t have done any of this without you,” she told Reid. “Thank you for believing in me and fighting for me, even when it was hard for me to see past my own fears. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” he said before kissing her. “Come, let’s find our friends.”

      Rejoining the group, everyone was curious as to what had happened. Elise filled them in before Grace asked, “Are you alright to stay this evening? It’s already been quite eventful.”

      “Oh, I think she will be just fine,” Reid said before pointing behind her. “Look.”

      Elise turned and saw that several of the guests were lining up to approach her, and all of them had smiles on their faces. Overwhelmed, she clutched at Reid’s arm as tears welled in her eyes at their acceptance.
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        * * *

      

      The night was a triumph, and Reid could not be happier. After what seemed like hours, the constant stream of people wishing to greet Elise and welcome her back had finally ebbed. It was astounding how well their plan had worked in the end. Yes, Lady Wrexham had made a fuss before her incident, but he thought that came more from the woman wanting to save her own image, being one of the people to speak out so strongly in condemning Elise in the first place. Rather than potentially be seen in the wrong, she had doubled down on her position. It seemed, however, that the issue had already swung too far in the other direction prior to the ball for her to make a difference even before she had changed her tune after Elise tended to her. Not only did most of the peers and their wives make a point of greeting Elise, but many also apologized to her as well for not taking her defense four years before.

      Looking over at Elise, Reid could see that the emotion of the day was tiring her, and she could use a moment away from the crowd. Leaning over, he whispered in her ear, “Dance with me?”

      She looked up at him with a bright smile, eyes shining. “I would love to, my lord.”

      Taking her hand, Reid guided Elise away from the small crowd that was still chatting around her. They paused at the edge of the dance floor, waiting for the orchestra to start up. As the waltz began, Reid wasted no time in placing his arm behind her, pulling her a bit closer than was proper.

      Sighing, Elise briefly rested her forehead against his shoulder. “I’m exhausted,” she admitted, “but what a night.”

      “Was it everything you were hoping for?” he asked. “Have we succeeded enough for you to feel comfortable here again?”

      “I don’t know if I will ever feel truly comfortable in ballrooms,” Elise answered, “but that has nothing to do with how I’m received and more with how I relate to the purpose of such gatherings. I do think I will be accepted moving forward and will no longer need to be embarrassed. I can hold my head high when entering such a function in the future.”

      “I’m glad,” Reid responded. “There is no one I know who is as worthy of being able to be whomever she wants to, and to go wherever she chooses.”

      The dance came to an end, and Reid led her out to the balcony, allowing them to talk privately while getting some much-needed air. Leaning against the stone railing, he turned and took her hand. “Elise, now that this night has been a success, there is something I need to formally ask you.” She caught her breath as she realized just what question Reid meant. “We’ve spoken many times about what a possible future between us might look like, but I’ve never actually asked you if you would marry me.”

      Elise began to cry and pressed her face into his chest. He gently pulled back and wiped her tears away. “You know that I love you, and I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with you. Lady Elise Pelham, will you marry me?”

      “Yes, Reid, I’ll marry you,” she said before kissing him passionately. He took his time savoring her lips and felt her soft skin beneath his palms as he cupped her cheek. The kisses slowly grew softer until they ceased all together and they simply held one another. Reid reveled in the moment, thankful to have found such a wonderful woman.

      “Your father gives us his very enthusiastic blessing, by the way,” Reid told her as she nestled into his chest. “He told me at only our second meeting that he would be happy to have me join the family if you ever finally decided to marry me,” he said jokingly.

      Elise stepped back from him as he finished speaking and looked at him with a serious expression. “Reid, I’m so sorry if my initial reluctance ever made you question yourself or how much I cared for you. It was about me and not knowing if I was strong enough for what being with you would entail. It was never about how wonderful you are or how much I love you.”

      “I know that darling,” he assured her. “I always knew you were strong enough, that’s why I knew you were worth fighting for.”

      “By the time you made your plan, I had already decided to do whatever was needed to marry you no matter what. Seeing what you were willing to do for me made me realize I was a fool if I was not willing to fight for us as well. I knew a life with you would be worth it.”

      Reid had never felt so seen or loved in his life and had to fight back his own tears. “Thank you, love. Now what do you say we go share the good news with our family and friends and begin the rest of our lives together?”

      “Sounds perfect,” she replied.
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      Cliff House, Dorset Coast, England—July 1832

      

      Taking in a deep breath, Elise relished the salty sea breeze as she watched her children play in the sand and waves. “Don’t let her wander out too far,” she called to Reid while keeping a cautious eye on her eldest daughter who was making her way deeper into the surf. Reid waved at Elise and sat down their son whom he had been tossing about before running off in pursuit of their headstrong girl. Reaching down, Elise smiled at the sight of their second daughter, fast asleep where she was curled up next to her on the blanket, and ran her fingers through her hair.

      Elise loved the life that she and Reid had built here on the coast. Married for twelve years this coming autumn, they had been blessed with three beautiful children, true friendships, and the support of family. It had taken Reid’s mother a bit of time to fully warm to Elise, but her excitement at Reid marrying won out once she knew there would no longer be any societal objections. Over time, Elise had developed a good relationship with her mother-in-law and was close with Reid’s sister, Heather, and her family. Her own family adored Reid, and Elise sometimes joked that her father loved him more than her. The two of them really had become fast friends while they had been scheming together to fix her reputation all those years ago, and they still loved to debate politics.

      Reid had remained a leader of the Whig party, and though definitely the minority in Lords, they continued to gain power as the need for reform became apparent and more widely accepted across the country. He had helped secure the passage of the Reform Act of 1832 that had just passed last month, and his hard work and dedication over the years meant an expanded franchise that allowed many more men across the country to vote. Elise knew he would keep fighting so that one day she and their daughters, along with his tenants, would be able to vote as well.

      Elise attended social events when needed to support Reid and his political pursuits, but they were never regulars during the season and chose the events they attended with care, preferring to socialize with their close group of friends. They chose to live on their own terms and not to let the strict rules of society hinder them from doing what mattered to them most, even if it meant they were not always looked upon kindly. As Reid had promised from the beginning, they knew they belonged to one another, so nothing else mattered.

      Their fullest life, and where they were the happiest, was here at home in Dorset. After Elise and Reid were married, Evie and Jonathan continued to live in the dower house and made it a comfortable home for Reid’s mother, while also helping to maintain Elise’s vegetable and medicinal garden. She had set up a new ‘apothecary shop’, as Reid called it, in a corner of the conservatory at Cliff House and continued to create her herbal tonics and creams to share with the community at her clinics.

      With Jonathan’s help, a large permanent community garden was planted, allowing more flexibility to take some plots of land offline for cover crops to replenish the soil. Within three years, the estate had more than doubled its wheat yield and the land was flourishing. With the improvements Reid made to housing on the estate and his continued participation in harvest each fall, he had endeared himself to his tenants and seen how he could enact real change in people’s lives in more ways than just his government work.

      Leaning back, Elise had just started to drift off alongside her daughter when a wet and squealing boy jumped on top of her. “Oof, what do you think you’re doing, you little monster?” she said while tickling him. His joyful burst of laughter was the sweetest sound in the world and reminded Elise of how blessed she truly was for someone who had once felt her chance at such a life was over.

      Having awakened his sister, the children scampered off to play while Reid sat beside her with a grunt. “I’m getting too old to keep up with them,” he said.

      “You don’t look old,” Elise told him while snaking her fingers through his now mostly silver hair. “Just distinguished,” she finished with a cheeky smile.

      “I ought to punish you for that,” he whispered against her cheek, “but instead I think I’ll kiss you.” He grabbed her and kissed her just as passionately and sweetly as the first time they had ever kissed, on this very beach. Falling back onto the blanket, Reid leaned over her and nipped at her hungrily. “Do you think the children would miss us if we snuck away for a bit and had adult playtime?” he asked, giving her a wicked grin.

      “I think they might,” Elise replied, “but hold onto that thought for later.”

      It was a beautiful life indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading Elise and Reid’s story, I hope you enjoyed it. Please consider leaving a review, they really do help independent authors!

      

      Want to know what’s between Sidney and Angeline? Be sure to read the next, and final, book in the Reluctant Lords series, Once and Again with the Viscount

      

      Did you miss Grace and Henry’s story? Find out how they fell in love in the first book in the Reluctant Lords series, Lost and Found by the Duke

      

      For a short story about how Fitz and Moira met and fell in love, sign up for my newsletter at andiejamesauthor.com/contact Available exclusively to those on my mailing list.
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      Once and Again with the Viscount is the third and final book in the Reluctant Lords series.

      

      She thought she would never fall in love again, and he had loved her all along

      

      Two years after unexpectedly losing the love of her life, Viscountess Angeline Hamilton has decided it is time to move forward and stop mourning the family she will never have. Returning to the estate where she grew up to live with her brother’s family, Angeline finds herself renewing a relationship with the man next door—the boy she had been infatuated with growing up.

      

      Mr. Sidney Bright finally realized he loved his neighbor and best friends’ sister, Angeline, when it was too late. Married to another, he thought he had lost her and became reckless and a bit of a rake. Now reforming and finding purpose, he hopes he might be able to win her over this time around.

      

      When tragedy strikes and Sidney suddenly finds himself both a Viscount and a guardian, he finds himself falling apart and turns to Angeline for comfort and support. Will Angeline be able to let go of her past enough to find a second chance at love and a family with Sidney? And will Sidney be able to get out of his own way so he doesn’t lose out on his second chance?
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