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ALTHOUGH IT WAS ALREADY spring, the air still held a crisp chill at night. Compared to the blinding light inside, the balcony was unbelievably dark. Eloisa Noble's eyes had to adjust so that the shadows took on recognizable forms. Looking around, she realized that no one else had decided to venture outside the ballroom and she was alone. A sigh of contentment slipped past her lips.

"Don't sound so relieved." A masculine voice came from the other side of a marble pillar. "The hostess might be offended to know you prefer this solitude to her party." 

"Considering how crowded and uncomfortable it is in there, it can be forgiven." Eloisa tried to hide her startled expression, thankful it was so dark. 

"Forgiveness is hard to find in most people."

Like a cat, Thomas Powell, the Duke of Ashford stepped from the shadows of the pillar into the dim light coming through the balcony doors. Eloisa's breathe clutched in her throat, giving off a little squeak. He was so much bigger than she remembered, but still as handsome. Years away hadn't dimmed her girlish reaction.

This was a man who had been born beautiful. He knew how to smile so that the dimples in his cheeks peeked out like a schoolboy, but the tall, athletic form of his body proved him a man. It was said he learned early in his youth how to use his good looks to charm his way under the skirts of many women, from upstairs maids to married aristocrats. The only saving grace was that he never took advantage of virgins. He preferred a more experienced woman and he grew easily bored. 

She remembered hearing that the poor man lost his sight a few years ago in some kind of riding accident. Of course he was being chased by someone's angry husband when it happened. Instead of finding his actions despicable like many had, she pitied him for his bad decisions. Losing one's sight was a steep penance for such indiscretion. They had only been introduced once during her season, but she remembered the bright blue of his eyes clearly; such a shame that they no longer saw the world around them.

"You sound frightened. Did I scare you?" His face was tilted in her direction, but his eyes weren't focused on her. 

"Yes, I suppose you did. I believed I was alone out here."

"You would prefer I left?"

Her first instinct was to tell him yes, because his presence made her uncomfortable. But, there was something so vulnerable about him standing alone in the dark that changed her mind. She was familiar with the sting of rejection and didn't want him to feel that now. Even those who society loved could feel unwanted.   

"I think I might be able to stand your company for a little while." She looked nervously in the direction of the doors. Regardless of her station as a chaperone, being caught alone with a man was a risk to her reputation; especially a man like Powell. "Do you think we might be able to move closer to the railing? I feel the need for fresh air."

"I don't think I have a choice. I don't like to disappoint a lady.” He wrapped her hand around his arm and she noticed the strong muscle beneath the expensive fabric of his evening coat. "Knowing your name might be nice."

"The rumors say you prefer anonymity in your affairs with women."

He laughed and his muscles rippled beneath her fingers, stretching the fabric of his black dress coat. She had never been alone with a man before, besides her father. This was a rebellious act and she was excited by their banter. Flirting was a lot more fun than she had imagined. 

"Your voice sounds familiar." They came to stop along the balcony's railing overlooking the garden. He released her but stayed close and leaned in as if they were intimate friends. She pulled at her long satin gloves, and tried to relax.  "We've met before haven't we?" 

"I'm surprised you remembered, since it was a long time ago and I was hardly memorable."

"I never forget a woman."

"You must have an incredible memory then."

She wasn't sure what made her say such things to him. Last time they met she had barely managed to put together a few words of polite greeting. Now she spoke as if they were the oldest of friends. If his smile was any indication, he enjoyed the exchange as much. Eloisa felt butterflies in her stomach as she watched those soft lips moving. 

"I think you have insulted me." His grin widened. "But I'm not sure how I would prove it."

"I meant no insult, I was only being honest. You must know the kind of reputation you have."

"Not precisely. Few people want to talk to me about my own reputation."

"They are too frightened."

"But you're not scared, are you?" His voice had changed, deepened. Eloisa found she was leaning in to hear him, bringing her body closer to his than propriety allowed. Any closer and she would be rubbing her cheek against the white of his dress shirt. 

"I was once, but not anymore," she matched her whispered tone to his.

He pulled back then, those brilliant blue eyes reflecting the moonlight mixed with something else. She knew he was unable to see her but it still made her tremble. The predator that he once was still lingered in the shadows of those eyes. An injured animal could still be as dangerous, if not more so. 

"We have met." He tapped his chin with one of his long fingers. "I wonder why I can't picture your face. It must be lovely."

"Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why must I be lovely?"

"Because your voice is too sweet to belong to someone ugly." 

Eloisa was not the type of woman to hold beauty in the highest esteem. That might be because she had always been described as plain. During her early girlhood years she had struggled to make her appearance more pleasing, but there was no fighting against Mother Nature. She grew tall quickly with long limbs and almost no curves. Even her breasts were small, hardly worth garnering a man's attention. Although her complexion was nice, her face was considered ordinary. The soft brown of her eyes matched her hair, which couldn't be described as either curly or straight. When released from its bun, her hair fell in thick waves down her back.

"What if I'm simply ordinary?" She pressed him. 

It would have been easier to accept the compliment, but that would have been dishonest. Eloisa was a woman who was not considered pretty but not considered ugly. Truthfully, she was seldom considered at all. Life had only allowed her to have one season in London, but that had been enough to teach her that those who were ordinary didn't belong. Only the love for her cousin could have brought her back to a place where she was ignored.

"I wouldn't believe it. You're too full of spirit." He reached out to trace the line of her jaw and she shivered at his touch. "I only wish I remembered you."

"I'm glad you don't because I would hate to see you disappointed. You were not as impressed with me as I was with you."  

"I impressed you?" Such a smug smile lit up his face that even in the shadows she saw the glint of his teeth. 

"You impressed everyone back then."

"It must have been a long time ago."

"Almost five years."

The way his face changed, growing more serious, she worried she might have said too much. That clue might have been the one that sparked his memory or it might have simply given away her age. Either way he no longer looked as carefree as he had been moments before.

"That was before the accident."

There was no inflection in his voice, just a flat statement. She didn't know if she was supposed to respond to it or not, since her mind went blank. Nothing had ever rendered her speechless before. He saved her from it by continuing on, but in a lighter tone. 

"Why haven't I seen you since then?" he asked, pulling his hand back. 

"I went abroad, to the continent." She was at ease talking to him. "My father and I traveled slowly, enjoying as much of the local offerings as possible." 

"What made you return?"

"Family obligations."

"Those I am familiar with." He leaned against the railing of the balcony. Eloisa watched the lock of blond hair that fell across his forehead and wanted to brush it aside. Such thoughts were ridiculous considering they hardly knew each other. 

She was glad to see a shift in the conversation back to him. "Is it true that you're looking for a wife this season?"

"Perhaps. Would you be interested in the position?" He wiggled his eyebrows and she laughed at his silly antics. 

"Hardly. I'm just curious."

"Then yes, I'm looking for a wife but not for the ordinary reasons." His head away from her, to face the tiny garden on the other side of the balcony. "I'm looking for a specific woman to be my wife. One who would do more for me than just give me a family. I want someone to change my luck."

"Oh?" Eloisa laughed because it was too funny to resist. His face had been so serious when he said that, then his blond eyebrows together at her reaction. 

"You find that amusing?"

"The papers said you fell from a horse escaping an angry husband, which could happen to anyone. That’s not a mark that you are unlucky." Eloisa didn't want to bring up bad memories, so she spoke the words slowly. 

"Not when I'm one of the best riders in London. I've never fallen from a horse before that incident or after." Something in his expression told her how deeply upsetting it was to talk about. She was no longer laughing. 

"Do you think with the right wife you will be able to see again?" she asked. 

A wry smile appeared. "No, I'm not foolish enough to think a woman will produce a miracle. My sight wasn't the only thing I lost when I fell from that horse." 

Her eyes roamed over his body to look for any other signs of injury. She let her eyes linger in a few places. "You look to be fine to me." 

"It's not about what you can see; it's about how society now looks at me. I'm not exactly the golden boy I was before."

Eloisa had such little experience with recognition that she was unable to understand the loss of it. The sadness reflected in his eyes made her want to comfort him in some way.

"I'm still looking at you the same." She told him. 

Her breathing stuttered when he reached up with one hand to brush his thumb across her cheek. "I wish I was able to see that look."

"Me too."

The sound of her own voice coming out as a sultry whisper surprised her enough that she was able to step away from his touch. With a sigh, his arm dropped and he continued to speak. 

"In order to return to society’s good graces I need to marry someone they will love. If she can love me, they will love me too." He sounded confident in his plan. 

"I imagine any number of women are in love with you." Eloisa was certain she was not among them. "It won't be too difficult to find one who is willing to overlook your previous behavior."

"If only it were that easy." 

"There's more?" 

"I fear my lack of sight makes it difficult to determine who the right woman is. I must find this seasons diamond of the first water without being able to look at her." Powell had a faint smile on his face. He found humor in his plight. 

"That might be a benefit, since beauty doesn't always prove to be the best quality." Eloisa spoke from experience. 

He laughed outright at the comment, which made her glare up at him. "Society wouldn't approve of me marrying a hag." 

"You have changed less than I expected. Five years ago you were just as proud and vain."

"Pride is someone else's sin."

"Then vanity fits you." She smiled at him, and then remembered it was a wasted gesture. "What kind of woman cures that?"

"I believe it is a woman who is equally beautiful as me, although that might not be possible." He had the nerve to wink at her. 

"I think the moonlight might be playing tricks, because you aren't as handsome as you were five minutes ago." 

The insult was supposed to knock him down a bit, but instead he only smiled more. "You are a judge with high standards. Could you tell me who might be the woman I'm looking for?"

Her teeth nibbled at the edge of her lip. Of course she knew, it was her own cousin. There was no way for her to stop him from pursuing Sarah, but she didn't want to make it easy for him either.   

"I'm afraid I can't help you, Your Grace." She moved away from him toward the ballroom doors.

"Can't or won't?"

It was such a bold question, she knew he expected her to lie.

"I am simply choosing not to assist you. I'm afraid you're on your own in your hunt."

The shocked look on his face made her smile as she swept away from him and back into the ballroom. It was the first time Eloisa had ever left a man speechless. 

Her smile lingered when she found her cousin, still holding court over a swarm of men. Sarah Langston, the daughter of a marquis, was the season's diamond of the first water.  The blues of her gown complemented her classic English coloring, while her bodice was cut low enough to draw every male’s attention in the room. 

Once you spent time with Sarah, you could see that she had more than just her good looks. She had a sharp wit and independent ideas and came close to being a bluestocking. She loved to read and enjoyed a good debate over a wide variety of topics. The only thing she didn't like to talk about was her own good looks. Compliments irritated her because they were focused on all the wrong things. She looked bothered by the attention surrounding her now. 

"You look refreshed," Sarah whispered to Eloisa when she stood beside her. "Is there something you want to tell me?"

"No."

Sarah gave her cousin a look that showed she knew that was a lie, but let it go. There were so many people listening. Once they got home there would be endless questions to answer. 

Sarah crooked a finger in the direction of the young men. In an instant three of them had broken away and were scrambling to where the ladies stood. They were like puppies pushing each other aside to be in front. Sarah smiled sweetly, but it was the fake smile she used when she wanted something from the opposite sex. 

"I'm afraid my cousin and I have become quite thirsty. Would any of you be brave enough to venture out for drinks?" Sarah gave each of them a lingering look as encouragement. 

She mocked them, as she often did, but they never noticed. They were too busy tripping over each other in a rush to meet the challenge. The remaining young men looked envious that the other three had been chosen, even if it was for a foolish errand. 

"At least when they return we won't have to worry about being thirsty again." Sarah gave a little half smile. "They will bring back enough to last us the rest of the evening."

"That's if they make it back in one piece, which might be hoping for too much." Eloisa no longer saw any of them in the crowd of people. 

Sarah gave her a shrug. "If not we can simply send a few more of them on a search party. That might give us some much-needed rest."

"Don't you feel bad about collecting so many suitors at once? Sharing with some of the other ladies might be to your benefit."

"I can't help it if they prefer me. The other ladies need to work harder to get their attention."

"They would have to perform some kind of animal act to even compete."

Sarah laughed like she always did at her cousin's jokes and it caught the attention of everyone around them. Men stared with lust and women with envy, but she always ignored them all. On the outside, Sarah was the picture of English elegance, with soft blonde hair and big blue eyes. Like a little doll, she had delicate features and a petite figure. It was easy to see why she was considered the success of the season.

"You should be happy your dance card is full at every event," said Eloisa.

"I know I should be, but I find it more irritating than enjoyable." Sarah's face puckered for a few seconds. "I haven't found a single man I would consider and yet I must pretend I have an interest."

"It's better to be a success than a failure your first season."

A failure was what Eloisa's first and only season had been. It was almost a lifetime ago in her mind, but it had only been five years since she was in her cousin's place. Their experiences with society were vastly different. It was a perfect example of how beauty determined a person's place. She was relieved to know her cousin wasn't going to suffer the same embarrassments she had. 

Nothing scandalous had happened. She would have preferred that to the silent treatment she received. The walls of the ballroom had been her home when no one asked her to dance. Each time she was passed over for someone else she felt herself shrinking back even further until she no longer even tried. The memories of it were enough to bring heat to her cheeks. Eloisa’s mother had been optimistic that a second season was going to be a success, but her sudden death meant it never happened. 

"Your dance card is full enough now to make up for anything you might have missed then." Sarah gave her a nudge, pulling her away from those sad memories. 

"Only because your card is full and I'm the next available candidate." She tried not to sound bitter when she spoke. 

"It's better than spending the entire night sitting with the other chaperones."

The corner of the room that was chosen for the chaperons to sit was easily seen from where they stood. A dozen or so old ladies in buttoned up gowns and lace caps with their eyes narrowed as they watched those around them. It was likely watching a flock of vultures looking for prey.

Eloisa shuddered at the thought of how close she was to becoming one of them. "That's what I’m supposed be doing if I were a proper chaperone." She sighed. "I'm supposed to be assessing the men for their eligibility for you and keeping a close eye on your behavior." 

"Which you can do much better while you're dancing with them than you can while watching from a distance."

"It gives the mistaken impression that I'm also in the marriage market."

"What's wrong with that?"

Eloisa raised one eyebrow at her cousin, letting it say everything for her.

"You are a lovely young woman who could still find a husband if you wanted to." Sarah pretended not to see the skeptical look Eloisa had.

"Even if I wasn't a social failure," Eloisa paused for emphasis, "I'm well past the age of coming out."

"You are barely five and twenty."

"Which puts me firmly on the shelf."

"I wish you hadn't waited so long to have your first season. You might have done better if you weren't already twenty." 

"No one ever paid me enough attention to notice my age. I could have been still in the nursery for all they knew."

Sarah put her hand on her hip and narrowed her eyes. It was a look of determination. "I refuse to give up that easily."

"I think you and my father have formed some kind of an alliance against me." Eloisa pictured them both conspiring in some darkened corner. "He is equally determined for me to find a husband. Every letter I get from him asks if I have met anyone special."

"If he had accepted our offer to join you here his assistance might have been better."

"London reminds him of mother and he isn't ready for that yet." Eloisa didn't blame her father for continuing to hide in a foreign country. 

"At least we can be grateful he let you return."

That had not been her decision. If she had been able to choose, Eloisa would never have come back to London. Only the promise she had made to her mother brought her here to help Sarah. As soon as her cousin was happily settled she planned to return to her travels permanently. 

"Your father was wrong for keeping you away for so long," said Sarah, "Hardly anyone remembers you now."

"Another thing to be grateful for."

Sarah’s swat to Eloisa’s arm stung through the fabric of her evening gloves. She rubbed the sore spot but smiled. 

"If only they knew you the way I know you, they would see how exceptional you are," Sarah said. 

It was a sweet sentiment coming from a naïve girl. Eloisa knew better because she had learned the hard way. Nobody in society wanted to get to know anybody else. The only thing that mattered was the image you presented to them; which was why Sarah was so much more successful at it.   

"You should be more concerned with getting to know these gentlemen," said Eloisa, watching them closely, "One of them might spark your interest if you give them a chance."

"I have given them all a fair chance and none of them interest me. I'm looking for something more." 

"It would be easier to find if you were more specific."

"I don't know, something..." Sarah's voice trailed off before she finished.

Her cousin's attention was focused across the room. Eloisa realized that the crowd was slowly turning in the same direction. They were all staring at the doorway and more importantly the man now standing in it. The Duke of Ashford had finally made his appearance. Seeing him again, Eloisa blushed at the memory of their conversation on the. 

"Do we know him?" Sarah asked in a voice barely above a whisper. 

"Only by reputation."

"He looks like he has a delicious one." Sarah was always interested in a good mystery.

He was still so handsome and confident. It wasn't fair that he remained so perfect after all those years. "Scandalous is what I remember."

"Everyone is watching him, but he doesn't notice." Sarah sounded impressed, not something that happened often.

“He's accustomed to being the center of attention," Eloisa said, wondering if he could still feel all the eyes that were watching him. 

"Still, his composure is unnatural, like he's made of stone."

That was what Eloisa had always compared him to, a polished marble statue. He had that kind of beauty without any softness. She wondered if his skin was as smooth under his clothes, and the image made her blush.

Thomas stood along the edge of the dance floor with a drink in his hand. His head was tilted, trying to listen carefully to the overwhelming noise in the room. He wasn't entering it yet, but was waiting for something.

"He's only a man," Eloisa said, as much to her cousin as to her own imagination. "A few years ago he was injured in a shocking accident and lost his sight. I believe this is his first season in London since."

"Has the injury changed him greatly?"

"Men like that don't change," Eloisa found herself saying. "They simply become subtler in their actions." 

"Nothing about him is subtle," Sarah said. "He looks about as arrogant as a man can be. If his chest puffs out any further he would look like a bird."

"He hasn't swung you over his shoulder to carry you away, so this is subtle for him."

Sarah laughed and Eloisa watched as Thomas turned his head toward the sound even from across the room. A look of determination replaced his previously casual expression. Perhaps she had spoken too soon.
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HEARING THE FAMILIAR sound of a woman's laughter caught his attention. It reminded him why he was there. This was both his duty and his burden. Hiding outside, engaged in conversation with a mysterious woman wasn't going to help his cause. Especially when she wasn't willing to divulge her name. 

There was something about the woman that was also familiar, but no face came to mind. Admittedly, he hadn't always been observant before the accident, but she should have left an impression. She had left one with him now. Her bold attitude had been refreshing when compared to the rest of the ladies he met in his hunt for a bride. If she was as beautiful as she was charming, he might not have to continue his search for a wife. 

"I should have known you were out there brooding." His mother's gentle voice was a welcome interruption to his thoughts. "You are hardly putting any effort into this."

He was unable to see her expression, but it was easy to imagine how similar it would be to the one she gave him when he misbehaved as a child. His memory worked well enough to paint a vivid image of it and he smiled.  

"I needed a breath of fresh air. It's unbearably hot in here."

"That's true." He felt the air move as his mother fanned herself. "The hostess must be mad to have invited so many."

"I doubt she knew they would all attend. Success has been her downfall."

"You are partially to blame for that."

Catherine Powell, the current Duchess of Ashford had always praised her children openly. Most of her peers considered it unfashionable but she never cared. 

"Has my return caused a stir?" He knew she loved a good opportunity to gossip. 

"Of course it has, especially since they know why you're here. Every matchmaking mama in the country is ready to shove their daughter at you."

"Selection is good, but I have to be careful about my choice. She has to be the perfect one." Thomas had too much at stake to make the wrong choice. 

"Perfection is highly overrated, dear."

Her hand came to rest on his arm and knew she was ready for him to escort her around the ballroom. It was purely superficial, since she was leading him. It was an act they had practiced and perfected. Then he felt the hard wood of his cane being pressed into his hand. It was a smooth hardwood with an ornate carving in the shape of a lion's head at the top. He had been told it was dark and expensive but that didn't make him enjoy carrying it any more. 

"You forgot this in the carriage. I thought you might want it." His mother wrapped his fingers around it. 

Thomas ground his teeth in frustration. "I hoped to make my return without it."

"The doctor told you to use it. It will make it easier for you to get around in new settings."

"I have been in this ballroom dozens of times."

"Not blind."

Thomas let the cane settle into his palm and tapped it on the hard marble floor. He could hear the sound clearly as he moved it around. Hours of practice at home were not the same as using it in the company of members of society.

"What if I hoped for a life of intrigue? I can never sneak up on a person with this,” Thomas said, knowing he sounded childish.

"My son, the spy." His mother laughed.

"I could have had a grand career. Now I will have to settle for the title alone."

He smiled when she laughed even harder. They started making their entrance into the ballroom, using his cane as a guide.

"I wish you would tell me what qualities you're looking for in a future duchess." His mother stretched up as she whispered and he leaned down slightly to better hear her. She had always been petite but it was comical when standing next to any of her three sons who were all over six feet. 

"I would if I knew myself." He let the lie slip out easily. "Probably the same qualities all men want, a pretty face and a tolerable personality."

"You should be looking for a woman with immeasurable patience, if she is going to tolerate you."

He gave the little hand on his arm a squeeze with his own. "No one has tolerated me as well as you have. You have set the bar high for my future wife."

He wished he could see her blush, but he knew it was there. His mother had always responded that way to compliments. She had been a beauty when his father married her and never lost that youthful sparkle. It was from her that Thomas got his blond hair and blue eyes, since his father and brothers where dark in both regards. 

"You think by flattering me you can distract me, but I'm not that easy to manipulate. I want to know who it is we're supposed to be looking for."

"You're looking." He gave her a mischievous smile. "I'm simply listening."

Through the tumble of noise, the sound of another lady’s laughter caught his attention and he turned his head toward it. It was not the delicate, artificial kind he was used to hearing from ladies. This was a resonating sound that expressed genuine feeling. It was familiar, like the lady from the balcony. 

"Who is that laughing?"

There was no one in London his mother didn't know, so she would be able to introduce him to his mystery lady. 

"I'm not sure, I can't see very well through the crowd." 

"Then we should get closer."

Being polite didn't matter, Thomas just pushed his way through the people. He followed the sound, hoping it continued long enough to locate her. The bustles on the ladies’ gowns made it difficult to push past, but wouldn’t stop him. If he got called out in the morning for manhandling them, he would just have to face it. 

"Can you see who it is?" Thomas tried not to sound eager for the answer. 

"Oh, that's Lady Sarah Langston, the daughter of a marquis, I believe, and her cousin, who is acting as her chaperone for the season. One of them must have been laughing."

"Have I met the lady before?" The name didn't sound familiar at all.

"No, it's her first season, I believe." That meant she wasn't the mysterious woman who had reprimanded him for not remembering her. "Rumor says she has become this season's biggest success. Even without your sight, you are still drawn to beauty."

He was disappointed she wasn't the woman from the balcony, but Lady Sarah sounded like someone who belonged on his list of potential brides. It was crucial his wife be beautiful in order to restore his reputation with society. Since his eyesight was no longer reliable to judge that, the opinion of the ton would be his guide. If his mystery woman was her chaperone, then she was strictly out of the question. 

"Does she live up to that description?" Thomas asked his mother. 

"I would say so. She has a face I would have been jealous of in my own season."

"Then I must have an introduction."

If his mother believed this girl was the loveliest of the season, he wasn't in a position to argue. He needed to push thoughts of the other woman aside and focus his charm on Lady Sarah. Though he hadn't been using his flirting skills as much during his recovery, he remembered how it was supposed to go. Charming the ladies had always been something he prided himself on.

"Miss Noble, may I introduce my son to you and your cousin?" His mother's voice was sweet and elegant as she led him by the hand to the group. "I hoped Lady Sarah might be able to get a smile out of him, since she has that effect on all the other young men."

There was that sound again, the rich sound of laughter. It was close, on the other side of where his mother stood. His spirits lifted at the sound of it. 

"I'm glad you find my sour mood amusing, Miss Noble," Thomas said. 

"My apologies, but your face did look rather serious for being at a social affair." She spoke to him directly, without the slightest hint of apology in her voice. "I'm afraid I find it impossible not to laugh when something strikes me as funny."

After his mother made the introduction he was embarrassed to realize that even after knowing her name, he still couldn't remember what Eloisa looked like. Nothing about her hair color or even her figure came to mind. He always prided himself on making a note of these details about women. It baffled him that he remembered nothing about her. For the first time in a long time he was freshly disappointed by the loss of his sight.  

"Did you spend a lot of time with my cousin when she had her season?" Lady Sarah asked. 

"Sadly, no. I wish I had been able to get to know her better." Thomas didn't want to offend anyone by admitting the truth. 

"How odd that I never knew." Eloisa had a mocking tone. "I must not have been paying close attention."

“I won’t make the same mistake again.” Turning in the direction of Lady Sarah, he bowed graciously. "I'm glad to finally meet you, Lady Sarah. Everyone has said such wonderful things about you."

"Such as?"

"That you are a beauty beyond compare." It was a little overly dramatic, but in his experience women liked that. 

"Is beauty the only thing you value in a woman? That is absurd considering your condition." Sarah's voice was tart. 

Thomas was not prepared for her sharp reply. He was struck dumb, not sure how to defend himself. 

"Beauty can be appreciated, even by those who can't see it." His tone was rough even to his own ears.

"I doubt you clearly saw it even before you lost your eyesight."

Anger rose up inside him, pumping through his blood. Sarah gave him an insult in front of everyone, daring to imply that he was arrogant. Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, Thomas reminded himself that he needed to win her over. An argument was not a good way to start. 

"I apologize if my compliment offended you." His temper was firmly in check again. "I was simply hoping my flattery would gain me a dance. Will you forgive me and allow me that?" 

She was quiet for a moment and he felt the tension around him as everyone waited for the answer. Years ago his request would have been viewed as a privilege and women would have eagerly agreed. That didn't mean as much now. 

"I'm afraid my dances are already taken, but I believe my cousin might have one to spare." Her voice was sweet but too sweet. She gave him a clear dismissal. This was the first time a woman had denied him anything since he left the nursery. 

Through gritted teeth, he tried to keep his voice even but he was angry at her treatment of him. "If I had wanted to dance with her, I would have asked her myself. My request was for you and you alone."

"Then I'm afraid there are no partners available for you."

Smugness resonated from the silly girl, who didn't realize how dangerously close he was to losing his temper. Making a scene in the crowded ballroom would only cause embarrassment, which he tried to avoid at all costs. 

"Then I won't bother you any longer." That was the end of the conversation as far as he was concerned. 

Pulling free of his mother's hand, Thomas stalked off, letting his cane swing out in front of him to clear the way. His mother would be angry about his rude behavior but he didn't care. That chit had infuriated him with her refusal. No one turned down the Duke of Ashford or handed him off to a spinster. It was unheard of. 

He felt a small hand grabbing him by the elbow, stopping him only a short distance away. A woman's body was pressed against his and there was the faint smell of oranges. His mystery lady, who was no longer a mystery, prevented him from rushing out.

"I apologize if my cousin's rude behavior has offended you. She can be a bit harsh in her dealings with men," said Miss Noble, speaking softly so no one around them would hear. 

"She is here to find a husband is she not?" There was only one reason for a lady to be in London during the season and that was to make a good match. "She talks as though she doesn't want any of us."

There was a tiny noise, like Miss Noble was trying to stifle a laugh. "That's only because she has never met a man who didn't want her. Too many choices can ruin a girl."

"You don't seem to be ruined."

"No, I'm not."

There had been a light hearted tone in her voice that was gone now. Of course Thomas would say the wrong thing. He thought it would be a compliment but he could see now it was taken as the opposite. Perhaps he was a little rusty when it came to women. 

"I should be the one apologizing, I'm afraid I don't remember you from when we met before." Thomas was still frustrated by that. "Even if we only met once, it is rude of me to forget."

"A lot has happened in the years between. It's not a surprise."

"You are more forgiving than your cousin about my behavior." 

"My cousin and I are very different."

That was the truest statement. This woman was interesting and mysterious, but had a direct manner that most women would be afraid to use. She was unaware of her allure, yet wasn't struggling to draw attention to herself. It was as if she knew her place in the world and was happy to be there. Not even a Duke had that kind of certainty all of the time. 

"Are you sure you are her relation?" Thomas said, hoping to make her laugh.

"She is like a sister to me. Even if we didn’t share a bloodline, I would consider her family. Don't you feel that way about your friends?"

"Yes." He knew it was a lie the instant the word left his lips. Thomas had numerous friends and two real brothers, but had never felt a true feeling of family. His title and position had always kept him apart from others. 

"Good." She removed her hand form his arm and he had to force himself not to reach for it. Such a sweet gesture was not something he experienced often without the other person wanting something in return. "Enjoy the rest of your evening."

After she was gone, Thomas realized that Miss Noble was being kind because she pitied him, and that made him furious. Nobody had the right to feel pity for a duke. In anger he turned around too quickly, causing someone nearby to stumble forward into someone else. There were mumbles from every direction and his face grew hot with embarrassment. This was not the kind of attention he wanted from society. 

Thomas needed a moment to get his bearings and he used his cane to find a hiding place behind a large potted plant.  He counted to ten with each deep breath and when he stopped his own name drifted over from a nearby conversation. They were soft feminine tones, barely above a whisper. He suspected these weren't things he was meant to hear, but tonight had already been enlightening, so he might as well hear it all. One woman said something that caused the rest to giggle but Thomas wasn't able to hear it clearly. Throwing away his sense of dignity, he leaned around the potted plant hiding him so he could them hear better.  

"Were you talking to the Duke of Ashford in public earlier this evening? In front of everyone." The shrill voice of Lady Westport was easy to identify.

"Yes, I decided to let him know I'm in town for the season," Said Lady Owens. She had been one of his married bed partners before the accident. Tonight she had given him a coy invitation to resume their previous relationship. 

"Being seen with him is going to hurt your reputation. Everyone knows he's an invalid now."

"He's still a devilishly handsome man, even if he is blind." 

He cringed at the condescending tone in Lady Owens voice. As he remembered, Lord Owens was a nice enough fellow, if a bit too interested in his horses. He had been a short, thin man with a long nose. Everyone knew it was his money and title that had allowed him to marry the current Lady Owens. She had been a petite blonde with big brown eyes and enough bosom for three women.

"I wonder if he will be able to charm his way back into the bedrooms of all the ladies?" said Lady Westport. "If he is still as good looking as he once was you might have to work for this one, darling."

"No, he's lost all his influence with society. It’s only because of his title he’s still invited anywhere."

"That's so unfortunate. He used to be so much fun to follow in the gossip sheets."

"No one is talking about him now. He's practically desperate for a woman's affection."

Both ladies giggled like children. It was amazing how quickly he had gone from leader of the ton to a joke. What was left of his ego suffered the sting of that deeply. 

"I might take pity on him and renew our acquaintance. He wasn't an accomplished lover, but he was pleasant to look at without his clothes." Lady Owens added.

"How can that be? Such a handsome man must be a good lover." Lady Westport wasn't even bothering to whisper.

"Practice alone doesn't give someone good skills."

Thomas had never heard such vulgar conversation from a woman, at least not from a lady. It was always his suspicion woman discussed such private matters, but not in such frank terms. The criticism of him was a shock, especially since the women had always praised him while he was in their company. Apparently he wasn't the only one talented at giving out false flattery. 

"Was it over too quickly?" asked Lady Westport. 

"I wish. It was the opposite problem. He took so long I started to run out of noises to encourage him." 

The ladies erupted in giggles again. When they had stopped Lady Owens gave a sigh. "He was sadly a selfish lover, only interested in his own satisfaction. It resulted in an unsatisfying experience."

Her insults stung more because it sounded true. Thomas had been focused on only his own pleasures his accident in every other aspect of life, so it might have also been that way in the bedroom. It never occurred to him to put in effort to please a lady. He assumed his presence was pleasure enough. The glaring signs of his arrogance were becoming even more evident.

"If he was that bad then, imagine how he is now. He will literally be fumbling around in the dark." Lady Owens chuckled at her own joke. 

Thomas felt heat rising in his cheeks. His knuckles popped from clenching his fists too tightly. In the darkness of his mind, he pictured Lady Owens’s face as he pushed her off a cliff. That made him smile a little. Having stood through more humiliation than he expected that evening, Thomas needed to leave the ballroom.  

Relief rushed over him as he stepped outside the fashionable home. Cool night air filled his lungs and he breathed deeply, ignoring the stench of the city, because at least it was honest. The night had gone terribly wrong, but at least it was finally over and he was thankful. A glass of brandy and a good night's sleep was what he needed now. As his coachman helped him into his carriage, the sound of his name being called stopped him.  

Keeping his voice to a low whisper, Thomas addressed his servant, who held the carriage door open. "Who is it?"

"I believe its Lord Fullerton stumbling towards us. He appears to have been drinking a bit this evening." The coachman answered with inflection. 

Alexander Fullerton, Viscount Andrews, was usually drunk in the evenings, if he could find someone with the means to supply it. On more than one occasion Thomas had been the one to share with his friend, although it hadn't been anytime recently. The smell of alcohol on his friend burned his nose. 

"I thought it was you coming out of that fancy party." Alex said, drunkenly slurring his words. "Although I'm a bit surprised. I didn't think you liked these kinds of public events." 

The wood gave a cracking sound as Alex fell against the carriage. His balance was always the first thing to go when he drank.

"I do hate these things but I needed to start my search for a bride somewhere. I'm not going to find the right woman sitting in my parlor," Thomas answered him. 

"You're a rich and powerful duke." Alex let out a loud hiccup. "You could just have their mother's parade them through the parlor and take your pick."

"Women never make it that easy."

If that had been a possibility Thomas would have taken it instantly. Unfortunately, he realized now that his title and fortune weren't going to be enough. He needed to learn how to woo a woman. 

"I, on the other hand, am going to have to work twice as hard to land a wife." Alex's voice got louder and Thomas was afraid he would attract people's attention. 

"What do you want with a wife? You always said you wouldn't marry until you absolutely had to." 

"It's become necessary. There is no other way I can keep things going without money."

"Can't you get someone to extend you credit?" Thomas would have offered it himself, but Alex always refused. Even when consumed by debt, a man still had to preserve some dignity among friends.

"I've run out of credit with everyone in London." There was such despair in his voice. "Since everyone knows about that damned bad investment I made no one will risk loaning me money. Marriage to a wealthy woman is all that's left for me."

"What does Daphne think?" Thomas hesitated to mention Alex's younger sister because it was a sensitive subject.

Their parents had died when they were young, leaving them to be raised by an older aunt. Left alone, they had grown incredibly close, with Alex assuming all the responsibility for Daphne’s happiness. Even while he earned his wild reputation in London, that was the one responsibility he took seriously. 

"She doesn't know and if I act quickly she won't be able to object."

"No one can find a wife that quickly." Thomas tried to get Alex into the carriage. If they stood out here too long someone would notice. 

Alex brushed his hands away and staggered back against the carriage again. It was frustrating not being able to see exactly how badly his friend was foxed. 

"I have the entire season." Alex told him briskly. "Due to our circumstances Daphne was forced to accept Aunt Matilda's offer to be her companion in Bath."

From what Thomas remembered of that particular old lady Daphne would need a lot of patience. Some people just have sour dispositions and Aunt Matilda was one of them. He didn't have a single memory of the woman with a smile of any kind. Her wrinkled face had a constant pinched expression. 

That couldn't be further from the bright and shimmering personality of young Daphne. She shared her brother's dark coloring and rich green eyes, with a face that always brightened a room. She must be around seventeen now, getting closer to her own season in London. Thomas might have considered her for himself, but she was like a sister to him. That must be why Alex had grown so desperate for funds. 

Things hadn't always been so unfortunate for the young gentleman. Before the swindler tricked him, Alex had been wealthy and carefree. Not one to be described as frugal, he was not a spendthrift either. He enjoyed women, drinking, and gambling but in respectable moderation. The gambling was what he was good at, often cleaning out the pockets of his peers. Sometimes he even obtained property this way, such as land deeds or jewelry. Everyone joked that he had the luck of the devil on his side. . 

If he had gambled away all the money away no one would feel sympathy for him, because he would have brought it on himself. But that was not the case, at least not literally. Alex had taken a gamble in investing his money with a slick solicitor who sounded good and Alex had been greedy to get rich quick. By the time Alex realized it was a sham, the solicitor had left town and taken everything he had. He instantly became the laughingstock of London, for having been so easily fooled.

"You can't go in there foxed." Thomas grabbed Alex by the arm and pulled him off the side of the carriage. "No good matchmaking momma is going to let their daughter near you like this."

The smell of brandy got stronger as Alex shifted forward and jabbed a finger into Thomas's chest." They used to line up for me, begging for an introduction." 

"That was before you became a penniless drunk."

Thomas heard him stumble again and reached out before Alex fell on his face. It took a moment for him to get them both steady again. 

"I still have my title," Alex said, allowing both gentlemen to guide him inside the carriage, where he landed with a thump on the seat. "That should be worth something to them."

Something in the melancholy tone of Alex's voice worried Thomas. Perhaps it was not a good idea to leave his friend alone tonight. Instead he decided he would spend the night trying to distract him and hope for a better mood in the morning.  
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Chapter 3
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ELOISA HAD ALWAYS BEEN fond of rising early in the morning, preferably just before dawn. Even if she had just gone to bed a few hours before, she couldn't sleep through the sunrise. As always, she got dressed and sneaked through the hallways. She had gotten into the habit of walking through Hyde Park in these early hours when no one else was there. It gave her some much-needed solitude.   

Her mind kept going over what had happened the night before. It was her own behavior that shocked her the most. Never before had she been as bold with a man as she had been with him. Thomas brought out either the best or the worst in her. Then to see him struggle and fail with her cousin was a surprise. He had found nothing but success with women before. She was so absorbed in her thoughts that she almost ran into another woman out for a stroll.

Lady Harris stood on the path, clutching a limp-looking ball of fur in her arms. "Excuse me for bothering to walk on the same path. Clearly there’s not room for two." Her nose was tilted up so high Eloisa could almost see up it.

"Pardon me, Lady Harris." said Eloisa, moving to allow her plenty of room to pass. "I'm afraid I am in such good spirits today that I wasn't paying attention. You remember what that feels like, don't you?"

Apparently she didn't. The lady's black eyes narrowed at Eloisa until her skin crawled. The way Lady Harris’s lips pursed together reminded Eloisa of someone eating a lemon. There was no one around to admire her clothes, but the unpleasant woman was dressed in high fashion. Eloisa felt uncomfortable in the simple blue walking dress she wore that was two years out of fashion. Even her hat was an old one that had belonged to Sarah. She forced her chin up while Lady Harris scrutinized her. 

"Such displays of joy are indecent." The woman's voice pitched upward. "I expected more from a proper young woman, especially one who is supposed to be a chaperon. You have proven to be a bad influence on your charge and that won't recommend you for future positions."

Eloisa's eyebrows arched. "Future positions?"

"Surely you have given some thought to what you will do after Lady Sarah is married." Lady Harris ignored the ball of fur as it wiggled. "You can't hope to live off of her generosity for the rest of your life. If you plan to continue as a chaperone, you must display the proper behavior."

Setting her shoulders straight, Eloisa addressed Lady Harris in a sweet voice. "I have no desire to continue as a chaperone after my cousin is married, nor do I plan on being her dependent. Once she is happily settled I have every intention of returning to my own pursuits."

The absurd little flowers on Lady Harris' hat bounced as she shook her head. "A woman only has one pursuit and that is to marry a man. You have failed miserably at that."

Eloisa gave a little shrug. "I suppose I did, but there is nothing to be done to change it now. I guess I will have to find something else to pursue."

The truth was, Eloisa hadn't given much thought to her future after Sarah was married. Her family didn't have money, which would make it difficult to remain independent once her father was gone. The idea of relying on Sarah and her new husband for a home made her uncomfortable. 

"I assume you’re referring to your ridiculous adventures abroad. I've heard rumors about that, but didn't want to think so poorly of you and your father."

Speaking badly of her father was not something Eloisa would tolerate. She marched right up to Lady Harris so that they were standing only inches apart, keeping her hands clenched at her sides for fear of what might happen if she didn't. 

Though her voice was calm, she allowed her tone to convey the threat. "My father is not to be judged by you or anyone else." She waited while the lady gasped. "If you find fault with me and my pursuit of freedom, you can address me directly about it. He has nothing to do with it."

Lady Harris tried to look down her nose at Eloisa, but it was impossible when they stood this close and Eloisa was so much taller. For once she was grateful not to be a petite woman. 

"He shouldn't have encouraged you by taking you with him. It was disgraceful."

"Leaving a beloved daughter behind would have been worse."

"Not if it might have kept you decent. No man is going to want to marry you now that you are so long in the tooth."

"If anyone knows about old age, it would be you."

Watching the old woman's lips flutter silently gave Eloisa a deep sense of satisfaction. She began to wonder why she hadn't been so bold before. She didn't need this woman pointing out how uncertain her future was and gloating about it. 

"You would be properly behaved if your mother were still alive." Lady Harris let one corner of her lips curl into a distorted smile.

That knocked all the steam out of Eloisa and she felt the sting of tears in her eyes. The last thing she wanted was to cry in front of that spiteful woman. It would only prove that Lady Harris was right about her. Clenching her jaw, Eloisa tried to push past the lady and her maid. When Lady Harris tried to block her path Eloisa stumbled into her. That gave the tiny spaniel she carried the chance to make an escape. 

Lady Harris screamed and waved her hands in the air, but made no attempt to chase after the little dog. Her maid looked unable to decide which matter needed tending first. In only a few minutes the dog had gone far enough to disappear out of sight. 

Sagging backwards against the unfortunate maid, Lady Harris called out to her pet. "Reginald, don't go!"

It would be only fair for the old lady to lose her only companion, but Eloisa was afraid it would be the dog that suffered. A pampered house pet wouldn’t be able to survive on its own. The maid's hands were full trying to keep Lady Harris from landing in the dirt, so Eloisa could see she was the only one who was able to go after poor Reginald and return him to his owner. Holding up the edges of her skirt, she walked briskly in the direction she had seen the dog disappear. The path turned a corner near a large tree, and what Eloisa saw after that was wildly funny. 

Sprawled out on the grass with the tiny ball of fluff on his chest, was the Duke of Ashford. He remained motionless as the dog bounced around, licking his face. As she approached Eloisa could see his irritated expression, which was too much for her to keep from laughing. The sound must have startled Reginald, because the dog bounced away back in the direction of its owner.

Thomas sat up and turned toward her, while one hand searched the ground until it found his cane. "Does that beast belong to you, Miss Noble?" 

"No, but he escaped from his owner so I came to retrieve him." She wondered how he knew it was her.

He smirked as if reading her thoughts. "It was the sound of your laughter that gave you away. No one else sounds like that."

She wasn't sure if she was flattered or insulted, so she chose no response at all. He wore the same evening clothes he had been in the night before, only they were wrinkled beyond repair now. His tie and waistcoat were open and his jacket lay next to him. Thick blond hair stuck out on the sides of his head without a hat in sight. The man looked like he hadn't even been home, which begged her to ask him how he had gotten there, but she was certain it wasn't her place. 

In the stretching moments of silence Eloisa tried to form a polite good-bye but was interrupted by the arrival of Lady Harris and her maid. Both were chattering wildly about the poor suffering Reginald, who was in the maid’s arms.  

Thomas looked both shocked and embarrassed at being caught in this state by so many ladies. A bright red color spread up his high cheek bones. As he started to get up from the grass she noticed that the top buttons of his shirt were undone and color appeared there as well. The man was positively indecent and about to be seen in Hyde Park by London's biggest gossip. It made Eloisa think her own dilemma wasn’t so bad.

Lady Harris, who had been fanning her face with her hand, froze instantly at the sight of him brushing grass from his pants. "Good heavens, what are you doing here?" She was so shocked she had forgotten the formality of addressing him. 

"Enjoying some fresh air," he snapped. "Same as everybody else."

Lady Harris almost toppled backwards at his angry response. One hand fluttered against her chest. Eloisa understood Thomas was uncomfortable, but he didn't need to act like a tyrant.

"I believe you are the only one who is dressed in the same clothes they were wearing last night, Your Grace," she said, tapping him on the shoulder. "Perhaps you got lost on your way home."

"Sarcasm is not attractive on a lady."

He ran his hands through his hair, trying to force it to lay down in a more civilized fashion. He was only mildly successful. Then he put his coat back on, but left both his shirt and waistcoat unbuttoned. His grumpy expression reminded her of a sleepy child. She decided he was in no mood to be polite, so it was best to save Lady Harris from his company. 

"I think Reginald might be needing a little rest now, don't you?" she suggested. "I'm certain he will feel much better once you get him home."

Lady Harris blinked her wrinkled eyes, but managed a hurried good-bye before following her maid along the path. Finding a duke sleeping in the park had flustered her and now Reginald wasn't the only one who needed to go home to recover. That poor, unfortunate maid had a long day ahead of her. 

"Shouldn't you be running away as well?" Thomas said, leaning casually against his cane.

The truth was she should be leaving before the park became crowded and they were discovered by someone else. Something made her want to stay and be certain he would be fine. Aside from the grumpy expression on his face, the man didn't look any worse for his night in the park.

"Afraid to leave me alone?" Thomas was the one to break the silence.  

"You won't be alone for long. The more people who find you like this the faster the word will spread. I'm sure it will be in the papers by tomorrow." It wasn't her concern but she felt bad about leaving him to the vultures. 

"How kind of you to worry about my reputation."

The man had bitterness pouring off him. Eloisa remembered the way people had watched him the night before, waiting for something to happen that they might find amusing. It must be difficult to live under such scrutiny. 

"I enjoy rescuing drunken gentleman. This was the shining moment in my day." She wasn't going to be intimidated by his bad mood. 

"I'm not drunk this morning. I was drunk last night."

"I'm sorry I was so late."

His chest vibrated where the shirt hung open as he laughed. At least he was no longer in a sour mood. Such a handsome face shouldn't be frowning so much.

"You should be more worried about your reputation than mine." said Thomas. "Being left alone with a man like me could be dangerous."

"How are you dangerous?"

"I might try to seduce you."

Eloisa laughed at the man's arrogance. He was disheveled and dirty, but still believed he could seduce a girl in broad daylight. 

"I said I would try." He allowed his lips to turn up in the corners. "I might not have succeeded." 

As they spoke, Thomas moved forward and was soon standing only a few inches away from her. She became aware that beneath the smell of spirits clinging to him, there was another more pleasant scent. It was warm and masculine. It matched the man himself and she was embarrassed to have such thoughts.

“Let me help you find your way home." Eloisa tried to take his arm to lead him through the park.

"I don't need your help." Thomas pulled his arm away so sharply she stumbled forward. "I can find my way fine on my own."

"If you don't need any help, how did you come to be here last night?

"I like to sleep in fresh air."

Eloisa didn't bother to hide her snort. "I don't believe for a minute you chose to sleep in the park."

"That shows how little you know me."

Thomas was a popular topic in gossip pages, but that didn't mean he was well known. Eloisa had no idea how much of that was true. The notorious rake didn't match the irritable man she saw standing there now. There were a lot of details the paper neglected to mention about him.

"Would you mind buttoning your shirt at least?" she asked. "Might draw a little less attention to us. I wouldn't want people to get the wrong idea."

She was relieved when he complied and she no longer had his muscled chest to draw her eye. There was a reason civilized men wore so many layers. 

"So how did you end up under that tree?" she asked. 

"I went out with a friend last night and he chose to leave me there."

"A friend wouldn't do that." Not that Eloisa had many friends to use as an example. 

"They would if it was late and they were tired from a long night of discussion."

She coughed.

"Fine, we were getting foxed, but with the utmost dignity."

Judging by the rumpled state of his clothes she doubted that. He couldn't have done that much damage to them simply by sleeping in the grass. One sleeve of his jacket was even torn at the seams. 

"I hope your friend has turned out better than you this morning." She slipped her finger in to the ripped seam and wiggled it.

"He's the type to always land on his feet." Thomas grinned with genuine warmth. 

She had assumed his friend was a woman. Now she couldn’t imagine which gentleman had been his partner in revelry last night. Based on Thomas’s expression, it must have been someone he genuinely liked. 

"I'm surprised you would allow him to escape without you," Eloisa said. 

"I honestly can't remember all the details." He reached with one hand to rub the side of his temple. He closed his eyes and groaned. "I'm trying to remember, but everything after drinking in his study is a blur."

Eloisa tried not to laugh but a few giggles escaped. He scowled in her direction.

"How long do you intend on standing there?" he asked.

Thomas rubbed his temples with one hand while leaning on his cane with the other. He was no doubt suffering from a headache, which often came the morning after a hard night. She might have felt sympathy if he hadn't brought it on himself. When he opened his eyes again he looked angry.

"I wouldn't have been out with him if I hadn't been dismissed from the party by your cousin," he growled. He had started to walk down the path now and she was forced to decide if she would follow or be left behind. She decided to match his pace. 

"She declined your request to dance, that's hardly a dismissal."

"What else is there to do at a ball, but dance?" he walked faster now and she had to hurry to keep up. "I was there to meet prospective brides."

"Perhaps you should hire a matchmaker, if you need help finding a wife."

"I have found a wife, but she doesn't want to cooperate. I wish I could hire someone to fix that." Thomas stopped walking and tilted his head to the side to look at her. "Someone who knows her well and could help guide me in my courtship."

She knew exactly what he was thinking and she was shocked. "I'm not going to help you." 

"Why not? You know her better than any other and would be able to get me closer than I can get on my own." Thomas leaned on his cane, talking to her in calm tones, ignoring the ridiculousness of the topic. "You could act as a matchmaker for her. Help steer her in my direction."

"I'm a chaperone, not a cupid."

"The second one pays better."

He acted as if marriage was a matter of business, that they could shake hands over. There wasn't a hint of romance in his proposition. 

"I will not sell my cousin to the highest bidder." Eloisa wished he could see the glare she gave him. 

"Don't think of it like that. You would be helping her make the best match of the season, which is the main goal." 

"What makes you the best match?"

Thomas barked out laughter. "My title, my wealth, or my good looks. Any of those alone would be admirable, but I have all three."

"As well as a bad reputation with women."

That wiped the humor from his expression. "Meaning?"

"You have no regard for affection or love. A woman is just an adornment for you."

"I'm not the same man I was before." There was a sharp chill to the tone of his voice. "I can win her affection." 

"You're not going to succeed with her being the man you were last night."

She gasped when he reached out to wrap one large hand around the sleeve of her jacket. He took a deep breath with his eye closed and she could feel the tension in his body. 

"This is the only way I know how to be."  When he opened his eyes the emotional struggle behind their blue depths was visible. "Seducing women is one of the few things I was accomplished at; or so I thought."

"Perhaps you need to practice more. I hear that can greatly improve your skills in the bedroom."

Bright red spread across his cheeks as he swallowed visibly. The hand that had been holding her fell away. She never would have suspected he could be so embarrassed. For a notorious rake, Thomas was a bit of a prude. She couldn't help but giggle at his discomfort. 

"Where did you get such an idea?" he said.

"In a book I found in Venice." She sighed, remembering the warm afternoon spent in the booksellers shop there. "It was written by a wealthy aristocrat years ago, giving advice about overindulgence." 

"That doesn't sound like proper reading for a lady."

"The least proper things tend to be the most interesting."

She expected him to argue the point, as most men did, but he didn't say anything. The way his eyebrows were drawn together, he was thinking about something. 

"You have learned many things while you were away from London," Thomas said. 

"I enjoyed the new experiences. There is more freedom abroad than there is here."

"Yet you returned."

"My cousin's season wasn't something I could neglect. Once she finds a husband I can leave again." Eloisa felt uncomfortable sharing so much with him. 

The way he smiled at her made her heart race. She felt as if she were being chased, but they hadn't moved an inch. He wanted something and he wanted it from her.

"So you prefer she find a husband as soon as possible?" 

"Yes, as long as he were the right man."

"I'm certainly not the wrong man."

That was a statement she couldn’t agree with. A notorious rake in the past and an arrogant seducer now were hardly positive attributes. Still, he had the kind of good looks that made a woman want to forget those things. He had that unsettling effect on Eloisa, but Sarah appeared immune to him last night. 

"She likes to challenge men, but she wouldn't be impossible to win over. You just need to find a better approach," she said.

"Once again you know everything. You are making me more convinced that you would be the perfect ally."

"No, but I do know my cousin." His offer could be the only chance she had to leave London, if she could use it to her cousin's advantage. "I do know what she is hoping to find in a husband. I suppose I could encourage you to develop those attributes. If you both formed an attachment, then it might turn out well for all involved."

For just a heartbeat his face changed and she knew his mind was working behind those eyes. The slow, arrogant smile he had worn before now returned and he was no longer showing any signs of tension. He leaned in closer until they were close enough for her to get the scent of him again. 

"Your idea has merit. My personal romance consultant." His voice was low as she watched his lips move. "Turning me into the perfect lover."

"Oh?" She let the word slip out as a whisper.

"What is it going to cost me?"

It felt like ice water had been dumped on her. Of course that's was what he wanted to know first. This would be a business deal and she needed to remember that. Keep things clean and simple, like a handshake. Not like a kiss. 

"Nothing you can't afford. Enough money to give me the independence I want."

Thomas laughed. "You provide me with a wife, so you don't need a husband?"

"If you're going to mock me, I take back the offer."

She was about to walk away when she heard him say. "Wait."

"How do I know you can change her mind about me?" His hand was fidgeting with the silver head of his cane. "She was firmly set against me last night."

"You made a bad first impression, but there is always a second chance. You just have to be willing to follow my directions."

"I give you my word, if we agree to do this I will do anything you say." 

"That's a great deal of power to give someone." Eloisa would know, since she had been following directions her entire life. 

"That is how desperately I want to marry your cousin."

"You lover her that much?"

He didn't answer, but he didn't have to. They both knew what it was he loved. It was the return to his former greatness he desired. Sarah was simply his means to an end. Marriage was nothing but two people joining together to get what they wanted. 

"Does she require love?" he asked.

"No, she's not the romantic I am. She wants the status of a good marriage, not the love." The two often discussed the benefits of marriage without passion and Sarah believed it was better that way. 

"Becoming my wife would give her that."

It was difficult for a man like him to ask for help, even if it was being bought. Thomas tried not to let his impatience show in the tone of his voice. "Do we have a deal?"

She hesitated. "I don't like to make hasty decisions.”

"Come by later this morning and we can discuss the details until you are convinced." He tipped his head toward her, and then using his cane as a guide, left her standing alone under the tree. 

Eloisa realized she had been tempted to say yes. She didn't say no, so at least it was a chance. If she could guide him in his courtship, it could be the answer to everything. Sarah would become a duchess and she wouldn't have to worry about being a poor dependent relative. 
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THOMAS STILL COULDN’T picture what Eloisa Noble looked like, which drove him crazy. Every time his mind tried to paint a picture of her it came out wrong. His valet had been able to provide a few details, like her brown hair and slender build, but it wasn't enough. When he asked for more specifics the poor valet sounded genuinely confused.

"Try to describe her hair," said Thomas.

"Brown, Your Grace."

"I realize that, but what shade? A warm chocolate is different than a sunny chestnut." He was met with silence. "Tell me what the girl looked like."

"I'm sorry Your Grace, but I can't exactly remember. The girl was...ordinary."

He let out a ragged sigh, frustrated again by the lack of details about the woman. It was unbelievable that no one else took notice of her. That created an even more elaborate air of mystery around her.

There was a light knock and the valet whispered something to one of the other servants. 

"Your Grace, a young lady has appeared and is waiting in your father's library. She instructed the footman that you were expecting her."

The only women brave enough to come to his house in the middle of the day was Eloisa. The lack of concern for propriety amused him. It showed she had the kind of character that didn't bend to anyone. Perhaps more time in her company would help his memories resurface. Feeling suddenly light, Thomas patted the valet on his shoulder.

"So I am."

When Thomas slipped into the library the heavy doors barely made a sound. He had expected some kind of greeting when he first entered, but none came. He might have assumed he was alone if not for the scent of oranges. That was what gave her away. Sniffing the air lightly, he tried to listen for movements. The rustle of her skirts was faint, but enough to give him a direction.  

Having memorized the placement of every piece of furniture in the house, Thomas found it easy to move silently in her direction. Knowing that a blind man could sneak up on her boosted his mood and he felt his smile grow wide. As he got closer he heard the shifting of fabric again and imagined what she wore. He shook his head to clear it of such thoughts before it filled in the details.

"Find anything of interest?" He asked once he knew he stood directly behind her.

She responded with a sharp intake of breath. He had meant to surprise her, but was unprepared for her to try and turn quickly. He heard her feet stumble only seconds before her weight slammed into him. They both tumbled to the floor ungracefully. His face was pressed into the warm, soft fabric of her dress somewhere around the curve of her neck. 

"Oh, Your Grace, I'm so sorry." 

Her voice was stuttered and frantic, to match her movements as she scrambled off of him. He hadn't been hurt by the fall but her foot connected with his knee when she was trying to get up. A curse slipped from his lips as he grabbed for his leg.  

"Are you hurt?"

It was a ridiculous question to ask when he lay there clutching his wounded limb. "What do you think?"

He hadn't meant to sound so sharp, but his throbbing knee had made him lose his patience. He heard her make an indignant noise before he felt her on his arm. She attempted to help him up. Grumbling, Thomas allowed her to assist him up from the floor and into a nearby chair. 

"I wouldn't have fallen if you hadn't been sneaking around." She sounded as if she were chastising him.

He answered her through clenched teeth.

"This is my library and my house."

"You still should have made your presence known sooner."

"If you hadn’t been poking around my belongings you would have heard me enter." There was nothing she could say to argue that point so she said nothing. "I simply waited until I knew where you were before I spoke. It is foolish talking into the air."

He wished he saw her face as he waited for her answer. He imagined it looked similar to someone sucking on a lemon. 

"I'm sorry I fell on you," she finally mumbled. 

"It wasn't the fall that hurt, it was your attempt to recover from it."

As he sat in the chair he continued to rub his injured knee hoping to soothe the pain. Suddenly her hand was on his leg, pulling up his trouser leg. Cool air touched first his shin and then his bare knee. Thomas couldn't believe it when her gloved hand started caressing him there, gently pushing on the tender spots. 

"There looks to be a nasty bruise forming, but nothing looks broken." Her breath was warm against his skin as she leaned in to inspect him and his body tightened in response.

A combination of her closeness and the intimacy of the situation had caused an immediate response in his body. He felt his pants grow tight and hoped she wouldn't notice his discomfort. Taking deep breathes he tried to gain control of his body before she noticed. 

"Does it hurt terribly?" She misinterpreted his silence. 

"No."

There was a part of his body that ached but it was not his knee. It had been a long time since he had been touched by a woman. The last was the night before his accident. His recovery had been spent alone, secluded in his house. He might have been able to pay for some private company, but that was never appealing to him.

That's too much time for a man like him to go without satisfying his desires. That was the only reasonable explanation for his sudden response. He quickly pushed her hand away and put back his pant leg. If she continued to caress him in such a manner there would be no way to hide his response from her. 

He heard her sigh and move to stand. Thomas was hesitant to move for fear or showing the bulge in his pants. Instead, he had leaned back in the chair and waited until he heard the sound of fabric shifting, indicating she had sat down nearby. The tapping of her foot from beneath her skirts echoed in the room. Patience was not something she exhibited. 

"I'm a bit surprised you came, Miss Noble."

"Eloisa."

"Pardon?"

"I would prefer you call me Eloisa," she said. "If we are going to be partners in some kind of scheme we can be at least that familiar."

"Very well, Eloisa." It felt natural using her name. "I suppose you should feel free to call me Thomas."

"I doubt I will, Your Grace."

"Why not?"

"Our circumstances are not the same."

"In this venture, I would like us to be equals."

He was in no hurry, so he sat through the silence as she tried to decide if this was something worth arguing about. When he heard her sigh he knew he had won. 

"Very well, Thomas."

One small victory at a time. "Now, does this visit mean you have agreed to help with my courtship?"

"Against my better judgment, I have. That means we need to discuss the terms of the agreement."

He loved a good negotiation. He smiled and waited for her opening offer.  

"First, I'm not going to tell her she should marry you directly. She will only reject the idea and become more set against you." She took a pause to take a deep breath. "Instead I'm going to try and arrange for you to meet as frequently as possible to give you an opportunity to impress her." 

Remembering the brisk rejection she had given him, Thomas said, "She was hardly impressed with me last night."

"That's because you weren't trying. You assumed she would fall at your feet easily, like other women." He didn't like the tone of her voice. "This might require a little effort on your part."

She was right when she said he never had to charm women, since they never denied him anything. He had merely to glance in their direction and they became all too willing. It might have been too easy, making him lazy when it came to his affairs. Remembering Lady Owen's comments, it might apply in more ways than one. He would simply need to work harder now. 

"I'm already planning to attend almost every major social event this season, so that shows how hard I'm willing to work for it."

"It won't be enough to just dance at a few balls with her. You have to seek her out for more attention."

There were plenty of men giving Sarah attention last night and she wasn’t impressed by any of them. Thomas couldn't imagine himself being one of those adoring puppies. "I doubt she would even notice one more among the crowd."

Her laughter was warm and rich, like it was the night before. "I can help you arrange more intimate encounters that will give you a chance to win her over."

When he heard the word “intimate” his mind immediately went to a bedroom. He imagined himself with a woman who could wrap her long legs around him and smelled like citrus. It was both an uncomfortable and tantalizing thought. The bulge in his pants had gone away, but now returned with a vengeance. "Intimate?"

"I'm not suggesting anything scandalous, just a few moments alone here and there. I'm not willing to risk her reputation for you."

"It wasn't her reputation I was thinking about." He was trying to help her understand. "There is the possibility of seduction to consider."

"That brings me to my second condition, no seduction." 

"Excuse me?" He must not have heard her correctly.

"I want you to give me your word that you won't seduce her."

This was an absurd conversation to be having with a lady. No one had ever asked him to give his word that he would behave like a gentleman. It was just assumed he would and he would be forgiven if he didn't. 

"Are you afraid I might do something to hurt her?" His hands tightened around the arms of the chair.

"No, but I believe you are a man who would do anything to get what he wants."

"That doesn't mean I don't still have some scruples. I'm not a spoiler of innocence." 

The volume of his voice went up and he sensed her jump. "I didn't mean to imply anything like that. I was simply being careful with the rules."

The confidence in her voice had disappeared, but she didn't let it weaken her resolve. As much as it struck his pride that she wanted his word, he would give it to her. 

"Fine, I give my word there will be no physical seduction."

"Good, I'm glad we can agree on that."

"But I make no promises against other forms of seduction."

"Other forms?"

The slight crack in her voice made him smile. She might have learned a lot in her travels, but not everything. 

"Seduction is so much more than just the body," he reached out with one hand to caress the arm of her chair, without touching the hand that lingered there. He could feel the delicate embroidery of the expensive brocade fabric under the tips of his fingers. 

"Oh?"

"There are ways to use a woman's senses to your advantage." 

"That sounds interesting."

Her voice had dropped to barely above a whisper. With a smile he knew she watched him closely, he felt her gaze on his skin. 

"Once you have her attention, it's easy to connect it to her emotions. That's what makes a woman fall in love."

When his fingers finally brushed across the top of her hand it was trembling. He traced along each of her fingers which were covered by soft silk gloves. All he wanted to do was remove the fabric and feel her skin. 

"You think Lady Sarah will respond to my attention?"

She snatched her hand away from him. "I think you shouldn't assume all women are alike. Don't be disappointed if your usual tricks don't work."

"If they don't, it's your job to help me find what does."

"Very well, but I can only give you advice, not force you to take it."

In that instant they had gone back to being business only. The way she flickered back and forth between flirtation and courtesy irritated him. His behavior should have had a more profound affect her. He wanted to linger in her mind, like she lingered in his. 

"Since you stated your demands and I agreed to them, I have a few demands of my own," he said.

"Demands? You’re the one in need of my help."

"True. I'm willing to follow your advice, but only if it works."

"It will work, but you have to be willing to give it time."

"How much time?" Now they were getting to the important point. 

"I imagine you will be engaged by the end of the season." 

"That's too long. If your plan doesn't work, I won't be able try again until after the winter."

There was a long silence as she thought about his point. "How long are you giving me then?"

"My mother gives a masquerade ball every year, to celebrate my birthday. It's in a fortnight." Thomas knew it was going to be difficult for her to manage in such a short time, but she was more than capable. "I hope to announce my betrothal that night, in front of the entire ton."

"That's impossible. To convince someone to marry you takes time." 

"I'm not willing to wait."

Once again her foot had started to tap. She was smart not to simply agree to it right away. The woman knew how to negotiate.

"If I'm able to meet your demands..." She spoke slowly, as if choosing her words with care. "Would you be willing to offer me any sum of my choosing?" 

This bold move took him by surprise. "What did you have in mind?" 

"Since I have no intention of returning to London after this season, I'm in need of the financial security to live abroad."

"I heard your father worked as an ambassador to the crown."

"He does, for now, but he will start getting old soon. I don't want to rely on that for my own living."

"Fine, I can give you a large settlement as payment for your advice if it proves effective."

Her breath released. The tension in the room was finally gone, but he still felt as if he were on edge around her. She continued to surprise him with her behavior and opinions.

"I accept these terms." She stood and walked past him, the scent of oranges lingering in the air. "We will begin immediately. I know you have a box at the Imperial Theater and they are opening a new play. Send us an invitation for this evening and we will accept."

"Is she that easy to persuade?" 

"No, but she adores the theater."

Eloisa stood to leave and Thomas acted like a gentleman standing as well. He was prepared to escort her to the door when she suddenly stopped and made a gasping sound. He was standing close enough to feel her skirts as she turned around to face him. They shouldn’t be that close but he didn’t want to move.

"My earring." Eloisa said, her breath brushing against his neck. "My earring is missing. It must have fallen off when you fell on top of me."

It would have been impolite to correct her by pointing out the fall was her fault. "I'm sure one of my maids will find it later when they are cleaning."

"I can't leave here without it. If I'm not wearing them both someone will notice."

"You can simply say you lost it."

"Sarah wouldn't believe that. She knows how important they are to me. They belonged to my mother."

Thomas knew when he was in a fight he couldn't win. The woman wasn't going to leave his house until they found that damned earring. With a sigh, Thomas dropped down to his knees and started searching the carpet with his hands.

"What are you doing?" Eloisa asked from above. 

"I'm not going to be able to find the elusive earring with my eyes." Thomas thought that would have been obvious. "So I'm hoping to find it with my hands. Are you going to stand there or help me search?" 

He didn't expect her to get down on her own hands and knees, but that was exactly what she did. There was a lot of noise as she tried to work around the difficulties of her clothes. Ladies skirts were not designed for something like this. 

"I think it would have landed further in this direction." Her voice was muffled but he followed it to where she was looking closer to the bookcases. 

Since he had never seen the earrings in question, Thomas wasn't sure what he was looking for. He only knew that finding it was the only way to be rid of the woman. He continued to stretch his hands across the carpeting, hoping to find something. What they found was the soft shape of her leg.

"That's not an earring." Eloisa sounded amused as she pulled the leg away from him. It had been a long time since he had felt the soft skin of a woman, even beneath a skirt and it tempted him too much to ignore.

"I'm afraid without my sight I'm not able to avoid touching things I shouldn't."

He caught her ankle in his hand and waited a moment for her to pull it back. A smile formed on his lips when she didn't. Slowly, he let his hand slide up the stockings she was wearing until it reached the bend of her knee. That's when she kicked out with one of her feet and knocked him in the head.

"I can't believe you kicked me." He said, pushing away from her to sit on the carpet. "Simply pulling away would have been enough to stop me."

"I didn't want to simply stop you, I wanted to teach you a lesson."

"Who are you to teach me anything?"

"A woman who doesn't want your attentions."

Hearing that said out loud stung. "You are hardly the type of woman I would be ravishing in my own house. I don't pursue dull spinsters. I was just having a laugh at you."

Angry at himself and the situation, Thomas leaned back. That's when he felt the sharp stab in his left palm. He felt the small, delicate shape of a woman's earring cutting into his skin. As a peace offering, he held it out to her.

"Thank you, Your Grace." Her words were stiff and he could hear every step she took while marching towards the door. "I hope we can both forget what happened here."

After she left, Thomas was in desperate need of some physical release. That’s why Alex found him he in his practice room, swinging his cane at the hanging sandbag the instructor installed. After months of practice, he could wield it better than a soldier with a saber. 

"Is that how you managed to stay so fit for an invalid?" Alex said, coming into the room with his usual loud footsteps. 

Without warning, Thomas swung the cane at his friend, knocking him off his feet and onto his back. Then he knelt on Alex's chest with the wood against his throat. "I'm sorry, what did you say?"

"Give, I give." Alex's voice was muffled from trying to talk with something closing off his air. "Don't have to get so touchy about it."

Thomas felt the sweat dripping down his back and making the light cotton shirt he wore stick to his skin. He wore a tight pair of riding pants and was in bare feet to make it easier to move against the hardwood floor. This was not proper attire for receiving company but Alex was almost family. 

"I'm surprised to see you out of bed before noon." He helped his friend stand up.

"My aunt pays the staff to roust me early in the morning. She thinks if I'm up and dressed I can be of use." Alex's footsteps could be heard moving around the sandbag. "I'm afraid I have proved her wrong. What were you doing when I came in?" 

Alex was the first person besides Thomas’s mother or the instructor to enter the practice room. It was a bedroom that had been cleared of all furnishings and decorations. Even the carpets had been stripped away and the floors were highly polished. His instructor had hung the sandbag for him to practice with but left the rest of the room bare. It gave him the room he needed to move around while learning how to use his cane as more than just a guide. 

"My mother thought I would recover more quickly if she made it interesting. She hired a martial arts teacher to convince me to use my cane." Thomas twirled the piece of wood in his hand to demonstrate. "This is where I had to learn how to do everything without my sight."

"That must have been difficult," said Alex, who could be heard from the other side of the bag. "I have trouble managing with my eyes."

"I remember the way you were always dressed and I would rather be blind."

Realizing his sight wasn't going to return, Thomas was bitter and stubborn and didn't want to do things differently than before. For the first couple of months he tried to act the same as before and struggled with basic tasks. That was when his mother found a doctor who knew how to teach him without making him feel like a child and that's when Thomas started to accept that he was going to live life as a blind a man.

At first it was the little things, like arranging his closet so he knew where his day clothes were and evening attire were. He used to be careless with his things, but now organization was crucial. His valet helped him a great deal, but Thomas wanted to be sure he could dress himself if he needed to. 

"Is that why you took so long to return to society?" Alex asked.

"I just wanted to be sure I was prepared for the challenges it presented. I knew it wasn't going to be easy to face everyone again."

"London can be cruel."

Thomas hated to admit it, but he was afraid. The thought of spending the rest of his life being the object of mockery or worse, pity, made his stomach tie into knots. Before his accident he had been at the top and he wouldn't stop until he was back there again. With gritted teeth he started hitting the sandbag.

"Remind me not to sneak up on you in a dark alley." Alex let out a slow whistle. "You were never this skilled before. You have become a new man."

"A better one, I hope."

"Certainly more agile." He heard Alex reaching for one of the practice sticks he had leaning against the wall. "How about you teach me a few of those fancy moves? I might need them to fight off the creditors if they come calling."

It had been awhile since his instructor left London and Thomas hadn't had anyone to spar with since. Turning slowly it made him grin to have a moving target. "I should warn you, my other senses have been heightened and I won't hold back because you are a friend."

"I should warn you that I tend to cry like a girl."
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THE THEATER BUZZED with excitement and the chatter of the crowds. It was the opening night of a new play by a favorite playwright, so everyone of importance was there. Even in the seclusion of the duke's private box, Eloisa heard the noisy crowd of people. Her own cousin was chattering away about the actress who was starring in tonight's performance. She was relatively new but vastly popular. Sarah couldn't say enough good things about the woman's talent. 

"I think that might be her over there, next to the brightly dressed gentleman." Sarah pointed to a red haired woman in a dress designed to draw attention. The sight of such an ample bosom barely contained made Eloisa think of her own and sigh. Some women were gifted with too much, but she wasn't one of them. "Do you think that man is her protector? He looks like he could provide well for a mistress." 

"We aren't supposed to know about such things, but we shouldn't be discussing it if we do."

"I'm simply asking the question you were quietly wondering about."

Leaning a little further out of her chair for a closer look, Eloisa did wonder if the young man kept her in that way. If so, she was well worth the price. The actress wore no rouge, but her face was already beautiful and didn't need the enhancement. Her hair was swept up in curls, giving clear vision to the glittering jewels she had wrapped around her elegant neck. 

"She might not be anyone's mistress," Eloisa said. "Being an actress doesn't make her a fallen woman." 

"According to my mother they are."

"Your mother is just repeating something she heard. Gossip is rarely the truth."

Eloisa knew firsthand how unfair gossip could be to someone. She had never been the target of anything scandalous, but she had listened to enough about others when she was invisible. Women who were perfectly innocent often were ruined by the words of one person that had spread like water, filling everyone's ears. It was just another reason she was grateful to be escaping London. 

"I wish I was like her." Sarah's voice was so soft that Eloisa thought she hadn't heard it correctly. "She gets to have the whole world looking at her."

"Everyone looks at you. You are the success of the season."

"This season. Next season I will be married and forgotten." 

Sarah’s eyes looked like those of a lost child. Eloisa had never asked her how she felt about finding a husband and getting married. It was just assumed that she was happy to marry well and follow the rest of society. 

"Do you want something else?" Eloisa found she wanted to know.

"No, I just want something more."

Eloisa leaned over the railing as much as she could in the tight evening gown she wore to get a better look at the crowd. There was something that excited her about watching people when they didn't know they were being observed. No one ever noticed she was there, so she always had the best vantage point. That was the best way to learn who people were behind the image they portrayed.

"See anything interesting in the gallery?" Sarah asked, letting her own eyes skim over the people in the other private boxes. A few had their curtains closed but most of them were open. People spent too much time and money on the way they looked not to be on display.

"I believe a few of your more amorous suitors down below are trying to catch your attention."

Beneath their balcony was the general crowd and among them were a handful of the young gentlemen her cousin had met. They were nice boys, mostly without titles and of only modest means. Her good looks gave them the confidence to keep pursuing her cousin even after she had let them know she wasn't interested. She enjoyed their company, but none had captured her imagination.

"I wish they would be a little less predictable. I always know what they will say before they say it. For once I wish someone would surprise me." Sarah gave them a little wave when they started shouting up at her. 

"If you picked one of them, you wouldn't have to carry on with the charade of a season," Eloisa said. "I don't know what you’re hoping to find in the marriage mart. All men are created the same."

"What about your father? He doesn't fit the description of most gentlemen."

"Which is why he had to leave London."

"I was so jealous of you when you left." That was something Eloisa had never heard her cousin say before and it left her speechless. "I was trapped in a life controlled by my parents, while you got to go off to exciting places and have adventures."

"I lost my mother and then I was shuffled from one strange place to another. It’s not as romantic as it sounds."

"No, but it gave you a chance to find yourself. I have no idea who I am.”

The two of them sat their quietly, neither wanting to say the wrong thing. Finally, Eloisa couldn't take the heavy feeling any longer and tried to bring some humor back to the box. "Do you know what my mother said made her fall in love with my father? It wasn't his money or his title, since he had neither. She said it was because he was a terrible dancer."

One of her cousin's eyebrows came up. "Your mother wanted a man who couldn't dance?"

"She said he was a complete mess on the ballroom floor. Couldn't stop stepping on his own toes."

"That's hardly ideal."

"He hated to dance, but he would do it for her. He was willing to embarrass himself to make her happy. That's when she knew he was the one."

The memories Eloisa had of her parents were the ones that she held closest to her heart. They had been the only example of true love she had ever seen. Watching them laugh together and kiss when they thought she wasn't looking had taught her to appreciate real affection. That was part of the reason her only season failed. It was hard to find anything real in society. 

As she made her own debut in society, Eloisa learned that everyone thought her mother had made a mistake. She could have done much better for a husband and they pitied her choice. Eloisa knew better because she was the only witness to the depths of their love. She was also the only one who saw how her father suffered when he lost that love.

Before Sarah asked anymore questions, Eloisa decided to change the direction of their conversation. It was easier to talk about things that weren't so personal.  

"It was kind of the duke to offer us seats in his box as an apology. I wouldn't have expected him to be so considerate."

"Unexpected for sure."

"Perhaps there is more to him than what we read in the papers?" Eloisa suggested, but her cousin pursed her lips in response and shook her head a little.

"I tried to convince father to get us a box for the season." Sarah was speaking to her, but kept her eyes focused outside the box, scanning the crowds. "He said it was a waste of money, since I'm not likely to meet eligible bachelors in a private box."

"Your father has always been a pinch penny."

"I never understood why. He has more than enough money to be generous."

"Uncle Mortimer never believes he has enough money."

The Marquis was the type of man who assessed the value of everything. He didn't spend unless necessary to portray the right kind of image. Society's perception of him was of the utmost importance to him and his equally ambitious wife. Everything they did was careful and calculated, designed to further their position, especially in regard to their daughter. Sarah was seen as their best chance to rise further up in society's ranks. 

"My mother always used to make jokes about her brother in law being that way, but I never understood how deep it went."  Eloisa sighed and gave her cousin a light pat on the shoulder. "I wish he was a little less stingy with his own offspring. You deserve to indulge in a few luxuries while you can."

One of Sarah's elegant eyebrows lifted. The plan had worked even better than Eloisa had anticipated. Regardless of her low opinion of the duke, Sarah held the theater in high regard. She was willing to suffer through anyone's company to enjoy it. 

"Perhaps he won't be here at all." Sarah said, shifting in her seat to get a better view of the stage. "The show will be starting any minute now."

It wasn't unusual for someone of the duke's status to arrive late, it was even considered fashionable. Eloisa silently prayed he had not been detained for some reason. If he didn't show up she couldn't honestly consider this a point in her favor. They didn't have enough time as it was, so she needed every opportunity to move things along. As if answering her thoughts, a large shadow was cast from the doorway. 

"I apologize for being late," said Thomas, his broad frame filling the doorway. "I had forgotten how crowded the streets get on an opening night. My poor driver had the worst time managing my carriage."

Once again Eloisa was reminded of how he had gotten his notorious reputation. The man was more attractive than anything an imagination created. Not even a wicked one. Dressed in black evening attire, his fine figure was even more accentuated. She wondered if his tailor had difficulty making jackets that fit such broad shoulders. His golden blond hair was brushed back so that his eyes could be seen with dazzling clarity, even if they focused on no one in particular. 

He waited for a response and when none came he moved further into the box. "Am I still welcome to join you?"

Sarah appeared flustered as she stood up and took his arm, leading him to the seat beside Eloisa. "Of course you are, it is your box after all." 

"I was worried I might have stepped into the wrong one." 

He smiled with those sensual lips of his, giving her a glimpse of shining white teeth. Eloisa was embarrassed to realize she had been watching him with her mouth open and snapped it shut.

"Have you seen this play before?" said Eloisa. 

"No," He answered her, but kept his face directed at Sarah. She in turn had her back to him, pretending to be fascinated with what was going on around the stage. This was not going to be easy. 

"Have you seen others then? It's such a beautiful box to keep," Eloisa tried again.

"It's mostly for my mother and her friends to use." 

Again the box was silent and Eloisa was beginning to panic. Thomas was acting like a perfect gentleman but Sarah refused to give him the slightest reprieve. When Eloisa glanced sideways at him she noticed his jaw clenched so tightly it created a white line around his mouth. The man was radiating his anger. In the dim light cast by the stage, she tried to focus on the actors but was distracted by his tension. 

"I'm sorry. I didn't realize my cousin would still be acting so childish." She leaned close and whispered to be sure he was the only one who heard it. "She was so happy about coming tonight, I assumed she had gotten past her previous opinion of you."

"What opinion was that?"

"A negative one, I'm afraid."

"Based on what?"

Eloisa hesitated, worried it was only going to make him angrier. He was sensitive to criticism and wouldn't appreciate being told his arrogance had cast him in a bad light. Yet, if he didn't recognize the problem he would have no hope of correcting it.

"The rumors about you being too quick with the ladies."

Something caught in his throat and he choked for a moment. Out of concern she gave him a hard pat on the back. "Too quick?"

"Yes, you change lovers with alarming speed, or at least you did prior to you accident."  

"Oh, yes, that."

Ignoring his odd response, she continued to try and explain things to him. "She doesn't want to be just another woman in your vast collection."

"A woman with her beauty is afraid of being cast aside?"

It was hard to believe, but Sarah was never fully confident about her appearance. The way her parents treated her kept her constantly in doubt about her place. They told her she was beautiful but with a never-ending supply of suggestions for improvement. It had been instilled in her that her beauty was the only thing of value she possessed, so without it she had nothing.

"All women fear losing a man to another woman." 

"Has that ever happened to you?"

That was a far more personal question than she was prepared to answer. Clearing her throat, she would ignore anything he asked about her. This was supposed to be about Sarah after all. 

The actors on stage were illuminated by lights. They moved back and forth while reciting their lines. The audience was riveted by it, almost all eyes locked on them. Inside the picture frame of the stage, they told a story that was both funny and romantic. The only one not watching them was Eloisa, who was too busy staring at the man who sat beside her.

The lights from the gas lamps at the edge of the stage cast shadows across his beautiful face. It only appeared that much more golden in the illumination. Blond hair and bronzed skin was not considered fashionable, but he was able to make it appealing. It reminded her of the stories she read about Greek heroes. Only Thomas was nobody's hero. 

After a few minutes, she felt him beginning to grow restless. Without a word, he stood and fumbled his way out of the box. The night had been a disaster and Eloisa needed to find a way to convince Thomas not to give up on their plan. Sarah was so riveted by the show that she didn't notice her following after him. 

"Go back," he said as she approached him in the theater’s hallway. 

"You can't just storm off like that," Eloisa said, catching up with him. "I know things didn't go well tonight, but you didn't have to be rude."

He spun around, and not expecting it, Eloisa ran directly into his chest. On instinct she reached out to steady herself, pressing her palms against his chest. The fabric of her long evening gloves met the starched surface of his shirt, but all she could feel was how firm the body beneath it was.  When she realized how intimately she was touching him, she snapped her hands behind her back. 

"I'm not the one who blatantly ignored the other people in my company." The intensity of his expression pulled his features tight. Those blue eyes were narrowed on her, making her skin tingle. "She’s lucky all I did was leave. I had half a mind to toss her out of the box entirely."

That would have been much worse. It was his box after all, so it would have been within his rights to do so. Grateful it hadn't reached that point, Eloisa knew that an apology wasn't going to be enough to fix this. She was going to have to plead with him.

"Please don't give up on her." She said with as much earnest as possible, watching one of the most eligible man in London throwing a fit.  

"There are more than enough ladies to choose from. They would be more than happy to spend an evening with me."

She could just imagine the type of ladies who spent their evening in his company. Not the kind of women who would be a respectable wife. She kept that thought to herself.

"You might be able to find someone who was more eager to wed you, but that won't give you what you want. To win back your place as a leader of the ton you are going to have to marry the most desirable woman of the season. Anything less would be a waste of your time."

His eyes closed and she almost heard the curse words rolling through his mind. This was not the type of man who was comfortable with rejection and he had gotten it twice in as many days. "I do realize, Miss Noble, that you are simply saying this to manipulate me."

"Of course you do, but it's still the truth. Lady Sarah is the only one who can gain back what you lost."

"Any well-bred lady would make a good wife. I don't need to chase after her skirts."

The tone of his voice was snide. No doubt he was being a bit vulgar just to unsettle her, but she didn’t flinch. She had heard worse during her travels.

"No, if you marry the wrong woman they will pity you even more than they do now. You have to find your equal in order to earn their approval."

"You are hardly the authority on what society approves of." 

"True, but my mother married beneath her and society never forgot. That makes me knowledgeable on what they will cut you for."

The lines of his mouth twisted with words he wanted to say but didn't. It was his gentleman's upbringing at war with his rebellious nature. The conflicting emotions played out across his face. 

"You just want her married off before the end of the season so you can earn your large fee. You are selling her like property and pretending to be her friend."

The sound of his voice vibrated in the tiny hallway they were standing in. His words shocked Eloisa and she required a moment to gather her thoughts. When she did, her thoughts were all murderous. Leaving before she acted on them would be best for them both. 

"Fine. This whole idea was ridiculous. I wish you well in your pursuit of easier prey."

Her triumphant departure was halted when she felt him grab both her arms and before she could yell out he had his hand over her mouth.

"Someone else is coming down the hallway." He whispered in her ear. "I don't think either of us wants to be caught here alone together."

The reminder that social ruin was so close made her stop moving and freeze against him. Being found alone with a man like this would not only ruin her reputation, but it would reflect badly on Sarah as well. Scandal was not something she wanted to inflict on her cousin, so she allowed Thomas to pull her behind one of the long draperies decorating the hallway.

With her back against the wall and Thomas against her chest, Eloisa found it difficult to breath. It didn't help that her mouth was pressed into the fabric of his jacket. She tried to push him back for more air, but he refused to budge. Finally, she turned her head enough that air reached her lips.

"Don't move." Again Thomas was whispering in her ear, making the tiny hairs there dance.

On the other side of the curtain she heard footsteps approaching. The corset beneath her dress was too tight and she wished her skirts were not so long, because they were peeking out beneath the curtain. She worried that the combination of anxiety and restriction might cause her to pass out. 

"Did you see the Duke of Ashford was in his box this evening?" said a lady, as the two people walked slowly down the hall. "I was so surprised. He hates the theater."

"Yes, but he wasn't alone. Lady Sarah and her chaperone were with him," said her male companion. 

"That's a surprise. She hasn't shown a preference to any of the gentlemen before. I suppose she is hoping for a high title." 

"Bitsy, do you think she might be considering him?" he sounded shocked by the idea. "The man isn't the same after his accident. It's a shame really."

Thomas went stiff against Eloisa. She knew if she could hear them clearly, then he wasn't missing a word. 

"Considering she can have her pick of all the eligible men, I can't imagine she will be settling for a blind one with a shady past," the man continued. "Not even his title can overcome all that."

The hands holding her arms tightened until she let out a squeak. Lucky for them the couple in the hallway didn't hear it. 

"It appears that he believes he will win her over. At least he looked confident enough coming into the theater tonight," said the woman.

"You noticed a lot about him." The gentleman sounded perturbed. 

"He still has a pretty face and young ladies do let that override their better judgment sometimes." The lady chuckled. "That's one of the things about you that caught me in your charms."

There was the sound of rustling fabric and sloppy kisses. Eloisa became uncomfortable listening to it and pressed her face more firmly into Thomas's chest. As she breathed in it held the scent of his soap and his skin, both were appealing. Another deep breath and she exhaled slowly.

This was the only time she had ever been close enough to a man to enjoy his smell. The occasional dance never allowed her such liberties. There had never been a man wanting to pull her off into a quiet corner, but now she wished there had been. This was much more enjoyable than she had supposed. 

Beneath the fabric of his shirt heat radiated from his body. She pressed her lips against it and she also felt the beating of his heart. It quickened from her actions. She realized her entire body was molded to his in the small space they shared. If she was feeling every delicious inch, then he was too. Losing her focus would be a disaster.

"I think they are distracted enough for us to sneak away." The words were mumbled into his shirtfront.

"Shhh."

"We don't have to stay here."

Thomas shifted so that her face was pulled up to his, with only few inches of darkness between them. Then his hand was covering her mouth. She tried to speak against his fingers but he wouldn't budge. As a final resort she bit down on his hand. A hiss escaped him as he snatched his hand away from her.

"You can't silence me."

Now his other hand came up to cover her mouth. "They might still hear you."

For a moment she stilled and listened for noise. The hallway sounded empty but she wasn't certain. They might still be occupied with their amorous activities, but quietly. That didn't mean she wanted him forcing her in such a way. Once again she bit down on the skin of his palm. Now a whisper of curses came along when he drew back.

"Do you want to get caught?" he growled, his breath hot across her cheek.

He silenced her again, only this time it was with his own lips. Shocked, she opened her mouth to bite him but the taste of him prevented it. This was the first time she had been kissed by a man and it overwhelmed her. She tried to fight against her own reaction, to struggle back to a place of logic but it was useless. The only thought her mind clung to was that she wanted more. So much more.  
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THE KISS HAD BEEN A decision made in desperation to quiet her before they got caught. He had expected her to be surprised and possibly angry, but the passion shocked him. Instead of pushing him away he could feel her fingers digging into his shoulder and pulling him closer. It heightened his own heated response.

The taste of her was not something he had thought of before, but he knew he would now never forget it. It was the same sweet and tangy citrus that matched her scent. As his tongue explored her open mouth, he felt the hesitant way she tried to mimic his movements. 

Thomas used his thumbs to rub circles along her spine through the fabric of her dress. He moved them slowly downward, feeling her relax against him. In the few seconds it took to reach her hips, they were now resting against his own. He hoped she didn't realize how prominent his reaction was as he strained against the fabric of his clothes. It would most likely embarrass a lady.

He was reminded that he hadn't been with a woman since before his accident. Without the use of his eyes, Thomas had to figure everything out by touch alone. He felt clumsy as he fumbled along the lines of her body. At least she didn't seem to notice. 

The woman he was holding was not the same shy companion he had pulled behind the curtain. Eloisa was acting as eager as any flirt to receive his attentions. When he tried to pull away, he felt her hands on his shoulders, pulling him closer. Her lips and tongue danced with his until he lost every thought but how much he wanted the taste of her. 

Acting on instincts alone, Thomas let his fingers explore as much as they could. She gave no resistance to it and he felt her own hands on every part of him. They both couldn't get enough of what the other one had. It thrilled him but at the same time it reminded him that they shouldn't be doing this.

Finally, Thomas found the willpower to break the kiss and pull her warm body away from his own. He could feel her soft bosom moving as she was breathing against him. The little whimper she made when his lips left hers only made him want to return to them. It took every ounce of willpower he had not to give in to the temptation. 

"I think they have left." The sound of his voice was deeper than he expected and wavered a little.

"Of course."

Eloisa sounded as confused as he felt. She was still holding onto him and in the tight space there wasn't much distance to put between them. Her warm breath brushed against the skin of his neck above his collar. He could easily imagine her placing her lips along that same spot and he tensed even more at the thought.

"I should apologize." He wasn't sure if that was going to be adequate for what had happened, but it was the only thing he could think of to say. "I didn't mean to take advantage of the situation."

"Don't be ridiculous, it was hardly that dramatic." He felt her reach up to fix her hair. "I'm hardly ruined by such a little kiss."

He was left speechless as she pulled away and stepped out from behind the curtain. The only thing he could do was follow, listening to be sure they were now alone again in the hallway. The only sound was her furiously patting her skirts, with more force than could possibly be necessary. 

Knowing he had a limited amount of time, Thomas whispered to her out of the side of his mouth. "Have I done something to make you angry?"

She said nothing so he tried again. "Are you angry at me for something?"

Still the silence so he persisted. "Why are you mad?"

That finally got a reaction, but not the one he wanted. Instead of saying something she jabbed him with her elbow into his ribs.  

"I don't think that is a proper answer," he ground out in a whisper. 

"Proper? You don't know anything about being proper."

"So this is about that little mistake behind the curtain."

"That wasn't a mistake, it was a disaster."

That struck against his male pride.

"I thought you enjoyed it."

"Then that was your mistake."

He might have been oblivious to a woman's reactions before, but he had not been wrong about hers. She had responded to him behind the curtain with as much passion as a woman could. Now she thought to damage his ego by denying it. He preferred to see it as a challenge. Shifting just slightly he pressed his body against hers. She tried to shrink away but there wasn't enough room in the narrow hall. 

"I think we both know which of us is the liar," he whispered to her.

"You are the far more skilled one," she replied. "You could easily pretend an interest in my cousin after kissing me. I wonder which one is the truth and which is the lie?"

"Kissing you had been an impulse. Everyone has those sometimes."

"You have a long history of them."

Thomas didn't need to be reminded of his past mistakes, they were still vivid in his mind. Especially the one that led to his current condition. He would be the first one to admit he should have been more careful. "Yes, but I have changed. I'm trying to be a better man."

"How? So far all I have seen you trying to do is impress all the people who used to adore you." 

"I just want back what I used to have, but that doesn't mean I won't handle it better."

She laughed in his face and Thomas could feel his muscles tense. He grabbed her arm and gave it a jerk, pulling her off balance enough to make her gasp. He wanted to be sure she knew which one of them was in charge of the situation.

"You were only in London for a short time, but you think that gives you enough knowledge to judge me?" Thomas growled against her ear, enjoying the way her body trembled against him.

"I heard plenty, even when I was gone." 

"Such as?"

In the pause that followed she tried to decide what to say. She was frightened of him and he enjoyed that. It made him feel like the powerful man he used to be, not the crippled one he was now. 

"I heard about you and your friends doing wild things, chasing disgraceful women and causing scandals that shocked society."

Thomas laughed because he knew all of that was true. "Boys will be boys."

"I also heard that most of them suffered tragedies since then. Your own brothers have gone missing."

No one had mentioned the twins, Daniel and David in a long time. The servants acted like they were afraid to say their names out loud. His mother was brought to tears by the sound, so no one uttered them. Only in his own head did he remind himself of who they were.  It took some of the fire out of him.

"Did you ever meet them?" he asked, relaxing the hand that held her arm a little. 

"No, they were not old enough when I came to London. I only heard what was reported in the papers about their disappearance." There was sympathy in her voice, the same sound he had heard before in many other voices.

The boys had been energetic and eager to please. Always running around after him, doing anything he told them to. He knew they looked up to him and it never occurred to him that he might be setting a bad example for them. Not until they followed him down the path of self-destruction and vanished.

"Today was a mistake, but I am genuine in my desire to marry your cousin."

He could hear the sound of her breathing as she thought about what he said. The tension in her body relaxed slightly. "I suppose everyone has an occasional lapse in judgment."

"Then we can go back to being friends?"

"We were business associates."

"But soon we will be family." His joke caused her to tense again. "Friends might be a reasonable compromise."

A sigh convinced him that she was willing to forget about what happened and was once again prepared to assist him. "We had better return to our seats before we are forced into hiding again."

"I should just let you two enjoy the show," Thomas said, not sure he was prepared for another round with Lady Sarah. "I can try my luck another time."

"Don't be absurd. I don't have time to waste if I'm going to meet your deadline." She grabbed him by the arm and started to tug him in the direction of his box. "You just need to talk to her about something real. Ask her a question you wouldn't normally ask a lady."

"That sounds vulgar." 

"I meant something intellectual."

That sounded like it was going to lead to a boring conversation. Thomas was not excited to follow Eloisa's instructions if it went in that direction. He preferred to keep things light and flirtatious. Still, he had given her his word to try things her way. 

They had been gone long enough for the first half of the play to end and it was now intermission. That meant people would be up and moving around, getting refreshments and talking to each other. It was common for those who couldn't afford a box of their own to try and find a friend who had an empty seat in one. Thomas didn't expect someone else to be in his box, but a man's voice could be heard inside as they approached. He immediately became more alert. 

"My cousin has returned." Sarah sounded relieved as they entered. "I appreciate your keeping me company while she was gone, but she is here now."

"I'm only glad I happened to pass your box and see that you were alone. A lady should never be left in such a dangerous situation." Thomas recognized the voice of Lord Bittleby, a young man who hadn’t been old enough to grow a beard before the accident. "Your cousin should be more careful with her duties as a chaperone." 

"I beg your pardon?" Eloisa said.

"I simply meant that any kind of villain could have crept in here while you were away and taken advantage of Lady Sarah."

"You have clearly proven that." For once her sharp tongue wasn’t directed at him and Thomas was glad for it, but he didn't like someone insinuating Eloisa was in the wrong.

"I'm afraid it was my fault that the lady was without her chaperone, I was in need of assistance and she was kind enough to help," Thomas said. "Now you should be getting back to your seat. Down below."

Lord Bittleby was not a wealthy man and Thomas didn't bother to try to hide his meaning because he didn't want the thick-headed man to miss it. 

"It must be difficult for you know that you are less than able." Lord Bittleby didn't sound like he was going to leave. "Do you require assistance with everything?"

There was the sharp bite of an insult in his comment. Thomas felt his smile spread into a sneer as he prepared to take on the young pup. It had been awhile since he fought with someone outside the practice room. 

"I have become quite adept at fending for myself. No longer the soft gentleman I used to be." Thomas swung his cane in one hand, letting it land just in front of where he knew the young lord sat. "Care to test my skills?"

He could hear both the girls trying not to laugh and applauded their efforts. He wished he could see the expression on Lord Bittleby's face at that moment. 

"I see the accident has not improved your manners," said Lord Bittleby. "You are still arrogant and aggressive. Probably still chasing after married women."

"No, I learned my lesson. The only woman I plan to chase now is my wife, once I have her."

"You expect anyone to believe you're going to be a faithful husband?" The man started to laugh until the end of the cane pressed hard into his chest, forcing him to cough. 

"Anyone can change. A criminal can turn good or a liar can become honest. All it takes it the right incentive." Thomas hoped Lady Sarah heard that remark. "The right woman can even turn a rake into a faithful man."

He heard a lady’s sigh and wanted to pat himself on the shoulder. He now understood what Eloisa meant when she said her cousin loved the theater. These kinds of dramatics were not his usual behavior but he could get used to it every once in a while. 

"Now, I believe the play is about to start again and you are in my seat." 

Thomas listened while the young lord scrambled to his feet and made a hasty exit. He didn't have much time to gloat because the show was about to begin. That didn't stop him from sitting in his seat and enjoying his victory. 
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AS ELOISA SAT AT A table in the back of the coffeehouse waiting for the duke, she tried to remain calm. It had been two days since the theater and she was worried he might not show for their meeting. There had not been a word from him since that night. She had expected him to call on her cousin to further his suit and was concerned that he hadn't. 

She didn't hear Thomas enter, and when he placed a hand on her shoulder it broke through her thoughts. With a start she turned to see him standing there with heavy eyes. His clothes were barely in place on his body. His neck was bare and to her embarrassment the view of his chest at the top of his shirt excited her. As he sat he was still in the process of fixing his appearance. He must have come in from the back of the place. She chose a table that was difficult to see from the rest of the room, in the hope of giving them some privacy. 

"Is there any way I can convince you to stop planning our meetings this early in the morning?" he rubbed a hand across his face. "If not for me, then for the sake of my poor valet. He must handle my bad mood if I don't get enough sleep."

"It's the only time I can see you without any suspicion. Neither of us wants gossip going around."

"I'm familiar with how gossip works, but I can't believe this suffering is the only way to avoid it."

His face looked so serious, she couldn't help but laugh. "Only a man used to spending the day in bed would see this as suffering. Sleep isn't that important."

"Sleep isn't the only thing done in bed."

Eloisa knew he hadn't meant to imply the two of them, but it still made her breath catch. Her eyes focused on his sensual lips, which were wearing a sly smile at the moment and she easily remembered how they had felt while kissing her. She wasn't experienced enough to know exactly what he meant, but her imagination gave her some idea. It was enough to make her heart beat faster.

"I still have my reputation to worry about, even if you don't," she murmured, her thoughts scattered due to his suggestive words. "I shouldn't be meeting with you alone at all."

"This is a reputable coffee-house on St. James, not the shadows of Convent Gardens. No one would raise an eyebrow at our being here at any hour."

"I would still rather less people know we were meeting at all." 

He grinned and leaned his cane against the table, then let his hand trail along until it found hers. "Is this a secret encounter then? Makes it much more exciting."

"No, it's not a secret." She pulled her hand away. "I just don't want us seen together."

"That is not the kind of behavior a proper woman would show."

"There are a lot of things I'm doing that I'm not supposed to. I blame you for it."

It should have insulted him, but instead he smiled even bigger. "Good to know I haven't lost all of my charm."

Sitting there with his body relaxed in the chair and his clothes rumpled, Eloisa thought he looked like a young boy. Even his hair fell in various directions, as if he hadn't bothered to fix it before leaving the house. This was not the perfectly groomed man she was used to seeing in the elegant ballrooms. It felt more like the real Thomas.

"You should try to be more sincere. Making jokes makes people think you're not serious."

"I find most serious topics boring."

"Then what do you find interesting?"

That was the wrong question to ask. Thomas gave her a smile that told her everything he was thinking. Her stomach fluttered and she cleared her throat. "I don't think that would be a proper topic of conversation with a lady."

"Interesting things are almost never proper."

He flirted with her again and she could feel her cheeks getting warm. Flirting was not a skill she had much practice with. She would rather not start with a master at the art. 

"Your confrontation with Lord Bittleby was both of those things." Eloisa tried not to smile as she remembered the shocked look the pompous lord had on his bloated face when Thomas pinned him to the chair. "It made quite the impression on Sarah."

"Women love a man of action."

"I think it was the words that affected her more." 

He raised one of his eyebrows. "I don't even remember what I said."

"You implied that you were willing to become a better man for the hand of my cousin."

Thomas laughed loud enough that some of the other people in the room turned to look at where the sound came from. Even with the seclusion they had, Eloisa tipped her head, hoping the large brim of her hat would hide her face more. This outlandish display was not what she expected.

"Are you unwell?" she hissed at him. "People are staring at you like you are a lunatic."

"I'm sorry, but the idea that love can change a person is absurd. It's drivel that women read about in books. Only a fool would believe it was real."

"I happen to believe in it."

"Then you're as foolish as the rest of them." 

She could feel her temper rising, but fought it to avoid making a scene. "My cousin believes it and that's going to work in your favor. If we can convince her that you are a reformed man because of her she will accept your suit."

"So we lie to her?"

"No." The way he put that made her uneasy. "You said you were a changed man. We just attribute it to her and not the near-death experience."

She watched his face for the slightest hint of an expression that would tell her what was on his mind. He showed her nothing. She wished she could hide her emotions the way he did. It would have made things much easier for her in her younger years. 

"Your cousin would have to be a featherbrain to fall for that. I thought she was more than just a pretty face, but now you say I was wrong."

That insult was the final straw. If he was going to ridicule her and her cousin, he could do it without her company. The money alone wasn't worth dealing with his bad attitude. 

"Since you are so certain that you can do this without my help, I might as well just stop offering it. You are more than welcome to walk away if you like. That is something you are good at."

She stood to leave, feeling annoyed by him. His hand shot out to wrap around her wrist. The skin-to-skin contact surprised her and she gasped. 

"You give up too easily."

He should have released her the moment she stopped moving, but he didn't. She stood there staring down at where he held her. There was such a contrast between his hand and hers. His was golden tan, pressed against her paleness. 

"I know I can be difficult." His thumb began slowly rubbing against her wrist, causing her pulse to race. She had removed her gloves when she arrived but now wished she had that barrier to protect her.

"I promise to try and be a better student."

He gave her that boyish smile again and she could feel her frustration melt away. That smile had gotten him out of plenty of trouble in the past no doubt. It was hard to resist him when he wanted to disarm a lady. Even a lady who was as logical as Eloisa couldn't be immune to it. 

"Besides, if you leave now you will miss the tasty breakfast they serve," he added.

Before she could ask what breakfast he was talking about, the door to the kitchen opened and two servants entered carrying trays. After setting them on the table, they lifted the lids and such delicious smells filled the room that Eloisa could feel her mouth start to water. 

"I ordered it on my way in." Thomas reached one of his long fingers for a piece of bacon. "One of the benefits of being a duke is not waiting for service. Since I became blind I have found I have a blood-hounds sense of smell and this teased me even before it came out." 

"Do you also have this appetite? I might want to be careful where I put my fingers."

"I seldom bite." He laughed. "At least not without an invitation."

He gave her that look again, the one that made her skin tingle. She couldn't continue to look at him when he had that smoldering expression. It made it difficult to carry on a normal conversation. 

"This does look good." Eloisa hesitated only a second more before sinking back into the chair. Her hunger was too much to ignore. "I find it hard to believe you could smell it from the kitchen." 

Thomas arranged a tiny plate of food for her. "You would be surprised at how the other senses become enhanced when one of them is taken away."

"I remember reading once that a blind man could hear a heartbeat from another room." Eloisa’s statement had slipped out without thought, but Thomas just laughed. 

"I don't think I've ever done that but I can overhear other people's conversations more easily."

Eloisa thought about how often she had been guilty of eavesdropping during her first season. That had been her favorite part of being ignored. "That could be a remarkable skill to develop."

"Would you like to try and enhance your own senses?" He looked at her with barely restrained enthusiasm. "We could try something as an experiment."

Before she could object, Thomas had moved and stood beside her chair. She seldom felt small in comparison to most men, since she was such a tall woman, but with Thomas she did. 

"Close your eyes," he said, in a voice too low for anyone else to hear. "No peeking."

Her first instinct was to refuse, but something rebellious inside her said yes and she did as she was told. She felt him lift away her plate before she knew that he was going to. It left her hands empty in her lap, waiting for what he was going to do next. 

"Are you frightened?" His breath was warm against her cheek, indicating how close he was. 

"No."

She heard him laugh, a low rumbling sound that tickled her ear.

"Perhaps you should be." 

The darkness helped her focus more on her other senses, which were running wild with the new experience. 

"We will start simple. What do you hear?" 

Eloisa focused to try and get past the rapid beating of her own heart. The steady sound of his breathing moved slowly from her left side to the right, but she didn't want to give that as an answer. Beyond that she could make out the sounds of the other patrons talking. If she tried, Eloisa found she could even make out pieces of their conversation. 

"The two ladies next to us are discussing a boring sermon from last Sunday. One of them spent the time thinking about a new pair of shoes." She giggled a little.  

"Good, now what about the scents in the room?" 

There was the delicious food she had been eating before, still close at hand. She wondered if it was under her nose. Having only nibbled a bit before her plate was taken, Eloisa felt her mouth water. It took every ounce of her restraint not to ask for him to give it back. That would end what little dignity she was still clinging to. 

As she sniffed the air she realized there was another scent. It was something she couldn't identify but recognized as being male. It was a scent only Thomas had and Eloisa knew she would always be able to recognize it. Something about it was indulgent to her and she inhaled deeply. 

"You are enjoying the lesson." His voice was low, barely a whisper. "Perhaps this is the way to seduce a woman's mind."

She would have argued with him but when she parted her lips he slipped in a piece of apple. The sweet juice ran down the back of her throat. Tiny drops ran from the corners of her mouth. She felt his warm fingers wiping it away. She tried to chew slowly, savoring the sweetness. She was surprised at how much more she enjoyed it when she focused on the taste. To show him she was ready she let her mouth fall open slightly, so it would be easy for him to feed her the next bite. 

The warmth of his breath passed over her lips. He swallowed her gasp as his mouth took advantage of the opportunity and deepened the kiss. Eloisa had been kissed once while she was abroad, but it didn’t come close to this. The intensity of it was a singular experience. When he pulled away she was panting. The sound of her own heart beating rang in her ears. She could hear his breathing was as ragged as hers. 

"Perhaps I should have chosen a better way to demonstrate the sensation of touch."

She blinked against the brightness of the sunlit room when she opened her eyes. His handsome face was only inches from her. The closeness made her uncomfortable and she placed her hands on his shoulders to push him away. She was surprised by the muscle she felt beneath his jacket.  

"I suppose that is another form." He sounded amused as he moved to sit back in his seat.

Her lips felt swollen and she reached up to touch. How irritating that he appeared unaffected by what happened between them. Quickly Eloisa looked around but no one appeared to have noticed what happened. 

"I wouldn't recommend taking such liberties with my cousin, you might find yourself at the end of a dueling pistol," Eloisa collected her thoughts as quickly as possible. "She carries one in her bag at all times."

He had the nerve to smile at her reprimand. "The worst that could happen is I’d be forced to marry her and that's my goal, so it wouldn't be too inconvenient."

"Only a snake would resort to such means with a lady."

His face sobered immediately.

"There are plenty of people who claim I am such an animal." The words were ground out through clenched teeth. "Are you one of those people?"

At first Eloisa was too startled to speak, but when she did the words came out carefully. She wanted him to know that she meant every word of it. 

"No, I don't think you are as bad as they claim, at least not anymore." 

His facial expression relaxed and his warm smile returned. Once again he looked like the carefree charmer. 

"Good, because I find I need as many allies as possible these days."

"Allies? You make it sound like war." She couldn't help but giggle at the notion. 

"The battle of the sexes has a lot in common with war." He winked one of those blue eyes at her. "I just don't want to be another casualty." 

Eloisa couldn't help it and she laughed out loud. Not the restrained laughter most women were allowed, but something genuine. She even attempted to muffle the sound with her hands but she was unsuccessful. Embarrassed at her unladylike behavior, Eloisa felt her cheeks turn red as she stuttered an apology.  

"I wish more women would be so open with their behavior." Thomas said. "It would be such a relief to know exactly what they were thinking at the moment."

"I thought you enjoyed the games that ladies played?"

"The challenge is what a man enjoys, but only if he feels confident of winning the prize."

"You have more than enough confidence."

He didn't answer and Eloisa realized that she might be wrong in her assumptions about him. If the gossips thought he was no longer the man he used to be, perhaps he thought that as well. That would explain the single-minded pursuit of her cousin. Winning the right bride would be a way to return to his glory in the eyes of the ton.  

"I hope you are not feeling pity for me," Thomas finally said. "I wouldn't want to ruin the disgust you already had."

It was a joke but the smile he wore didn't reflect in his voice. He didn’t want her pity. Pride was important to him.

"You have nothing to worry about in that regard. I can't feel pity for a man who still has so much." Eloisa hoped her voice sounded as haughty as the words indicated. 

"Enough to keep you interested in our bargain at least."

This time his smile was real, a flash of white peeking out at the world. The heavy moment had lifted and Eloisa felt weight being lifted from the room. She was able to let go of a deep breath she didn't even realize she had been holding. 

"I assume you have some kind of plan in mind?" said Thomas.

"I'm working on one. I just needed to make sure you were still going to be willing to participate."

"I will follow your lead." He bowed his head to her and she giggled.

Eloisa needed to get back before Sarah noticed she was missing. She stood to go and Thomas rose like the gentlemen he was. They had enjoyed their time together, but there was still something nagging at her and she knew it would continue to bother her if she didn't ask.

"Do you remember me from when we met my first season in London?" she asked, keeping her back to him so that she wouldn't have to watch his confused expression. 

"That was a long time ago. Too much has happened for me to remember every detail."

"Not details, just my face. Do you remember my face at all?"

He didn't answer, which gave her all the answer she needed. "I guess I just needed to know for sure."

"I was a different man then. I didn't notice a lot of things I should have."

"I understand." The truth was she understood too well. Eloisa had always been the one everyone forgot. At least he hadn't lied to her about it. "I will let you know what the next part of the plan is."

She took her exit quickly, slipping out the door and into the bright sunlight. There was going to be enough work to keep her mind busy and diverted from a handsome duke.
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THOMAS COULDN'T STOP thinking about the surprising turn his meeting with Eloisa had taken. He couldn't remember the last time he had done something so scintillating and wicked. Especially not in a public place, in broad daylight and with all his clothes on.

It had not been a wise decision to toy with her, because he had been equally affected by it. The quiet little noise she had made while tasting the fruit had brought on a powerful surge of lust in him. His imagination was left free to think about her lips as she tasted each bite. That was when he had lost his restraint and kissed her. It had been a relatively chaste kiss compared to many others he had enjoyed over the years but it had stirred something inside him. 

It was her reaction to it that puzzled him most. Eloisa had cultivated this image of being a proper spinster, yet her response to him was evident. She clearly hid a passionate nature behind all the logical behavior. Thomas just couldn't understand why. It was that thought that kept his mind busy until he heard the chatter of his mother and her friends in the house. 

"Hello, ladies," said Thomas, entering the parlor filled with the sounds women. "I hope you don't mind a little male company today."

"Of course not. A handsome man is always welcome."

Thomas would have recognized April Caswell’s voice anywhere. One of his mother’s oldest friends, she was a soft spoken woman with a shy smile, and pockets of candy for him when he was a child. No doubt her sister May sat next to her on the sofa. They were twins, with matching brown hair and hazel eyes. Visually, the ladies were impossible to tell apart, like bookends. 

Thomas reached in the direction of her voice for her hand. "Your flattery will make me blush."

He placed a kiss across the soft wrinkled hand and heard both sisters giggle like young girls. 

"Shame on you for being such a flirt." Another familiar voice came from his right. 

"Mrs. Wallace, I find it difficult to refrain from it in such company." He flashed a smile at Colonel Wallace’s widow, Beatrice. "A man can't change his nature, which you of all people should understand."

The colonel had died almost ten years ago, but his widow's loss still felt fresh. He had been a man always eager for battle, whether fighting foreign enemies or his own spirited wife. It had been a shock to everyone when he passed away quietly in his sleep. 

"I believe there are two more ladies in the room..." He turned towards the soft scent of citrus. "I think I picked the right day to join you."

He should have been angry that Eloisa didn't tell him she would be visiting. He could guess her cousin was there as well. He would have liked to prepare for their arrival. 

"We thought this was a ladies society."

He heard the sharp tone in Sarah's voice, but didn't take it to heart. "It is, but I had hoped you would make an exception. I promise not to be a bother."

"Too late for that," Sarah muttered under her breath. 

He decided to ignore the comment, taking the empty seat beside his mother. "What topic were you discussing?"

"Art." His mother cheerfully interjected. "More specifically the depiction of women in most art."

"I thought the female form was the most revered in the art world."

He heard all the ladies giggle. 

"Only a man would think that," commented one of the Caswell sisters. "Women are most often depicted, but not always in a flattering way. Too often they are symbols of temptation or evil."

Trying to recall the small amount of art he had learned about when he was younger, Thomas tried to find a good argument against their claim. Sadly he found he couldn't. "Maybe men paint women simply because they are prettier to look at."

"But art is supposed to mean something, not just serve as decoration."

"Lady Sarah, can't art, like women, be both?" He was amused when his remark was met with silence. "Beauty can give a woman a great deal of power."

He continued on, feeling more confident now. "Look at Cleopatra. She managed to use her beauty to weaken the enemy."

"Which was only a success because her enemies were men."

Thomas knew he shouldn't laugh, because she said it so earnestly, but he couldn't help it. "If you want me to agree that my sex is vulnerable to the allure of beauty, than I will do so easily. I only ask that you admit your sex sometimes takes advantage of it."

"Perhaps some do, but I don't."

"Then you are missing out, because surely you have the most power to wield."

"If you thought that compliment would flatter me, then you know less about women than you do about art."

This was not the way the conversation was supposed to go. Thomas used all the tricks of flirtation that he knew and they were having no effect on her. There was no way for him to know if it was because she was unique in her resistance, or if he was simply not as charming as he thought. The idea that he was the failure left a bitter taste in his mouth.

"I don't think anyone has ever told me I was inexperienced when it came to women." Thomas felt his jaw tighten as he struggled to keep his voice even.

"They haven't told you, but they no doubt told each other. Women often choose to lie for the sake of a man's ego, but will divulge the truth when they are alone."

"Doesn't that make them the villains? If they want us to change they should let us know what we are doing wrong."

The response to that was the laughter of every woman in the room. His cheeks grew red at the sound. 

"Darling, you must not realize how delicate men are. They couldn't handle it if women were honest with them all the time." His mother tried to breathe while still laughing. "It's our obligation to support them and guide them, but only as long as they don't know that we are doing it."

"You haven't done that with me."

Again they were laughing in unison, only it was almost uncontrollable now. Beatrice was practically rolling in her seat from the feel of the cushions. This had to be the peak of embarrassment for any man. Thomas didn't like the idea that he had been handled by his own mother. Asking for her assistance proved to be less of an advantage than he expected.

"It's a matter of trust." His mother was the only one speaking to him. "A man should be able to trust that the women in his life have his best interest in mind. If they do, then any manipulations on their part are for his own good."

The fact that the system depended on trusting a woman's motives made it difficult for him to agree with. After he lost his sight, women became less interested in seeking him out. They flocked to him when he was the unattached bachelor, but refused to seek out his company as the recovering invalid. Reclaiming that position was one of the reasons he was driven to succeed in society again.

"We were just about to leave," his mother said. "I was going to take the young ladies with us to visit Morton Hospital."

That was the place that Thomas has been forced to stay while he recovered. They specialized in teaching those who became suddenly blind or deaf. Dr. Morton was the instructor who taught Thomas how to live again. As grateful as he was to the man, he never wanted to return for a visit. He opened his mouth to decline when he heard Eloisa answer for him.

"His Grace would honor us if he joined us. I bet his story about being there is fascinating."

That was not a subtle hint to him that going would further his cause. "Of course, I would love to visit my old haunt."

There was the clatter of china and ruffling of skirts as the group of ladies stood to depart. There were too many people to fit in one carriage so the separated. Thomas ended up sitting next to Eloisa and across from her cousin, with his mother in the corner. It was tight, but not so close that he couldn't whisper to his neighbor.

"Was this part of your new plan?" he hissed out of the corner of his mouth. 

"No, I'm afraid Sarah surprised me after I got home. Your mother had sent the invitation and we couldn't decline," Eloisa whispered under her breath. 

Perhaps his mother had decided to take his courtship into her own hands. He was going to have to talk to her about her involvement in his romance. It was not necessary for her to be arranging meetings when he already had Eloisa to do that. 

When they arrived, Thomas extended his arm in an offer to escort one of the ladies, hoping Lady Sarah might take it. After moments that stretched on until he was quite uncomfortable someone took it. The scent of oranges lingered. 

"We are thrust together again." He gave her a wry smile.

"Only because my cousin took to Mrs. Wallace's side before I could." They were both speaking in tones low enough not to be heard by the others. "Next time I will be sure to be move faster."

"Is my company so terrible then?"

"No, but our pairing doesn't help our cause."

He should have been as disappointed as she was, but he wasn't. The thin shreds of his dignity felt relieved to get a small rest from the pursuit of Sarah. He was going to need to lick his wounds before battling her again. 

"Must it always be business with you?" He looped her hand over his arm and felt the electric spark again. "It won't hurt our cause for you to enjoy yourself. I plan to."

He said that to calm her nerves but his own were coming to life. The combination of her warm body moving beside him and the scent of her in the air was enough to fuel his imagination. It felt like the room was getting warmer. Thomas tried to clear his mind of such thoughts as the trailed after the rest of the group.

The hospital was a large manor house on St. James that had been turned into a home for the deaf and blind. It was expensive, so only those who had a rich family could afford that kind of discreet care. Thomas recognized the place by scent and sound as soon as they entered the front hall. The memories flooded back and he broke into a sweat. 

"Welcome." He heard the sound of Dr. Morton approaching. "I'm always glad to see you ladies. I see there are a few new faces and one old friend."

Dr. Morton was the son of a British ambassador and a Chinese mother. He was raised in the Far East and embraced much of that culture. The man was persistent in helping his patients, even those who didn't want his help. Thomas knew from experience how determined the good doctor could be. It felt good to be shaking his hand again after so much time.

"Would you like to guide the tour?" the doctor asked him. 

"A few things might have moved, so I better let you lead," Said Thomas.

As they walked through the parlors that the patients occupied on the first floor, Thomas struggled not to let his anxiety show. Every inch of this place reminded him of the worst time in his life. Other might be proud that they survived, but he was just bitter about what it cost him. He cringed with every hand he shook and could feel disgust crawling across his skin.  

"Are you feeling well?" Eloisa asked, whispering to him while the doctor talked about one of the newest patients. "You look like you are on the verge of being sick."

"I am."

Thomas felt his stomach starting to roll. If he didn't find a private room soon he was going to toss up in front of all the ladies. Using his can to find his direction, Thomas made a hasty retreat from the room and headed towards the door that led outside the back of the house. He needed to feel the space and the fresh air to clear his mind.

"What's wrong with you?"

He should have expected Eloisa would follow him out but he hoped she would respect his privacy enough not to. She must not realize that people need to be alone. If Thomas wanted to be free of her company he was going to have to be more forthright. 

"I came out here so I wouldn't have to talk about it. Now go back inside," he said, trying to sound as forceful as possible.

"You are almost green in color. Should I get the doctor?"

"I told you to just leave me alone."

"I can't hear people when they sound absurd."

"Then maybe you need to see the doctor."

He heard her giggle and felt himself smiling again. Thomas took the first big breath since he arrived.

"You really don't like this place," she said.

"No. I don't like the memories from that time in my life." Thomas admitted. "It was difficult for me to be weak and need help from others."

"You must have a different idea of weakness, because I think you must have been strong to go through something like that."

"If you saw me then you would have pitied me."

"I imagine you would pity me if you saw me now. The spinster chaperone isn't exactly something to be proud of." Eloisa tried to laugh but it sounded brittle. "At least you still have your good looks. Some of us must manage without."

Every time she said something unflattering against her own appearance, Thomas wanted to shake her. Somewhere in her past someone had convinced her she held no appeal and now she couldn't accept anything different. It amazed him how the opinions of others formed a person’s identity, both good and bad. 

She didn't give any resistance when he pulled her closer, wrapping one of his arms around her waist. They were facing each other and with his other hand he brushed his fingers along her chin, tilting it up. The pulse he felt under his palm quickened when he cupped her face. A slight trembled passed through her entire body.

"How many times do you need to hear how beautiful you are before you start to believe it?" Thomas continued to hold her face steady, not letting her turn away. "Even without being able to describe the details, I know the face I'm holding is lovely."

There was a gasp as he removed his hand from her chin and began brushing his fingertips across her face. His thumb went across her eyes, which had delicately arched eyebrows. A tiny nose was perched between them. There was no reason for him to explore the shape of her lips because his memory was vividly clear about them.

"Do I feel pretty?" Her soft voice whispered.

"You feel irresistible."

Just as he was going to give in to the temptation to taste her again they were interrupted by the sound of the garden door opening. Eloisa pushed away so quickly had to use his cane to catch his balance. 

"I was afraid we had lost you," his mother said, without any indication she had seen them together. "A moment longer and I would have sent a search party for you."

His mother only meant that as a joke, but Eloisa sounded guilty when she spoke. "I'm afraid I bothered him with questions about the place."

"She listened to me complain about my wounded ego. You remember how embarrassed I get when I talk about the accident." He said, addressing the direction of where his mother still stood at the door. "I'm afraid I made Miss Noble pay me compliments again. You know how my vanity can be."

His mother laughed and he could hear Eloisa let out a deep sigh. He enjoyed the time they were alone but it was better if they didn't get caught. If his mother had noticed they were missing, the other ladies, including Sarah, did too. He wouldn't want her getting the wrong idea about his intentions at this point. 

"I believe the ladies are ready to leave, and we don't want to be left behind." His mother tried to be polite but he heard the reprimand in her voice. "I'm beginning to wonder if I taught you any manners growing up."

That was as close as his mother would get to chastising him but it worked. Thomas felt his cheeks grow warm with embarrassment. Even a duke could be brought to heel by his own mother. 

"My apologies. It must have been my father's influence." He said. "I still need to be reminded that I'm a gentleman it seems."

"I will have to keep hoping there's a woman out there who is up to the challenge," his mother said, giving him a playful pat on the arm. 

"Something we both hope for." He replied. 

His mother took Eloisa with her and left Thomas to follow behind.  Thomas took a minute to gather his thoughts, which were scattered in all directions by now. He was no longer the same man he had been when he first came here, even if his appearance hadn't changed. The differences with him were now much deeper.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 9

[image: image]




A FEW DAYS LATER THE girls were delighted when they received invitations to a garden party being given by Lord Morris Stanhope. The gentleman was a well-known horticulturist and his garden parties were highly popular. Members of the Royal Horticultural Society frequently held meetings there. It was considered quite an accomplishment to get an invitation.

When they arrived, Eloisa was in awe of all the lush green surrounding her. His house appeared like any other on the crowded London street, but once the guests were led through it, they realized he had built a lovely garden in back. He had even shortened the size of his house to accommodate it. There were statues placed around the wide-open space, with different flower types accompanying them and in the back there was a large hedge maze. The last part was what the gentleman was most well known for. 

"I can't believe how kind the duchess is being to us," Sarah whispered in Eloisa’s ear. "This is such an honor and she is wonderful to share it with us."

"This is hardly for my benefit." Eloisa felt the need to remind her cousin of the real reason they were there. "She’s only hoping to improve things between you and her son. You might want to consider what a wonderful relative she would make." 

"That's at least one thing in his favor."

Eloisa couldn't understand how Sarah could remain so set against Thomas. Aside from how handsome the man was, which was almost sinful, he had performed well in conversation the last time they met. Sarah had commented on how different he was after they left his house. Eloisa hoped her cousin had warmed to him, but now she was back to disinterest. 

"Lord Stanhope, allow me to introduce you to some lovely ladies I have become newly acquainted with." The duchess came forward to link arms with both girls and draw them in.

The older gentleman stepped forward to give them both a bow. He was tall and slim, with a sharp angle to all his limbs. Dressed in a smart blue suit that matched his eyes, there was a merry look about him. The corners of his white mustache were turned upwards as he smiled at them.

"If I had known there would be so many beauties in attendance I would have spent more time on my own appearance." He reached up to give a tug on his white hair, which was slightly longer than fashionable under the tilted hat he wore. 

"Continue to flatter us and you will turn our heads." April turned a bright red behind the pale pink fan she held. 

"I couldn't think of a more admirable goal than gaining the attention of you and your friends."

It was hard not to notice that he had placed an emphasis on April. Her cheeks reddened more deeply as she averted her eyes from him. Eloisa could barely contain a giggle as she watched the two of them flirting so at their age.

Eloisa didn't hear anyone walk up behind her, but felt a tingle across her skin and knew that Thomas was there. She watched as the ladies all focused their eyes where he must have been standing.  With deliberate stiffness she turned to face him. 

"Lord Powell."

One side of his mouth quirked up at the abrupt greeting. "Would you ladies mind if I joined you?"

The others in the group were nodding their heads vigorously and chattering agreement, but he waited on Sarah's response. Of course he knew she wouldn't be able to refuse, and Sarah and greeted him with the narrowing of her eyes.

"I hope you don't mind my intrusion, Lord Stanhope, but I couldn't let you keep all the beauties to yourself," Thomas said.

Thomas smiled in a way that could easily make a girls heart flutter, if she were inclined to such things. It was a good thing Eloisa wasn't. She looked at her cousin and was surprised to see Sarah blushing. That was encouraging.

Lord Stanhope gave Thomas a playful pat on the shoulder. "There is more than enough good company to go around."

"I was hoping to remove some of the company and show Lady Sarah some of the statuary you have."

"My cousin and I would be delighted, Your Grace."

"I'm afraid I might have turned my ankle a bit getting out of the carriage." Knowing this might be a rare opportunity to give him an advantage, she didn't want to waste it. "I don't think I should be walking on it much. Why don't you go look at the statues without me? As long as you stay close, where I can still see you of course."

"I wouldn't want to leave you alone."

The look Sarah slid in the direction of the duke showed where her real concern was. She had more than enough reason not to want to be alone with such a well-known charmer. Even in broad daylight he posed a veritable threat to a woman's reputation, but she reminded herself it was in Sarah's best interest. 

"There are plenty of others to keep me company." She smiled brightly at the glare her cousin gave her.

"There is a statue of Diana along the eastern wall that I believe would be of great interest to you." He gave Sarah a heart-melting grin. "I would love to hear your opinion of it."

Never before had she heard a man's voice sound so seductive, especially in the company of so many people. She felt her cheeks grow warm and when she looked at Sarah she saw her blushing as well. 

Having no further excuses to use against him, Sarah agreed with a muttered yes. Eloisa watched her cousin place her delicate hand on the arm of his jacket so that he could lead her away. This should have been a moment of victory but she felt little joy. 

"Where are they going?" Lord Bittleby suddenly appeared. He carried with him two glasses of refreshments and swiveled his head around to watch Sarah walk away. 

"I'm afraid my cousin has gone to look at some of the statuary, but I'm sure she will return shortly." Eloisa smiled up at him as she took one of the glasses he held. "I'm so glad you brought me something to drink, since I am suddenly so parched. It was a thoughtful gesture."

She knew there was no way he could correct her without pointing out that it was intended for Sarah. That would have been rude and Lord Bittleby was most certainly a proper gentleman. Eloisa watched his face pucker as she sipped the punch. She was grateful it kept him from seeing her smile. 

"Lady Sarah shouldn't be allowed to wander off alone."

"She is hardly alone." Eloisa wondered why she enjoyed his discomfort so much. "I believe Lord Powell is keeping her company."

Lord Bittleby’s head snapped up and he glared across the garden. When he located them standing near the garden wall his eyes narrowed. 

"You trust him to be alone with her?" 

Eloisa looked over at the couple. They were standing close, but not near enough to be touching. Sarah was animated as she spoke, waving her hands in front of them. Thomas had his head tilted towards her while he listened. Everything was proper and decent. 

"They are well within our line of vision, so there isn't much to worry about." Lord Stanhope said, giving the disgruntled lord a pat on the shoulder. "I'm sure she would appreciate your concern though." 

He nodded but continued to glare as the couple. "Perhaps I should go and join them."

"I would rather you stay and keep me company." She ignored the look of shock on Lord Bittleby's face as she attempted to give him a flirtatious smile.

He gave a few rapid blinks that brought him back to the moment. "Of course."

Letting her hand continue to rest on his arm, she tilted her head up at him as she had often seen other ladies do. She was an astute observer of human behavior and talented at imitating others. A slow sweet smile was the finishing touch. 

"I had been hoping to enjoy your company myself." Her voice was softer than normal.

Lord Bittleby struggled to recover from the shock of her change in behavior. She was more than willing to wait while he collected his wits to respond. Like a fish, his mouth bounced up and down. 

"I never knew," he finally stuttered. 

"Of course not." She lowered her eyes to look up at him from beneath her lashes. "A lady never wants to let a gentleman know her thoughts, since the mystery is much more interesting."

Watching the lord's reaction brought her a giddy sense of satisfaction. The man was at a complete loss again due to her assault of charm.

"I believe Lord Stanhope is giving them a tour of his maze. That should be interesting," said Eloisa. "Would you be willing to escort me?"

She could see that he was confused by the change in her behavior. The young, chubby-faced lord hadn't been out in London when Eloisa had her season and she had acted like the proper chaperone while he courted Sarah. Now she flirted with him like a well-experienced courtesan. It took him a few minutes to respond with a reluctant nod.

With April securely at his side, Lord Stanhope began leading the group into the cool shade of the garden maze. The shrubbery walls were well tended and towered well over seven feet tall. Eloisa could imagine getting lost in such a place and it was an appealing idea. She closed her eyes for a few minutes to enjoy the silence of it.

Opening her eyes again, she found that they had fallen behind the rest of the group and were now alone in the aisles of the maze. If it had been any other man, such as Thomas, Eloisa might have been worried about her virtue. Lord Bittleby gave her no such anxiety. 

"Are we friends?" he asked as they turned another corner, going deeper into the cool shade of the maze. 

The question was so unexpected she almost tripped over her own feet. 

"Friends?"

"I know that you have tried to be kind to me in my courtship of your cousin, but I had hoped that we had also become friends." He stopped them, turning to face her with a solemn expression. "The kind of friends who are always honest with each other."

Her stomach flipped as she stared into his earnest face. She could guess what direction this conversation was going to go and desperately wanted to avoid it. It just wasn't in her to be the one who broke his heart with the truth. Before he could ask the dreaded question about Sarah's affection Eloisa pulled away from him.

"We should find the rest of the group before they notice we are missing," she said and started to walk briskly away from him. 

Eloisa could hear the sound of Lord Bittleby's feet crunching the ground as he tried to catch up. Even in the tight confines of her skirt, Eloisa moved quickly through the aisles. She focused on getting past one turn and then another without looking back to see how close he was. When she felt his hand close around her arm, it jerked her to a stop.   

"What the devil is wrong with you?" Lord Bittleby yelled as he whipped her around to face him. "You just took off while I tried to speak with you. It was about an important matter." 

"I didn't know that."

"I'm fairly certain you did."

His hand tightened around her upper arm enough to become uncomfortable. She tried to pull away but he wouldn't release her. Her heart thudded inside her chest but she tried not to let her expression change. 

Keeping her voice calm, she said, "If you have something to ask me, you are more than welcome to ask me now." 

"I'm not sure if I can trust you to give me an honest answer now."

"I guess the choice is yours then."

She lifted her eyebrows and looked at him with a chilly stare. It was a challenge she threw at him. His lips opened and closed a few times before he spoke. 

"I want to know if Lady Sarah is sincere in her affections for me." 

Eloisa could still feel him squeezing her arm, so she had to be careful of her response. "I'm not gifted enough to read the mind of my cousin, so anything I say will simply be a guess on my part."

The color brightened in his cheeks and his eyes narrowed. "Then give me your best guess about her feelings for me."

Lying had never been something Eloisa was good at. Her face always gave her away. She was now certain if she tried to lie Lord Bittleby would know. That would only enrage him further. 

"I believe my cousin is fond of you, but not more than any of the other gentlemen she has met."

The grip on her arm tightened to the point where she couldn't help but gasp. With his mouth pressing tightly into a thin line, Lord Bittleby pulled her closer. She could smell the tea he had with breakfast this morning. 

"I had been led to believe I was more in her favor than the others." The words were forced through his clenched teeth. 

"Not by me or my cousin." Eloisa became more and more frightened of the man. "If you took her polite behavior as more, then you can only blame yourself."

Raw anger flashed in his hazel eyes and for the first time Eloisa wondered if she might be struck by a man. Her fear must have shown because a sick smile slid onto Lord Bittleby's face. It was a smile she had never seen on him before. It was the closest thing to evil she had witnessed. 

"Both you and your heartless cousin encouraged my pursuit." His lips moved but his teeth never parted. "It must have been amusing for you both to watch me make a fool of myself. I can only imagine the hours you spent laughing at my expense."

His own sharp laughter bit the air. It made Eloisa wince. "How long would you have continued to string me along? Through the entire season or even longer than that?" 

"We were not stringing you along, at least not intentionally." She was sure his hand would be leaving a bruise as he squeezed tighter. "We didn't mean to hurt you. You are a friend to us."

The bright red in his cheeks bloomed as a loud hiss escaped through his lips. The way his eyes bulged made him look like a mad man, which was what he apparently was. The words she had hoped would calm him only enraged him further. 

"Friend? I'm to be just a friend?"

With each word he jerked her arm and it made her teeth rattle. "It is not friendship I am looking for." 

"Then you will be disappointed."

The man had lost control of his sanity and could be dangerous to her, but she still couldn't help her remark. Being a victim was not a role she was comfortable with and her instincts compelled her to stand up to him. If she couldn't do so physically, she would have to rely on her verbal skills.  

The last thread of his restraint snapped and he began to shake her violently by both arms now. She would have tried to call out for help but she was afraid if she opened her mouth she might bite off her own tongue. 

"You will regret this. I will make sure both of you regret this."

She was already regretting a lot of things, but mostly her choice to be trapped in this maze. She never should have let them get separated from the rest of the group. If Lord Bittleby decided to do something violent, there was nothing she could do to stop him. 

With a jerk, he pushed her backwards against the sharp shrubbery and pressed his full weight against her. Even through the thick fabric of her jacket and dress Eloisa felt the sharp branches stabbing at her. There was a wetness against her shoulder and she worried she had ruined her dress with blood. There was barely enough room for her to breath, so she couldn't get enough to scream. 

"You are not even close to your cousin in beauty, but you aren't without charms." Lord Bittleby moved to hold both her arms with one hand above her head and the other slipped down to her ribcage. "I might enjoy venting my frustrations on you. You might even enjoy it."

She flinched when he moved his hand up under her jacket. 

"Everyone knows spinsters have hidden desires." He said. 

His hand came into contact with the underside of her breast and Eloisa reacted swiftly by bringing up her knee. It made solid contact if his grunt was any indication. Having the wind knocked out of him made Lord Bittleby release his hold on her in order to double over. Eloisa knew it was an unseemly place to hit a man, but clearly effective. Before he could collect himself she had taken off at a run. 

She didn't hear anyone following her but she didn't dare slow down until her lungs were burning for air. Within the confines of her clothing she could barely breathe. When she finally collapsed on the edge of a stone fountain her legs tingled beneath her skirt. 

She had been running, choosing her path without thought and now she found she was lost. The only sounds she heard were the gentle rumble of an oncoming storm. She looked to see dark clouds forming overhead quickly. It wouldn't be long before the rain started, but she had no idea what to do.
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"HAVE YOU EVER BEEN in love, Your Grace?" Sarah's voice was soft and wistful. 

This could be the perfect opportunity for Thomas to declare his intentions to her with the promise of love. He'd done that with more than one woman before and it had never bothered him. They were just words after all. He opened his mouth but the words were caught in his throat. Then he felt her hand come to rest on his arm.

"It's an extremely personal question, I know." She moved closer to him and he could hear her more clearly above the wind. "But you have so much more experience with the world than I do."

"I might have had more experiences but none that have led to falling in love. In that regard, you and I are both inexperienced." He wasn't sure why he would be so honest with her but that was the only answer that felt right. 

"You aren't at all what I expected."

"Oh? Am I even better-looking in person?"

Her laughter was soft and bubbly, but didn't compel him like the deeper, richer laughter of Eloisa. Once again his mind wandered into thoughts it shouldn't. 

"That wouldn't be possible considering how handsomely you are described." He was happy that she hadn't removed her hand.

"Really? What do they say?"

"Mostly foolish nonsense about you being a golden beauty. It is an outlandish description for a man."

"Perhaps I started such a rumor to feed my own struggling ego."

"I have never seen an ego more robust than yours."

Again she laughed and Thomas began to feel quite pleased with himself. Teasing was a good sign that affection might be growing between them. That was worth the slight sacrifice to his ego. 

"You are much easier to get along with than I had expected." Sarah's voice was light. "All those stories painted you in a bad light."

"How so?" now she had caught his interest. 

"They made you sound vain and dismissive, which I would never approve of." He forced his face not to flinch as her words came so close to the truth. "I had expected you to be impossible to talk to, but this has been nice."

That should have made him feel happy, but it didn't. Instead he felt something he suspected might be guilt. Having never felt that before, he wasn't sure. This strange feeling made him say things he normally wouldn't.

"The things you've heard about me." He wanted to stop his words but he couldn't. "All those horrible stories are true. I was a cruel man, who was given everything and appreciated nothing. You wouldn't have thought I was nice then."

"Since I didn’t know you then, I can't make a distinction." She removed her hand and he felt a loss. "I can only judge you as you are now.'

"Which is?"

"A mysterious charmer."

"I'm glad you find me charming since you did not have such an opinion of me when we met."

"I'm afraid I judged you too harshly based on what I had heard." His heart leaped as her hand returned to him. "Can you forgive me for that?"

"I think I could forgive you anything."

Slowly, Thomas reached his hand out to catch her cheek. He felt the warm soft skin under his palm. In his mind, he attempted to paint a picture of her based on what he knew. It was blurred and undefined. The details wouldn't come into focus. 

"Are you going to try to kiss me now?"

Sarah's voice held a note of longing in it that he was familiar with. Before his accident women were often speaking to him in that tone. He had become indifferent to it. Now it made his blood pump faster in his veins. 

He used his hand to guide her face closer. When he could feel her warm breath he parted his lips to capture hers. He swallowed her gasp as they kissed. Keeping in mind that they were still in a public place, Thomas allowed the kiss to linger a moment before pulling away. The skin under his hand grew warm from her blush as he removed it. It felt good to know he could still have such an effect on a beautiful woman. He was only disappointed that his own reaction had been less passionate. 

"That was ... interesting." She had difficulty catching her breath. Thomas smiled at the compliment. 

"I'm glad you enjoyed it."

"Enjoyed what?"

Thomas hadn't heard Lord Bittleby come up from behind him.

"Lord Stanhope's lecture," Thomas replied smoothly. "I believe Lady Sarah has found a new interest."

"A woman's interests are always so fickle." There was something snide in the man' tone that Thomas didn't like. "You can never be sure if they are telling the truth."

"That's a rude comment to make." Thomas felt obligated to chastise the man. "Especially in front of the lady herself."

"I meant no harm, but was simply stating my new-found opinion.”

"Where exactly did you find such an opinion?"

"In the maze, while keeping her cousin company."

Thomas hadn't noticed the sound of anyone else's footsteps approaching. When he sniffed the air there was no citrus scent in it. "Where is Miss Noble?"

"Still in the maze I imagine."

"You just left her there?" Thomas poked the Lord in the chest with one of his fingers. It brushed across a twig that clung to his coat. 

"Lord Bittleby looks like he had some kind of battle with a bush," Lady Sarah commented. "It looks like the bush won."

"It wasn't the bush that put up a fight."

Thomas heard the crack of Sarah's palm across Lord Bittleby's face. He was grateful that her action saved him from hitting the man, which would have been much more damaging. It was easy for him to figure out why Bittleby was covered in shrubbery and it made his temper flare. 

"It looks like every female in the family is uncontrollable," Lord Bittleby spat out. 

"You should go inside before the rain comes," Thomas said to Sarah, not wanting to leave her alone with the snake of a man. "Find my mother and let her know I have gone to find Eloisa, but don't let her alarm anyone." 

Leaning in close enough to smell the sweat and fear on Bittleby, Thomas whispered so that only he could hear him. "You better hope I find her unharmed or you will be stabbed by more than a few twigs."

He shoved the man aside and entered the maze alone. Even with the oncoming rain, it didn't take him long to pick up her scent and follow it through the twists and turns. As he got closer he heard her crying. Not little sniffles but full sobbing. There was even a hiccup. 

Following the sound of her crying was easy, since it was so unrestrained. He made a few wrong turns, but managed to keep going in the right directions.  It was a wonder that nobody else had gone in to find her. As he turned a corner, a twig snapped under his foot and the crying stopped.

"Hello?" Eloisa sounded frightened. "Is somebody there?"

Knowing the petulant Lord had already treated her badly, Thomas didn't want to frighten Eloisa further by sneaking up on her. "I'm certainly somebody."

He heard the rustle of fabric and knew she attempted to compose her appearance. A silly idea, since he couldn't see her, but he didn't stop her. As he moved closer, he felt cool stone brush against his leg through his trousers. This was where she sat, so he lowered himself down beside her. His hand slipped over the edge and into the water of the fountain. 

"Were you looking for Sarah, Your Grace?" she said between staggered breathes. 

"No, she sent me in to find you." He was careful not to get too close to the fountain's edge. "It might rain soon and she was concerned you would get caught in it."

A loud crack of thunder punctuated his words. He felt her jump beside him. Thomas reached out to steady her without thinking. She pressed up against his chest, tucking her head under his chin. 

"Is this fear? I never would have thought you were capable of that." He reached up to stroke her back.

"I'm just so relieved it's you."

"Who else might it be?"

"No one, just someone."

Thomas didn't like it that she was so clearly rattled by what happened with Lord Bittleby. That meant it must have been more than a simple disagreement. Reaching his hand up to her cheek, he could feel her tears. 

"I should pummel that arrogant ass," Thomas said through gritted teeth. 

"I don't know who you are talking about." She tried to pretend she was fine but he wasn't going to let her. 

"You don't have to protect him. The idiot confronted your cousin right in front of me."

Her body trembled as she cried harder against his coat.

"You must think I'm a complete fool for letting myself get caught in such a situation." Pressing her face into his coat muffled her voice.

"There's nothing foolish about trusting those you think are your friends."

"I couldn't tell the difference between a friend and an enemy."

"The trusting nature you have is a gift and one of the best things about you."

Eloisa pulled away slightly but didn't leave the circle of his arms. He enjoyed the warmth of her body being pressed against his. Her scent was wrapped around him, stronger than the coming rain. 

"He accused me of being manipulative and misleading." Her voice waivered. "I have never been either of those as far as I know."

"That man is just a sore loser. He doesn't like the idea that someone would refuse to be in his company. That doesn't give him the right to force himself on a woman."

"Sarah never gave him any fake encouragement and neither did I."

"Then he has no one to blame but himself." 

"He was adamant that it was my fault."

Thomas cupped the soft skin of her cheek in his palm. He felt it startle her, but she didn't pull away. 

"That's because he's not a gentleman." Thomas rubbed her cheek with his thumb. "Nothing he said matters and you shouldn't let it bother you. You know who you are and that's what counts."

"I'm a stubborn woman who is trying to control everything." There was still a little wobble in her voice. 

"No, you are someone who is looking out for the best interest of her cousin. You would not have done anything that you didn't think would help her." Thomas tried to give her a small smile. "You wouldn't let me within ten feet of her if you didn't think I could make her happy. You are a fierce enemy to have."

She didn't reply, but he could hear the sniffling as she thought about what he said. She was not shaking anymore, so her emotions must have been calming down, but she made no movements to push away from him. Thomas was glad, since he enjoyed holding her like this. It was so rare for her to be vulnerable. He felt like he was being let in on a little secret, that she wasn't untouchable. 

"I truly do think you can make a woman much happier than he ever could," she said in a soft whisper.

He wondered if he could make a woman like her happy. It would be a wonderful challenge. Before he could stop himself Thomas leaned in and presses his mouth to hers. He thought she would push him away but she didn't. That only encouraged him to want more. 

Spreading one hand across her back, Thomas pressed her closer so that her head tilted up at a better angle. She tasted so sweet and soft, like none of the experienced women he had kissed before. His heart pounded when he felt her hands slide up to cling to his shoulders. That gave his hunger free reign to deepen the kiss. He wanted more than he had gotten behind the curtain. 

Letting his tongue run along the seal of her lips, he didn't hesitate when they parted. With a passionate surge he dipped into her sweet mouth, wanting to taste everything. He gave himself up to the greedy need until he could feel her struggling for breath. 

"I shouldn't be taking advantage of you." Thomas pulled away to place kisses along her jaw. "I shouldn't yet I can't figure out how to stop."

"I don't want you to stop."

The thick sultry sound of her voice saying those words only made him hunger for her more. To know that she wanted it as much as he did even if she was too innocent to know what that meant, was beyond tempting. Even though he had wanted to protest, his mouth refused to listen. There was no reasoning with passion once it was ignited.

Thomas let his hands pass between them to where the buttons were on her jacket. He managed to undo them without breaking the kiss, proving he still had some of his rakish skills. Eloisa 's skin felt softer than rose petals were his fingers stroked along the neckline of her dress. He was carefully listening to her whimpers as he slipped one hand under the fabric to caress the fullness of her breast. The nipple was already hard and rubbing against his palm where he reached beneath her corset. 

Somewhere in the distance there was the sound of thunder. Thomas could feel the coolness of the wind as it whipped around them. It made her body feel that much warmer when he touched her. He was so focused on Eloisa in his arms that he was shocked by the splatter of rain that hit him. 

"Bloody hell."

Thomas hadn't meant to curse in front of her, but it was the only fitting response as they both got quickly soaked by the rain. This was no light sprinkle but a genuine downpour. Grabbing her hand, Thomas pulled Eloisa in the direction of the mazes exit. 

"How do you know which way it is to get out?"

"Because of my special circumstances I have developed an excellent memory when it comes to pathways."

Without conscious effort he had memorized each turn he had taken when he came into the maze, so it was easy to follow them backward toward the exit with his cane to keep them from hitting the brush. He tried to move as quickly as possible since the rain fell heavily. Eloisa could still have complained about being dragged along, but she didn't. Instead she did an admirable job of keeping up and arranging her clothes back into some manner of decency. 

Once they were free of the maze Thomas only quickened his steps. He didn't hear anything but the thunder and rain. That meant that everyone was already inside. It wouldn't take long for her to be missed and it would do damage to Eloisa's reputation. As he approached, he went towards the doors that led into the dining room. He figured there would be less chance of him running into someone there.

"We should part ways here, in case anyone finds us." Thomas said, slipping them into the house quietly. "It looks less suspicious if we are just two people alone than together."

"Wouldn't want anyone to get the wrong idea."

Her voice caught his attention. "I'm only trying to protect your reputation."

"The only risk to my reputation is being around you."

"So now this is my fault?"

Her sigh echoed in the quiet of the room. "No. It's my fault. I spent my whole life watching people from the outside but I never learned how they worked."

"You are not on the outside anymore."

"Which is why I don't know what I'm doing."

Thomas wanted to say the right words to comfort her but they eluded him. This was the moment for brilliance and he had none. All he could do was mumble an apology that even to his own ears sounded ridiculous. 

"I wish you wouldn't assume this had everything to do with you." Eloisa said. "It makes you sound arrogant. I would have ended up in that sort of situation if you were there or not. At least I had you to rescue me this time."

"You make me sound like a hero." A ridiculous notion. 

"It's better than being the villain."

"I'm more suited to the evil role."

"No, I think you are capable of being both but are more comfortable being bad."

"Go with what you know." He let out a chuckle of self-loathing. 

The room was silent, with only the sound of the storm outside. Neither of them wanted to be the first to leave but if one of them didn't they would be discovered soon. As much as he wanted to stay, Thomas decided he would have to be the one to go. There was no need for a good-bye.  
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THE SIZE OF THE BALLROOM should determine the size of the guest list but in London that wasn't always the case. The ballroom Eloisa found herself in three days after the storm had been painted in various shades of blue, making it appropriate that they were packed in like a school of fish. There was hardly room to breathe yet they continued to attempt to dance. Eloisa tried to make tiny steps with her current partner, Lord Fullerton. 

"I'm not stepping on your toes am I?" The handsome young lord asked as they barely avoided running into another pair. "I'm not used to moving in such tight spaces."

"No and you should be commended for it." Eloisa found him to be easy to talk to, compared to the other gentlemen she had met. "I don't know what the hostess might have been thinking inviting so many people to such a small space."

"I doubt she expected them all to attend. Usually there are at least a few that decline."

"I think everyone in London came." Eloisa winced as another dancer stepped on the hem of her dress. 

"That is partially your own fault," he said, trying to steer her away from another mishap. "Or at least your cousin's. Everyone has noticed she is being courted by the Duke of Ashford."

"Has that become public knowledge?" Eloisa knew that the two gentlemen were friends, but didn't think Thomas would mention his pursuit.

"Gossip has a way of appearing out of nowhere."

Eloisa didn't think the ton was paying that much attention to them. It made her nervous to think people might be watching the courtship as she manipulated it. 

"Have I already lost your attention?"

She realized she had been staring past Lord Fullerton while he talked. "I'm sorry. I was just trying to find my cousin in this crush of people."

"I believe she is talking to the man in question, over to the left."

As he turned her slightly she could see both of them standing near the edge of the crowd. Thomas said something that made Sarah laugh. Eloisa felt her stomach tighten 

"They make an attractive couple." Alex said. "You must be happy for your cousin."

"Of course. They look lovely together."

Something about that statement hurt Eloisa to admit. When she looked at them, they were beautifully matched. Both of them were so golden in their coloring that they practically glowed. Sarah had worn a gown of soft rose that made her skin a subtle pink and it matched the delicate red of his evening vest. Eloisa couldn't even bare to look at them for more than a moment. 

"Do you think it will take long for Thomas to win your cousin's favor enough to make an announcement?" Lord Fullerton asked. 

She let him continue to guide her around without looking at them. "No, I imagine it will all be settled very soon." 

Alex's face formed a frown. Eloisa hadn't stopped to consider that he might be enamored of her cousin as well. He was a handsome young gentleman, but not nearly on the same level as Thomas. She doubted Sarah would even remember meeting the fellow. It was best if she didn't give him any false hope. 

"I believe my cousin is close to accepting his proposal, once he has made it." With less than a week until the Duke's ball, she hoped that was true. 

At first his frowned deepened, then it disappeared. Once again he was the smiling partner he had been before. Clearly he wasn't deeply hurt by the news. 

"What about you then? Do you also have a suitor struggling to win your hand?" asked Alex.

"No, I'm afraid I'm lacking in both beauty and dowry, so I'm beyond all hope," she said with a laugh she had practiced over the last few years. "Some women just aren't meant to be wives."

One of his finely arched eyebrows went up. "That idea doesn't bother you?"

Eloisa gave him the same answer she had been giving for years. "I'm a content woman, with or without a man. I have learned to please myself."

The young lord choked on something temporarily and she was forced to give him a hard pat on the back. That was the reaction she often got from men, though she couldn't understand why. Perhaps they were uncomfortable with a woman's independence. 

"I have never heard a woman make such a bold statement." Alex had regained his composure. "I doubt you even know how bold it was."

Eloisa felt her eyebrows draw together at his cryptic comment. No one had ever called her bold before, but she rather liked the idea. 

"I tried to participate in the marriage market when I came here for my first season." Eloisa found it easy to converse with Alex. "It was hardly a success."

"I heard your mother died shortly after."

"She passed at the end of it."

A lump threatened to form in her throat but she swallowed it away. The absence of her mother had made a difficult situation worse. It might have gone much better if she’d had a woman's influence and guidance. She gave Alex a sharp nod as she pushed away those thoughts. 

"Why haven't you been back since?" he asked.

"I had the opportunity to travel with my father. That was much more exciting than these sorts of events."

"Don't let our hostess hear you say that or she might be crushed."

Eloisa giggled at his mocking tone. No one was ever supposed to voice a negative opinion about society, regardless of how true it might be. 

"How come I don't recall meeting you during my one season?"

"At that time I was still a bit of a rakehell, preferring to spend my time playing cards and other games that gentlemen enjoy."

"Now you don't?"

"My luck changed."

The humor in his face vanished, replaced by a chilling mask. There was still a smile, but it no longer reached his eyes. They were hard now, glaring out above her head. She shivered in his arms.

"I find that I am now in desperate need of a wife with a sizable dowry," said Lord Fullerton. 

A man such as Alex, with a good title and good standing would have no trouble finding a willing heiress. It was just a matter of business, exchanging money for status. Eloisa was glad that she had no dowry, so that she would never have to worry about being pursued for it. 

"Don’t look so sad for me," said Alex. "It was my own careless actions that brought me to this. A man must pay for his sins eventually."

"Did you sin as much as the gossips said?"

"No one ever does as much as the gossips claim." He gave her a wink. "But I tried."

Eloisa tried to imagine what it might have been like if she had met him during her one season in town. He wouldn't have been as charmed by her as he was now, because Thomas hadn't been. The two gentlemen were similar in their interests. Perhaps she had changed more than she realized.

The song ended and Alex began leading her back towards her cousin. A large crowd had gathered around both her and Thomas. Everyone was so smiling and happy, that she felt like she would be interrupting them with her presence. She didn't want to be the person that ruined the perfect picture. Making an excuse to Alex, Eloisa disappeared into the crowd in the opposite direction. 

Hoping to find a place where she could enjoy a few moments alone, she tried to make her way to the doors leading out of the tiny ballroom. That was impossible in the crush of people, so she decided to escape outside through the large glass doors. She wasn't the only one who went out to get some fresh air and the garden was crowded with groups of people. It felt good to close her eyes and take a deep breath.

"What a coincidence finding you out here."

The sharp tone of Lady Harris's voice broke through her calm and made her wince. She took a slow breath before turning to face the abominable woman. As always, she wore a highly fashionable dress with layers of necessary frills and decoration. Both the timid lady’s maid and the annoying lapdog were missing, but that didn't improve things. Being alone with her wasn't likely to make it easier. 

"Why is that, my lady?" Eloisa hoped her voice sounded sincere. 

"I always find you alone." The lady tilted her head back so she looked down her pointed nose at Eloisa. "I suppose that might explain your unmarried state." 

Eloisa was slightly surprised that the lady would be so bold in her attack even if they were alone. "I believe you are also out here without an escort so that hardly indicates a character flaw. Perhaps I just don't want to subject myself to the company of those I don't like."

The old lady’s face brightened a deeper red beneath the paint she wore. Few people had ever spoken to her in such a way, but she richly deserved it. Age and status alone shouldn't give you the right to treat people in such a way. 

Lady Harris narrowed her eyes at Eloisa. "You have been given too much freedom, young lady. It has ruined your manners."

"It has simply ruined my patience with things I don't care for." 

With a broad smile she stepped around the outraged lady and continued to head away from the house. Once she was certain she was far enough away that no one could hear, Eloisa erupted into giggles. Remembering the look on Lady Harris's face made her laugh until tears ran down her face.

"I wonder what has made you so happy." Thomas appeared from the direction of the house wearing a bemused smile. "I hope I'm not the subject of your amusement."

Feeling lighter than normal Eloisa said. "Have you done something I would find amusing?" 

"Someone else must be making you laugh like that. I admit that I'm jealous of that person."

"You shouldn't be. I was laughing at myself." Eloisa saw him raise an eyebrow. "I have become bold recently and find I like it a great deal."

Then it was Thomas’s turn to laugh. "I assumed you had always been like this. It's hard for me to imagine you another way."

"As I recall, you can't remember me at all. I've decided to count it as a stroke in my favor. "

"But that doesn't mean I can't imagine what you were like. I often think I missed out by not spending more time with you back then."

"There must be more interesting things to think about than my past behavior." Eloisa laughed again, letting the sound bubble up without restraint. "I barely even care to think of it. I was dull enough to put you to sleep."

"Then I would simply dream about you."

The cool night air grew warmer as Eloisa gazed up into his blue eyes. There was a respectable distance between them, but she felt as if he was so much closer. His body radiated heat, and she found her hands were compelled to touch him. Without thought she reached for him, placing a hand on his cheek. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 

"You shouldn't be doing that, it's not proper." He spoke but didn't open his eyes.

"I am doing all the improper things these days." She tried to sound light but her voice came out a husky whisper. 

"Sometimes it's good to give in to temptation." 

He opened his eyes again and there was something burning in them that Eloisa had never seen before. Desire was not often focused in her direction. He couldn't see her, but that gleam in his eye made her feel exposed. She tried to pull her hand back but he gripped her wrist to prevent it. 

"Have I gone too far?" He asked. "Are you now wishing you weren't here, alone with me?"

"No." Her voice trembled. Inside her chest her heart beat so loud she wondered if he could hear it as well. 

"Would it change your mind if I told you that you tempt me as well? I find it difficult to fight such desire when I'm around you." 

Eloisa felt her stomach flutter at the thought of such a man desiring her like that. The intensity of his expression proved he was being honest and that made her blush. 

He let out a little chuckle. "You would enjoy tormenting me I think." 

"Only as much as you let me."

He slid her hand along his jaw and placed a kiss in the center of her palm. Eloisa trembled at the intimate contact even through her gloves. His lips felt so soft and full that she imagined them placing kisses all over her body. The thought made her heart race. The expression on his face sharpened as if he  could hear her thoughts.

For the first time she became aware of her own body as a woman’s body. Her skin tingled beneath the fabric of her gown, flushing in response to her desire. She felt her breast grow heavier and fuller, pressing toward his touch. Even lower there was a growing warmth melting into her that she wasn't familiar with but that also felt natural. It was like her body was no longer her own, but reacted only to him. 

"I wonder what it would take to torment you." It was easy for Thomas to remove her gloves. He skimmed his lips across the pulse of her wrist, letting his tongue peek out to taste her sensitive skin. 

"That's a good start."

Her mind struggled to stay focused on being able to speak while he continued to distract her with his mouth. The gentle nip of his teeth was too much and she moaned a response.

"You taste both tart and sweet." He yanked her forward, looping his arm around her to keep her steady. "That's a delicious combination. Few men would be able to resist it."

The mention of other suitors was like a bucket of water on her. It was an abrupt reminder that the man holding her was not her own. Reality cut deep, breaking the spell and compelling her to pull back from him. She moved so quickly that the hem of her dress caught under her feet and she tumbled down. Thomas didn't have time to catch her before she felt the hard ground beneath her backside.

"Eloisa?" Concern was in both his voice and his expression. He was gentleman enough to offer his hand, but she didn't trust herself to touch him, again.

"I thought I heard someone coming." It was a feeble excuse but the best she could do so quickly. "Being caught like that would ruin everything."

"Nobody has been able to sneak up on me since the accident. I didn't hear anything."

"My nerves must be getting the better of me. It has made me reckless and possibly ruined my gown." She managed to get up while putting her gloves back on and inspecting her skirts for any damage. "It looks like I was lucky and nothing in amiss with my appearance."

She faced him and it was clear he didn't believe her at all. Even in the faint light of the garden she could see him frowning. "I would be more worried about your person being hurt than your skirts."

Forcing her voice to sound smooth, Eloisa tried to laugh off the incident. "I'm a disaster trying to walk around in this gown in the dark. I shouldn't have wandered so far away from the light, because now I can't see my own feet."

Her own gown was made of a dark blue velvet, so it wouldn't show any stains from the grass. She was glad it had a higher collar than most of the ladies’ gowns so it would show less of the blush she felt across her skin as well. It was a gown made for a modest chaperone, but also worked well to hide the results of her less modest behavior. 

"Perhaps we are both being reckless out here." His voice still sounded unconvinced but he stepped away. "We can't afford to keep taking such risks. Sarah might notice."

Her stomach sank at his acceptance of their situation. Tears stung at her eyes and she blinked them away.  Some small part of her had thought he might at least resist for a moment.

"Would you like me to escort you in?" He offered her his arm. 

"No, I think it would be better if we entered separately. Less noticeable that way." She smoothed her trembling hands on her shirt. "You go in first. I would like a few more minutes of fresh air."

Those soft lips of his parted for a moment, then tightly sealed shut. He gave a slight bow before leaving to go back into the ballroom. Eloisa stood perfectly still, waiting for her heart to stop beating so wildly. She could feel how warm her cheeks still were, but that could easily be explained by the excitement of the ball. Once she felt certain she looked calm, Eloisa also went back into the crowded ballroom.
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AS THE MUSIC PLAYED Thomas tried to focus on the steps and his partner. They were dancing the waltz, one of the few he could still manage. The key was in allowing his partner to subtly lead his own movements. That should have been easy when he held the most beautiful woman in attendance. The problem was his mind kept drifting back to thoughts of another woman.

Out in the garden he felt an intense desire for Eloisa, which was not something he expected. The fact that it wasn't just a physical need, but possibly something more tender made it more complicated. Such feelings were unfamiliar to him.

He had felt strange pangs of jealousy when she danced with Alex, even though his friend was a decent gentleman. Eloisa would have done well to catch a title such as he had. That didn't make the minutes she was with him go any faster. Then when Alex joined them and Eloisa was missing, Thomas had gone looking for her. That had been a mistake in so many ways. 

"Are you having difficulty?" a feminine voice interrupted his thoughts.

"Excuse me?"

Sarah giggled. "You look like you are concentrating hard on something. I thought you might be trying to remember the steps."

"I tried to picture your beautiful face," he lied smoothly. "Since I have no memories of you, I find it a challenge."

"I could describe myself if you would like."

"No, I prefer to use my own imagination, but I assure you that it's a flattering image." She giggled again and Thomas relaxed a little. 

He didn't need her description because he had already gotten plenty of them from everybody else. People couldn't stop the flowery words of her pretty face or flawless form. Before it had made him want her, but now I made him wonder if their flattery were true. No one was perfect, not even the delectable Lady Sarah.

"What are your flaws?" the question was asked before he could second guess himself. 

He heard her gasp at such a bold question but she didn't immediately respond. Instead it felt like she was thinking it over.

"I've been told I snore," she said finally. "Quite loudly, in fact. I even woke the dog once."

That answer was so unexpected that Thomas couldn't help but laugh. Such bold honesty was not something usually heard from a young lady. It was both refreshing and delightful. Perhaps there was more to her than what could be seen. 

"I promise to take that information to the grave with me." Thomas said once he was able to stop laughing.

He felt her poke him hard in the chest. "If you continue to laugh at me, it might be sooner than you think."

Lady Sarah had a quick wit that matched her cousin’s. He couldn't recall anyone mentioning it in a description of her. He wondered if he might be the only one who knew. Finding these little gems made him feel like he was privileged to a special secret. One he felt he didn't deserve.

"Have you given any thought to my proposal?" He spoke low enough that only she could hear. 

"I have begun to consider it seriously."

That was at least an improvement from before. "Consideration is good, but a favorable decision would be better."

She giggled. "Of course it would, but I still have some doubts about our compatibility." 

"Everyone thinks we would be well suited."

"I don't care about everyone's opinion, only my own and I'm not convinced."

"Tell me what I can do to further my case." Thomas felt like he would be willing to do anything to finally get the answer he wanted. 

Sarah stopped abruptly, forcing him to bump into her. Her hand slipped into his and he pulled through the crowd in a direction he didn't recognize. He soon found himself in the cool seclusion of what must have been an alcove, behind a large potted plant that slapped its leaves against his face. The soft scent of flowers told him they were most likely surrounded by such pots. From his memory there were plenty of these hidden corners in this ballroom and he had first-hand knowledge of how secluded they were.  This was the first time he had been in the reverse role in such a situation. 

"Is there something we needed to discuss in private?" Thomas could hear her nervous breathing and tried to sound relaxed in the hope it would help calm her.

"Yes. Intimacy."

Too shocked to reply Thomas stood there in silence until she spoke again. 

"If we decide to be married intimacy is something we can't avoid." Sarah's voice was firm but the words came out hurried. "I want to be certain that we would be able to tolerate that aspect of marriage. Perhaps even enjoy it."

"Enjoy it?" The words were choked out. 

"Yes, I have heard that if it's done in a certain way both partners can find pleasure in it."

"Pleasure?" Thomas must have sounded ridiculous repeating everything she said but his mind was stuck on the words she used. 

"I'm certain you are familiar with pleasure." She pressed up closer against him. "In many more aspects than I am."

Thomas wondered if Sarah could see the blush he felt warming his cheeks. Even in this secluded alcove, anyone could be passing by and hear them. That would be enough to cause the gossips to go wild. 

Clearing his throat, Thomas tried to address her concern. "I think that we will find that aspect to be enjoyable."

"Based on your extensive experience?"

Thomas wondered how much she had heard of his reputation. "I would never compare one woman to another, since each has her own passions."

"I haven't experienced passion before." Sarah placed a hand on his chest above his beating heart. "Perhaps you can help me change that?"

The request was improper, but Thomas felt it was reasonable enough. If he wanted her to marry him, a little passion might work in his favor. As long as he didn't let either of them get carried away. 

Placing his hands firmly on her shoulders, Thomas pulled her womanly body up against his. She gasped just before his lips sealed with hers. She tasted like champagne. He felt her relax and give in to the kiss, which was exactly the response he wanted. Yet he felt nothing tingle or dance across his skin. 

Kissing had always been something he had a talent for, having gotten more than enough practice since his youth. If done right, it would lure a woman into his bed with a minimal amount of effort. The thrill of the challenge, of seducing the woman in his arms, had always excited him far more than the actual woman. Now he felt nothing but mild interest. 

Frustrated Thomas tried to deepen the kiss by running his tongue along her lower lip until she opened up to him. Letting their tongues dance, he waited for the spark of attraction to ignite. When it didn't he pulled away with a growl. Sarah stood leaning against him, gulping in heavy breaths of air. 

"Was that passionate enough for you?" Thomas gently pulled her away from his body.

"It at least answered my curiosity."

The voice he heard was softened by her own desire and Thomas felt guilty that he was not equally affected. Sarah was everything a man could desire, but his body felt nothing after holding her. There must be something terribly wrong with him. Maybe the fall had damaged more than just his eyesight. 

"No wonder the ladies are throwing themselves at you." Sarah gave a little laugh. "I'm surprised you don't have them clinging to you constantly."

"They did a long time ago, but a lot has changed." 

"If they changed their opinion because of your accident then they are silly."

"They didn't change but perhaps I did."

He felt the soft warmth of her hand on his cheek. "Then I'm grateful for it."

Her gentle compassion made his chest tighten. Few people had ever touched him out of genuine affection. Even the numerous women he had taken to bed only did so in the pursuit of satisfaction. His satisfaction. It was always given with an expectation. Now he found her gesture soothing. If only it also stirred him as a woman should.

"I wonder what you would have thought of me had we met years ago, when I was in my prime." Thomas stood and let her hands explore his face. 

"From what I heard, you weren't pleasant." Sarah continued to hold him as they spoke. 

"No, but people loved me. At least they convinced me that they did." It had been real to him at the time. 

"Sometimes we see only what we want to see."

"I lived my whole life based on appearances and I never wondered what was behind it. Now I can't help but feel foolish for such behavior."

Sarah took both his hands in her own, which were so small and delicate in comparison. He felt her rubbing her thumbs on his wrists, in the same way he touched Eloisa. In the garden he had felt the surge of desire, but now he felt only comfort. There was no lust heating his body and he felt like a failure for it.

"I think you are the better man now. You can fully appreciate the things you have now that you can no longer see them with your eyes," said Sarah. 

She pulled his arms around her, an intimate embrace. The man that he used to be would be taking advantage of the situation, placing his hands on the curves of her body. Instead he allowed her to guide his hands to hold only her hips. Her movements were calm and that showed she felt secure with him. That kind of trust was a new experience for him as well. 

"I know that we have tested our passion once already and it was amazing." Sarah was up on her toes, using her hands on his shoulders to remain steady. "But I think we might try it again. These kinds of things tend to get better with practice."

If it had been any other woman he would have suspected it was all a playful scheme, but Sarah offered her kiss in earnest. There wasn't a hint of anything coy in the sound of her voice, but there was a real tremble in her hands. She was nervous. The idea that such a confident woman could have her own insecurities surprised him. 

"You can be my tutor then." He said, tightening his arms around her waist and pulling her tight against his body.

Slowly, Sarah took his face in her hands and began kissing him with the inexperience he had expected. She tried to duplicate the same movements with her own lips that he had used on her. There was even the slip of her tongue across his lips, prompting him to open up to her. It was clear that she was a quick student when it came to the art of seduction. 

This time he decided to relax and not try so hard to force the passion. Closing his eyes, he tried to focus on the rest of his senses. He wanted to let them soak her in and hoped it would awaken his body. They might succeed where his mind had failed before. 

Her body was both soft and warm against his. She had more than enough flesh to fill a man's hands, but a narrow waist that was not entirely due to her rigid undergarments. Beneath her dress he could feel the corset she wore, but couldn't imagine it was cinched tightly. It was evident to his expert touch that her petite body had a womanly shape.

Their lips parted and he trailed kisses along her neck, trying to find her scent. At the base of her throat he recognized the aroma of flowers, no doubt from something in her bath. He recalled many women enjoyed putting scented oils in the water to give them that same scent. It was a disappointment to find something so typical. It didn't excite him the way an unexpected citrus scent did. In that moment he couldn't ignore the lack of response he felt in this moment.

"We have practiced enough." He said, pulling her clinging body away. "Don't want to give anyone a reason to come looking for you."

"If they found us like this it would only serve to provide you with what you want, me as your wife."

"That's not how I would want a marriage between us to start." He smiled at the snort she gave. "When you decide to marry me I want you to be enthusiastic about it."

"Don't you mean if I accept you?"

"No, I meant when."

That confident boast made her laugh, with the soft bubbling sound he knew wasn't heard enough. Her hands still rested on his chest and one lifted to give him a playful pat. "Your arrogance is staggering, especially for a man who has been rejected more than once by me."

Even with his confidence that she would accept his proposal soon, he still needed to be careful she wasn't ruined in the meantime. Being caught with him would definitely be considered ruined even if nothing happened. The way she sighed made Thomas think that Lady Sarah was as reluctant as he was to part company. 

"I see that he has managed to charm you after all."

The sound of Eloisa's voice came from behind him, where the ballroom waited. He felt Sarah's body stiffen under his hands and knew she was as caught off guard as he was. "I was simply trying to escape from the crush of the ballroom and His Grace kept me company. It wouldn't be safe to let me sneak off alone."

Sarah was a far better liar than her cousin but Thomas knew that story wasn't going to convince Eloisa they weren't doing something scandalous. The way he held her alone would be enough to ruin a reputation. Preparing himself for her angry reaction he turned to face her. 

"I did my best to further my cause with Lady Sarah." He spoke in calm even tones. "You have every right to take me to task for risking her reputation."

The moments of silence stretched on as he waited for her to begin her tirade. The man he used to be would have left by now, refusing to be held accountable. Now he would accept his punishment. 

"My cousin is more than capable of making her own decisions." Eloisa didn't sound angry, only resigned. "If she allowed you to lead her here it was with her full compliance. It's her reputation to risk if she wants."

That woman would never stop surprising him, even if he spent years around her. She should have been livid, but instead she wasn't even angry. It made him feel unsettled not knowing what to expect.

"It's not what it looks like..." He started to offer her some kind of meager excuse but it died on his lips as he realized he didn't like the idea of lying to her.

"More likely it is exactly what it looks like, but I'm not the one you should be trying to convince. Anyone from the ball could have stumbled across the two of you and they wouldn't give you a chance to explain."

"Has our absence been noticed?" Sarah asked.

"Not yet, but that is simply a stroke of luck." Eloisa began to sound impatient with them. "I think you two have been absent for long enough. If you return now, perhaps I can be the only one who knows how intimate your relationship has become."

"My cousin is right." Sarah pulled away from Thomas and he didn’t try to stop her. His focus was still on Eloisa. "We will have to continue this conversation at another time." 

If he heard the flirtatious implication in her voice, then Eloisa did too. For such an innocent young lady, Sarah was enjoying the road to ruin. Leading her down it didn't hold the appeal he would have expected.

"You should stay here," Eloisa told him. "I will escort my cousin back, so it won't be suspicious. You can join the ball a few minutes later."

She sounded like she addressed one of the footmen, not a duke of his stature. He had no choice but to listen to her and follow her orders. It was the right move, but he didn't like being dismissed like that by her. She acted like he was an annoyance she was glad to be rid of. He was left alone to simmer over the swirl of his thoughts.  

Sarah's little experiment had shed light on a potential problem he hadn’t even considered when he started his pursuit. He never thought it might be difficult to desire a beautiful woman, but that was exactly where he was. Though he had managed to pretend they had passion well enough to fool Lady Sarah, it was not something he could continue through an entire lifetime of marriage. The idea didn't even sound appealing. Especially when he had such clear memories of being with a woman who did set fire to his body.  The woman he wanted might not be the one he planned on wanting.
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ELOISA FOUND THAT IT was difficult to get past the anger she felt after finding Thomas and Sarah alone at the ball. It wasn't just the outrage that he had gotten her cousin alone or the fact that he had gotten past her as a chaperone. It was the fact that he risked her cousin's reputation when he had promised her he wouldn't. She thought he was a man who could keep his word. 

It was a good thing that she found them before anyone else. She wouldn't have been able to forgive herself if Sarah had been forced into a marriage. Eloisa suspected that her cousin might have been more than complacent in the situation, but Thomas as the more experienced one and should have put a stop to it. He took advantage of Sarah’s trust in him and it stung Eloisa deeply. 

Two days later, she slipped out of the house for her usual dawn walk through Hyde Park. She didn't bother to dress for attention and wore a simple day gown in a soft gray that had a slightly thicker jacket to guard against the morning chill. The walk didn't feel as relaxing as usual. Even though she saw no other people in the park at this hours, something made her feel like she was being watched. 

"You are a difficult woman to talk to." Thomas had appeared around the turn of the path, and she almost screamed with surprise. "Numerous times I came to the house but you were always unavailable to see me."

"I was trying to avoid you." Eloisa clutched her chest where the buttons of her walking jacket were closed and willed her heart to stop racing. 

"Always honesty with you." He sighed. "Things became desperate, so I had to wait for you at this horrible hour and hope no one else came by."

"What if you missed me and I walked past?" she baited him, hoping he would get sour and leave. 

"I knew you were coming when you were still a yard away."

"You couldn't know it was me. Accosting the wrong woman would have been embarrassing." 

"I recognized the scent of oranges."

That was a specific detail that she knew would only apply to her. Knowing that he paid such close attention to her made Eloisa's stomach flutter. No one ever remembered the tiny details about her. She didn't even pay attention to such things about herself.

"I like to eat them for breakfast. My father sends them to me," she said.

He leaned in slightly and took a deep breath. "It makes it hard to miss when you are near."

That might have been one of the most romantic things she ever heard. Not that men frequently said anything flattering to her, but she often heard the things they said to her cousin. None of it compared to that one simple truth. It softened some of the anger she had. Without saying anything, she leaned towards him as well, letting their bodies get within inches of each other. He knew what she did and smiled. 

"I think you might be a tease, Miss Noble." 

That was a new name for her. She couldn't help but laugh, it was so absurd. Eloisa had never thought anyone could think such a thing, but now two men had accused her of it. 

"I think it's all in your imagination," she said to him.

"I do have a wild imagination." 

There was that flicker of intensity in his expressions that she had begun to long for. It was one of the things she missed had while avoiding him the last couple days. It was also the reason she knew she shouldn't be standing there alone with him. Things between them were no longer strictly professional and that concerned her. She turned to leave but his hand on her arm stopped her.

"I'm just trying to be friends," Thomas said. "To make it easier when we are family. I just want to talk like two people who enjoy it."

Eloisa felt like a coward because she didn't want to stand there and make pointless conversation with him. Every minute she spent with him hurt, like a thorn in her palm. One that she couldn't dig out and throw away. It wasn't life-threatening but it stung. The look on his face made her think she wasn't the only one in pain.

"I don't know how to talk to you," he admitted. "With most women I only have one goal and it's not to extend the conversation. With you everything is backwards."

"You're saying it would be easier if you were trying to get me into bed?"

"At least there I would know what to do."

She couldn't stop from gasping. "You're not supposed to say things like that to me."

"I thought friends could say anything to each other."

"Not when one of them is in the middle of courting someone else." 

Thomas ran his hand down the length of his face. She knew exactly how frustrated he felt.  "Ignoring it isn’t working either.”

Eloisa started to ask what he meant by that but they both knew. There was some kind of attraction between them that defied any logical thought. It only served to get in the way of the perfect plan they had. The plan that would give her freedom at last. She couldn't afford to let this ridiculous attraction to stop that.

"We just need to keep things civil until Sarah accepts your proposal." She pulled away from him, to put a little distance where it was needed. "Then we get as far away from each other as possible."

"Is it just that easy?" Thomas didn't sound convinced.

Eloisa didn't entirely believe what she said any more than he did, but it was the only option they had. She could allow these new feelings to cause her to act irrationally. Jealousy would get her nowhere.

"Yes. It has to be." 

Out of the corner of her eye Eloisa saw two ladies out walking along the path ahead of them. It wouldn't be long before they were close enough to see the duke standing alone with a lady. Eloisa would rather not be the topic of gossip, so she tugged him behind a tree where they wouldn't be seen.

"Trying to get me alone?" said Thomas giving her a wink.

"I just don't like people paying attention to what I'm doing." Eloisa couldn't afford to let her own reputation suffer when it would reflect badly on Sarah. She was already worried people thought she was a terrible companion, since she gave Sarah so much independence.  

"They don't pay much attention to you at all."

"Which is exactly how I like it." 

"You enjoy the freedom of being invisible." Thomas leaned his tall body against the tree behind him. "That's why the thought of adventure appeals to you, because you want to have an adventure of your own."

"Perhaps." Eloisa watched the two ladies carefully until they were no longer in view. "Perhaps I just want ability to choose my own life. London society doesn't approve of that."

"If you could choose anything for yourself what would it be?"

Looking at him, Eloisa knew that if she was honest, she would admit she would like to be the type of woman who would be his match. That would be like trading places with her cousin. It was the first time she had ever felt the sting of envy for what Sarah had. It left a bitter taste in her mouth. 

"I just want to leave." She said, only admitting to some of her thoughts. "That means finding Sarah a husband, and I still think you would do well. Try not to get caught again with Sarah. You gave me your word."

"You’re still going to help?"

She had no choice. "Yes, but keep your distance from me. We only have a few more days until the ball, so try to keep your focus."

His face fell into a sad expression, but she held firm. Allowing any kind of relationship to form between them was too risky. They clearly had trouble drawing the line.

"I want us to be friends." He sounded like a pouty child. 

"You don't always get what you want."

The path was clear now, so she left and this time he didn't try to stop her. She went home, since the walk was no longer going to be relaxing. All she wanted to do was be alone, but later that day, Sarah sought her out. In her bad mood, Eloisa wished her cousin would stay away. 

"We received an invitation to a dinner party tomorrow being hosted by Lady Harris." Sarah swept into Eloisa's bedroom without being asked. "I know you're not fond of her, but a lot of well-known people are attending."

Eloisa glared at her cousin from above the pages of the book she held. "You don't have to ask my permission to attend something. You can go where you like."

"You have to go where I go," Sarah said, looking confused by her cousin's sour mood. "I would never force you to go where you were unhappy."

"Then I wouldn't be able to go anywhere in London." 

Eloisa knew she sounded petulant and that was uncommon. Sarah was taken back by the tone and a wrinkle appeared on her forehead. Normally Eloisa would have apologized but she didn't feel like it this time.

"Are you still mad at me for being alone with Lord Ashford?" Sarah said. "I know it was bad, but I didn't mean to upset you so much."

"You sneaked away from your chaperone to be alone with a notorious rake. Why would I be mad?"

Her cousin blinked her eyes in an exaggerated way that normally would have made Eloisa laugh. This time she just continued to stare blankly. It wasn't as amusing when she was in a bad mood. When it wasn't getting the response she wanted Sarah fell into a chair with a sigh. 

"I'm sorry. I know I shouldn't have done that, but I needed to get some information that would help me make a decision about him," said Sarah. "I'm feeling a lot of pressure to accept him but I need to be sure he's the right one."

"He's a duke who is the most handsome man we have ever met. What more do you need to know?"

"I need to know there will be a spark."

"Sparks don't mean anything." Eloisa thought about the fire that burned between her and Thomas. "They are not worth ruining your reputation or being forced into a marriage you don't want."

"I thought you were in favor of his suit?"

Eloisa wanted to say something sharp but reminded herself that she was in favor of him. It was supposed to be her job to help him win Sarah's approval and speaking badly of him wouldn't help.

"I am. I just want you to be free in making your choice." She said. "Getting compromised would take any choice away from you. Not to mention making me look incompetent at watching you."

There was a silence between them for a few minutes. It was the first time either had been in such a situation. There had never been any secrets between the two of them and Eloisa was to blame.

"Just be careful around him," Eloisa said, looking her cousin directly in the eyes. "Men like him are difficult to understand. They don't always tell the truth and they often don't do the right thing."

"You know a great deal more about them than I thought." 

Eloisa shrugged. "I have been learning a great deal while I watched from the edges of the room."

"I think he finds you interesting. You challenge him. Men do like a challenge." Sarah looked at her cousin more closely now.

"Not as much as they like a pretty face."

"Your face is pretty," Sarah said with an earnest expression. 

If that were true, then she wouldn’t have been such a failure her first season. Sarah was only trying to be kind, but it rubbed against Eloisa's nerves now to hear her say such things. They both knew Sarah was the only pretty one in the family.

"I know what my face is and I don't need you paying me false compliments." The words came out sharp. 

Sarah's mouth opened in surprise. "I don't believe it's false. I always thought you were much prettier than anyone gave you credit for."

"Sadly, it's everyone else's opinion that matters. You can keep yours to yourself."

It was the bitter feelings of jealousy that made her say such things. When she saw the wetness in Sarah's eyes, Eloisa knew she’d hurt her feelings. The two of them never fought over anything, but now they were arguing like enemies. This was what happened when a man came into your life.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to sound harsh. I just don't like to talk about myself." Eloisa wished Sarah hadn't come into the room. "Accept the invitation if you wish and I will have no problem going. We are here to see you properly married after all."

Sarah wiped her face with the back of her hand. "I didn't mean to upset you with what I said."

"It's not what you said that has me upset. It's the fact that I am constantly being compared to you." Eloisa had never told Sarah how she felt before. "It's hard to live in the shadows and still remain sunny."

"I thought you didn't let it bother you." Sarah sounded as confused as she looked. "You always say it doesn't matter to you."

The truth was it never had bothered Eloisa before. She never wanted to be the center of attention because that kind of scrutiny made her nervous. Living quietly in the background suited her better. Until she found the one person who she desperately wanted to notice her was only interested in Sarah. 

"I'm not bothered by it. I am just getting tired of society life. You know it never suited me." Eloisa made a grand gesture out of opening her book again. "Now please let me read. I find I'm not getting enough quiet time these days."

Sarah opened her mouth to say something but quickly closed it. The struggle not to cry was all over her face as she stood to leave. For a moment Eloisa thought about apologizing, but then she remembered the feeling she had when she’d found Sarah in the alcove with Thomas. She needed some time to get over the pain that brought with it. 
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THOMAS WASN'T SURE why he felt nervous as he waited for his mother to join him in the front hallway. This was going to be a small dinner party consisting of a handful of influential people in the ton. He had faced much more formidable opponents without these kinds of nerves. Of course that had been before his accident, when he had been fearless. 

"I wish I could ask your opinion about how I look." His mother was finally coming down the stairs. "You always had the best taste in women's fashion."

"That was only because I was so interested in how to remove the clothing." Thomas gave her a grin. "It helped if you knew what they would be wearing."

"Shame on you." She gave him a slap on the shoulder but it came with the sound of her laughter. "You know your way around a corset and stays better than my maid."

"I'm certain you look lovely." He took her arm and allowed her to lead him to the carriage. "You never needed my opinion before and you were always lovely."

"I think I was afraid to ask before, since I would have been hurt by anything unflattering."

"I assure you that you were always the height of fashion."

The two of them had never been able to simply enjoy a little light conversation before his accident. He had been like most young men, too busy and important to be bothered by his mother. Not that he didn't care deeply for her, but his own life had been more important. Now he wished he had devoted a little more of his time to getting to know her. It was yet another reminder of the kind of man he used to be. 

"I only wish your brothers were here." She sounded distracted with her thoughts of them.

The twins had been out one night having fun as young men do, when they suddenly vanished. The family searched for days but never found them. Thomas had long ago given up hope on them, but his mother never would.

"They are young men, out trying to find adventure. They will come home when they are ready." It was the same lie he had told her so many times before but she never fully believed. 

"I know, I’m sorry I worry so much. It's what a mother does."

Thomas gave her hand a little squeeze for reassurance. "I think they would have hated attending something like a dinner party." 

"I find that I'm looking forward to this evening. That young lady you have been chasing is quite delightful." 

"Yes, Lady Sarah is something special."

"Of course, Lady Sarah." His mother cleared her throat. "She's the success of the season. What else could a man want?"

"Are you trying to say something Mother?" She was not the type to be subtle about anything. 

"I'm just wondering if maybe you are settling for less than you deserve."

Thomas laughed. "The most favored girl in London is less than I deserve?"

He felt the swat of her hand on his arm. "Just because people admire her doesn't mean she's perfect. Everyone has faults and everyone has talents."

"Yes, she has admitted to snoring. I think I can overlook that."

"I thought you might have been interested in another young lady. Attraction can be a hard thing to hide," said his mother. 

That was something he intended to correct, starting with tonight's dinner. Sarah would be his main focus.  If he would be spending the rest of his life with the woman, he should get to know her better. Beauty alone wouldn't create a happy marriage. 

"Lady Sarah is who I'm courting," he said with conviction.

There were more people in attendance than Thomas expected and when they were all crowded into the tiny dining room, making it hard to separate the voices. It would be difficult to have a conversation of substance with anyone. 

"Have you been to the British Museum this season, Lady Sarah?" He hoped his voice was loud enough to be heard over the other conversations. Unfortunately it had been too loud because the hostess answered him instead.

"I can only imagine how many times she has been dragged there by her cousin." Lady Harris chuckled. "Miss Noble often wastes her time doing such things."

"The exhibits there are hardly a waste of time." Thomas had never been there, but he had heard enough to trust his statement was correct. "They hold a great deal of knowledge about the rest of the world."

"What does she need with more knowledge? She would have done better working on her appearance, but it is too late for that now. A man doesn't look for knowledge in a wife."

"Only a simple man would..." He was unable to finish his sentence because he had been kicked in the shin from underneath the table. "Not all men want the same things. Some find intelligence attractive in a woman."

"Nonsense, if that were true Miss Noble wouldn't be such a failure in society." Lady Harris laughed. 

Thomas could feel his own anger at hearing the Lady Harris describe Eloisa in such a way.  She only had one season that went badly and that could hardly be a failure. Many fine ladies required a few seasons to land a husband, it was not unusual. If not for the tragedy of her mother Eloisa could have been married the next season.

"Her cousin on the other hand has all the qualities a man like you would appreciate," Lady Harris continued, oblivious to the simmering anger she stoked within him. "She is an obedient girl and would make a comfortable home."

The lady sounded like she spoke of a pet, not a full-grown woman. No wonder Sarah believed all men were shallow creatures, when she heard things like this all around her. It made him want to defend his entire gender.

"Not all men want things easy. Sometimes a challenge is more rewarding,” he said, which was met by laughter from the others at the table.

"Nonsense. Men are lazy creatures and need to be cared for," said Lady Harris. "It's a woman's job to see to their needs. That's what I did for my late husband."

Thomas wanted to point out that her husband had died at an early age, but he didn't get the chance.

"The duchess has taken quite a shine to Lady Sarah and invited her to visit frequently," said Eloisa, her voice sounding full of false cheer. "My cousin is learning a lot about society from her. No doubt she has the right kind of knowledge to be a good wife."

It was a smart move bringing Thomas’s mother into the conversation. It reminded him to mind his manners even if he felt justified in not doing so. The Duchess wouldn't approve of him being rude for any reason. 

"I'm glad to hear that." said Lady Harris, who took another bit of her food and crunched the food with her teeth. "Lady Sarah comes from a good pedigree. A quality name is important."

His mother was as diplomatic as ever. "I think that both ladies are delightful company and I have enjoyed the time I spent with them this season."

"Yes, I imagine Lady Sarah will miss the company once she is married and her cousin is gone," said Lady Harris. "Which might be quite soon if rumors are to be believed."  

"I don't plan to leave the moment she is married." Eloisa gave a nervous laugh but no one else joined in. 

"Why not? There won't be anything else for you in London once you are no longer her chaperone."

Lady Harris sounded confused. The silence that followed made Thomas uncomfortable. If Eloisa wasn't going to answer, then he would answer for her.  

"If Miss Noble were able to stay until the end of the season she might also receive some offers of marriage." That was a logical reason to him.

He heard chuckling circle around the table.

"That's what her dear mother thought when she first brought the young girl to London years ago, but she was a complete failure. I doubt the extra years have changed that." Said Lady Harris. 

"Some women just need a chance to mature."

"Men aren't looking for maturity in a woman, they want beauty." He could hear people murmuring their agreement. "Sadly, Miss Noble comes up short in that regard. She must find another way to be of use in the world."

Thomas couldn't believe what he heard and with the woman sitting in the same room. He couldn't be the only one getting offended on her behalf but no one else spoke up to defend her.

"My cousin does not come up short in any regard," Sarah finally said. "You have no place to judge, especially considering your own failing looks."

He wanted to applaud but his mother would not approve.

"I think you should give Miss Noble more credit, since she has been doing well in society this season. Many people have found her charming." Thomas added.

"Including yourself?" This time Lady Harris had a tone of suspicion. 

"Yes, I have found her to be both charming and helpful during my courtship this season." Thomas wanted his focus on Sarah to still be evident. "I can't imagine I'm the only one. If given a chance, I believe Miss Noble could make a good marriage for herself."

"You admire her a great deal,” now Lady Harris sounded like he was guilty of something.

"She deserves a little admiration."

"Is it just admiration?"

Thomas couldn't believe the audacity of the woman. Implying that he was in the wrong for appreciating Eloisa when they should all see her for what she was infuriated him. It made him so frustrated that he could hear the ice in the glass he held jingle as his hand shook.

"The admiration she deserves." He said.

"At one time her mother thought so too, but she was disappointed. Eloisa was never able to fit into society. It's for the best that her father took her abroad." Said Lady Harris.

The rest of the room remained quiet while the two of them exchanged words. They were putting on a good show and it would no doubt be spread all over town tomorrow. This was not the impression he hoped to make when he left for the night. 

"So you think she should leave the city again?" asked Sarah, her voice strained from her outrage. "Just force her out with your harsh words and cold attitude."

"Sarah." 

It was the first time since the discussion started that Eloisa said anything. It was said quietly, but with force. Her tone was calm and reserved, like she was.

"We don't have to let her slander you," said Sarah.

"Lady Harris can state her opinion. This is her house and her party," said Eloisa.

"That doesn't give her the right to lash out at anyone she chooses." 

"No, but it does give us the right to leave." 

Thomas listened as the ladies shuffled out of their seats. People were whispering a little too loudly to be polite. They were in awe of the fact that they would dare leave in the middle of dinner. Even the hostess herself stuttered in her shock. Thomas smiled at their dramatic exit. 

"The nerve of that upstart." Lady Harris banged her hand on the table, making the china flutter. "I knew I shouldn't have invited her, even if her cousin is so popular. That thin family connection doesn't give her the right to behave like that."

"I think it was your behavior that was out of line. She handled it a great deal better than I would have." He was surprised to hear his mother rising from her seat. "I believe I am finished for the evening. Thomas?"

"Of course." He was glad to be cutting this horrible evening short. 

"Why do you have such concern for a woman you didn't even notice the first time you met?" asked Lady Harris, the timber of her voice changing. 

"I know how much Sarah cares for her cousin. If she's going to be my wife, I care about her family too," he said.

"Most men wouldn't bother." Lady Harris spoke slowly, letting her voice echo in the quiet room. "Perhaps you have a more personal interest in the poor girl."

"That would be despicable." Thomas ground the words out through clenched teeth. "I would never insult either woman like that."

"I understand a man has things he keeps from his wife. I knew my own husband kept a bit of skirt on the side. A lady knows to look the other way." The entire room laughed at that crude comment. Thomas wondered how he had ever felt like one of them. 

"Not all men are the type to stray from their wives. Some understand loyalty and have wives who deserve it." It was a sharp blow that Thomas knew hit its mark when he heard Lady Harris's intake of breath as he left. 

Just outside the dining room he paused. The scent of oranges gave her away. She must have heard everything that was said after she left the room. If she didn't want him to know she was there he wasn't going to call her out. He would just let her sort through her feelings like he was doing with his. 
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THE KIND THINGS THOMAS had said in her defense played in Eloisa’s thoughts all the next day while she and Sarah were shopping on Bond Street. Normally she would rather spend the day locked away in her room with a good book and her own mind. It was by sheer force that Sarah dragged her out into the world, convinced Eloisa needed something cheerful after the disastrous dinner party. 

With her mind able to think of nothing else, Eloisa was still surprised to run into Thomas on the street outside Sarah's favorite dress shop. He walked along with his friend, Lord Fullerton and almost walked right past them. The ladies said nothing to catch his attention, but something made him stop and turn towards them.  Within a few minutes the Viscount suggested they enjoy a sweet ice together and took Sarah's arm to lead the way. Thomas didn't seem disappointed that he would be taking Eloisa’s arm instead. 

"I hope this means that we are no longer to be enemies?"  He tipped his hat back to give more light to his face. She was surprised to see him wearing one for the first time. 

"I have decided to accept your surrender. It wouldn't be kind of me otherwise." She couldn't help but tease the man. 

"I would wave a white flag if I had one, but this will have to do." 

He pulled the handkerchief from the breast pocket of his expensive dark navy suit and gave it a few flicks of the wrist. The bright red satin was the opposite of contrite and it made her laugh. Then he smiled at her in that wolfish way that made it hard to breath. 

"Your friend is in good spirits today." Eloisa tried to fight the awkward feeling in her stomach with easy conversation.

"He had a prosperous night at the tables. That always puts him in a good mood."

"I heard Lord Fullerton had a gambling problem," said Eloisa, hoping she wasn't going to offend him.

"It's not a problem, it's his income. He's one of the many people blessed with titles but no way to support them."

"His family has no money?"

"Not anymore."

She remembered what Lord Fullerton had told her about needing to find an heiress. When Eloisa looked at Lord Fullerton, she didn't see a man who was desperate for money. He didn't have the air of a hunter about him that she was accustomed to in those who were hoping to marry into money. Alex was the kind of man who could make a girl happy if he wanted to. She hoped his financial problems wouldn't force him into a life that would make him unhappy. 

"Are you feeling bad for him now?" Thomas asked, once again proving he had a gift for reading her thoughts. 

"I just don't like the idea of anyone being forced to sell themselves, man or woman," said Eloisa.

"Comparing Alex's situation to your cousin's is not exactly the same. I'm going to make her happy."

"No, but they are similar enough to be disappointing."

It was the way their society was built. It was shameful for a person in their position to find real work, but they could buy and sell each other like goods at a market. 

"I wouldn't worry too much about either of them." Thomas placed his hand over hers and even through the gloves she wore the warmth touched her. "Alex is a crafty one and will find a way out of his current dilemma. Sarah is also a lot smarter than people give her credit for and I don't think she will be forced into something she is against."

"Have you forgotten about our plan so quickly?"

Thomas chuckled. "No, but she's hardly being forced. We are helping make the decision easier for her. She's too strong to go easy."

Strong was not a word Eloisa often thought of to describe her cousin but now she saw how it could fit. Sarah looked like a delicate flower but had never wilted under the pressures of her parents or society. She always fought for those she loved and Eloisa was grateful to be one of them.

"You have gotten to know her well in the past few weeks. That will help make you a happier couple." Eloisa was relieved to know they wouldn't be getting married as strangers. 

Alex and Sarah had stopped to look at something in one of the shop windows, leaving Thomas and Eloisa to walk alone. She hated to admit it, but that delighted her. Having the undivided attention of a man like Thomas made her feel like the woman she had always wanted to be. He made her feel pretty and that was not something she had expected. 

"I never got to see my parents together often." He said. "I'm not sure I knew what makes a couple happy in marriage."

"Love and companionship."

"I thought the two were mutually exclusive."

She laughed. "It does seem that people find one or the other, but I believe you can have both. My parents did."

A moment of silence passed between them and Eloisa swallowed the tears that so often came when she thought of her parents. 

"We had better let the other two catch up to us. The ice shop is just around the corner." He gave her a chance to collect herself before anyone else noticed. It was another act of kindness she wouldn't have expected from him. 

Standing there with him, Eloisa noticed that they were drawing the attention of so many people around them. Woman walking by would try to be subtle, looking at him from beneath their hats or behind their hands. They still couldn't hide the fascination and desire they had for him. She was uncomfortable being his companion when he got that kind of attention. 

"You’re being quiet," he said.

"I'm sorry. I was gathering wool, nothing to be worried about."

"If you’re lost in thought, I'm not worried, I'm frightened. You can be dangerous when you’re thinking."

He flashed her that glittering smile that made her knees week. Only this time she wasn't the only one being dazzled by it. At least two women nearby sighed out loud from the sight of it. One of the women caught her eye and gave her a nasty sneer. Eloisa knew she wasn't the kind of woman people expected to see with the duke and it made her blush to see their reaction. 

"I hoped to get a laugh out of you. Has something upset you?"

There was a worry wrinkle between his handsome blue eyes. She didn't want tell him, but lying was not a skill she had mastered. "There are a lot of people taking notice of us. They don't approve of your choice in company."

"What makes you think that?"

"A lifetime of knowing when I'm being judged and found lacking."

If Sarah stood there, instead of Eloisa, there wouldn't be as much judgement from people. Sarah would look like she belonged by his side. The two of them would be equally admired. Eloisa found she no longer want to be standing so close to him under the public's watchful eyes and attempted to remove her arm.

"Don't tell me that you are affected by their opinion. What happened to the defiant woman from last night?" Thomas had a tight grip on her hand where it rested on his elbow, refusing to let her put more distance between them.

"There are people staring," she whispered through clenched teeth.

"People are always staring at me. I'm a duke and a rather handsome one, not that you noticed."

He smiled but she didn't find the situation funny. "They will start to talk. It should be Sarah they see you with, not me."

"I doubt standing with her cousin on a busy street is going to be good gossip. Talking isn't scandalous enough."

"I can think of a half dozen ways they can twist it into a better piece."

During her first season Eloisa had learned how creative gossips could be. She was never important enough to be the target of those women, but she heard what they said about the others. One girl was so embarrassed she cried in the middle of the ballroom. The memory was still vivid enough to make her shiver. 

"Then let them tell a story. We are friends and I'm not going to be ashamed of it." Thomas was still smiling at her like he thought it was funny.

"I didn't think a man with your reputation would understand how to be friends with a woman."

"You taught me everything I know."

This time she did laugh. It was impossible to be serious when Thomas worked so hard to be funny. He deserved his reputation as a charmer. She took a deep breath and forced the tension to leave her body. It was a nice sunny day and she was in the company of someone she enjoyed, so she shouldn't let the attention ruin it. 

"I think I have talked your cousin into buying the most ridiculous hat," said Alex, as the other two finally joined them again. "The thing had a live bird living inside of it."

"Sounds like something my uncle would hate," said Eloisa.

"Exactly the point I made to convince her to buy it."

As the four of them laughed, Eloisa felt a tug on her purse strings. She glanced behind her and saw a young boy cutting it free. She yelled and that got everyone else's attention.

"What do you think you are doing?" Alex grabbed the young boy by his shirt collar and hauled him up.

The boy didn't look frightened, but stuck out his chin like he didn't owe them anything. When Alex went to reach for the purse, the little rascal wiggled free and darted out into the crowd. Alex took off after him, but so did Thomas. Eloisa watched as he used his cane to lead him safely across the crowded street. Carriages almost ran him over and she felt her breath catch. Eloisa couldn't imagine what he thought he could possibly do in this situation. 

Looking around, she saw that Sarah was frozen in shock with her hand covering her open mouth.  None of the other people walking up and down the sidewalk even notice what happened. She was afraid of what might happen if the boy led them into something dangerous all alone. 

"I can't just stand here; I'm going after them. You go get help in case they manage to catch the thief." Eloisa told her cousin. 

Pulling up the hem of her skirts, Eloisa went running off in the direction the men had disappeared. As much as she wanted her purse back, she'd rather no one die over it. There wasn't enough in there to risk their safety. She followed them to the other side of the road and almost got run over by a passing carriage for her troubles. Hack drivers in the city were careless about looking for pedestrians and could be dangerous. 

The men were still a long distance in front of her when they turned down one of the narrow alleys between two shops. Cursing the two men for wanting to be heroes, Eloisa sped up her steps. Nothing good ever happened in an alley. As she rounded the corner she found she was right and the young thief had led the gentleman into a trap.

"How many are they?" she could hear Thomas say.

"Only four," said Alex.

"That's hardly a challenge."

Alex laughed, but he didn't look confident. "Easy to say when you have that fancy stick of yours." 

Eloisa watched as Thomas twirled his cane nimbly in his hand. Clearly it was not just used to guide his way. As one of the men approached he used it to knock the man's legs out and landed the villain on his back. That was when the chaos broke out. Eloisa couldn't stand to watch and hid her eyes behind her gloved hands. 

As she listened she heard the sound of grunts and moans mixed with the whacking of bodies. When she finally looked up again, there were two of the bad guys on the ground and one wrestling with Alex. Thomas fought the other with his cane in a way that reminded her of fencing. His clothes were rumpled and dirty but he looked in better shape than the brute he was up against. 

"You're that fancy gent who fell off his horse a few years ago and went blind." The villain laughed. "Now you think to beat me with your dandy stick there?"

"I'm just as able as I was with my eyesight."

"An invalid always thinks so," the man spit out of the corner of his mouth. 

He was in the midst of laughing at his own joke when Thomas swung the cane upwards to hook him under his jaw, closing the windpipe and making him choke for air. Then another blow to the back of the head knocked him down. The thief laid in the dirt unconscious while Thomas went over to assist Alex with the last one.

This final thief was a surprise. Smaller than the other two he attempted to climb Alex like a tree and bring him down closer to the ground. Thomas could risk swinging his cane at the man without hurting Alex. While he tried to pull them apart the thief pulled his cane from him and struck Thomas across the face with it. She watched him fall and when he didn't get back up immediately, Eloisa ran out from where she hid. 

Without a thought she ran screaming at the little rat looking man. She didn't even have a weapon to use besides her own two hands. The man was so surprised to see a lady in a frilly hat and skirts attacking him he didn't even fight back. It gave Alex the chance to get free and knock the man out. 

Now that the threat was gone, Eloisa felt sick to her stomach when she saw Thomas lying there still. When she knelt beside him, Eloisa realized that the silly man was still clutching her purse to his chest to protect it. He must have grabbed it from the man before getting struck down.

"Are you mad?" she whispered in his ear. "They could have killed you over that and it wouldn't have been worth it."

"I'm the hero. That makes it worth it." That was the only thing he said before his eyes closed again.

She understood that he would try to impress Sarah every chance he got, but this took it too far. It wasn't even her purse that was stolen. He would need to be more careful that he only took risks like that for his intended bride. Otherwise they were wasted efforts. 
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WARM HANDS BRUSHING against his bare skin was a pleasant way to wake up, even if his face felt like he had been beaten with a rock. His shirt had been removed while he slept and those hands were running over every inch of his chest that they could reach without rolling him over. One deep breath told him who it provided the sweet torture. Eloisa was being both gentle and thorough with her task, making it that much more difficult for him not to move.

The last thing he remembered was that criminal hitting him with his own cane and being knocked to the ground. Everything after that was a blur, including how the girls managed to get him to the comfortable sofa he was laid out on. It hurt to breathe, so he guessed a couple ribs were broken and the rest of him was fairly bruised. There was no telling how his face faired without touching it and that would require too much movement.

It was quiet enough in the room that he could hear her anxious breathing and no one else. That meant they were alone while she petted him. His level of arousal shot up more and he grew hard in the cotton pants he still wore. Her hands stilled on skin just above the edge of his trousers. He knew what it was that caught her attention.

"Would you like to check that part of my body for injury as well?" he said. Her hand snapped back and she pulled away from him. "I should have kept quiet."

He heard his mother in the hallway, yelling something at one of the servants. Thomas quickly closed his eyes and pretended he wasn't awake. He didn't feel like answering the long list of questions she would be asking him. Hopefully Eloisa would know to play along with his scheme.

"How bad are the injuries?" his mother asked as soon as she was beside him.

"Aside from the head injury he must have suffered?" said Eloisa, speaking softly.

"I couldn't hear you, what did you say."

"I think he's going to be fine."

He felt his mother's hands running across his face and it didn't feel the same as when Eloisa did it. The cuts and swelling hurt but he didn't flinch. Thomas forced his face to hold still, without giving away any expression. Then he heard a tremble in his mother's breath. Considering how badly he was hurt the last time he had an accident, the minor bruises he had now were a relief. 

"Will you stay with him until the doctor arrives?” his mother asked. “I'm going to make sure his room is in order before we move him up to it." 

Eloisa didn’t before answering. "Of course."

Eloisa wouldn't want to be alone with him but she didn't want to upset his mother either. It took substantial willpower to keep from showing a victory grin. Once he heard his mother shut the door, he let it loose. He could feel the frustration emanating from her.

"You should have relieved her concern by letting her know you were doing well," said Eloisa.

"From the feel of my face I'm not sure I am."

"You’re awake and breathing, so I think you’re fine."

After he risked his life to capture her thief, he thought she would be more grateful, or at least less difficult. She acted like what he did was stroll across the lawn to get her purse back. 

"I believe the polite response is thank you." Thomas said.

There was a short pause. "Thank you."

Thomas wondered if he had heard it at all, she spoke so softly. He knew better than to test his luck by asking her to repeat it. He tried to move into a sitting position but the pain seared through his stomach and he moaned. Once again those seductive hands were on him, pushing him back by the shoulders until he was back to his original place. They could have moved away after that but she chose to continue holding him.

"There will be none of that until after the doctor has seen you," she said. 

"I'm being held hostage in my own home?" 

"Yes or your mother will hurt us both."

Not even the reminder that his mother was in the house could cool the heated thoughts he had at that moment. Her proximity made it too easy for him to feel a lock of her hair against his neck and her warmth above his body. His hands moved to wrap around her thin waist and pull her down so that they were pressed together on the sofa. 

"What do you think you are doing?" she didn't sound alarmed.

"Making it impossible for me to get up. That is what you wanted, isn't it?"

Without space between them, he could feel the way her breathing quickened and her heart thudded in her chest. It hurt to have her weight on top of his sore body, but not enough to give up the sweet feel of her. Sometimes you endure the pain for the pleasure you got. 

"If you think I won't slap you because of the bruises, you would be wrong."

"I think you won't slap me because you enjoy the teasing as much as I do."

"Is that what this is?"

A tease was a promise that was unfulfilled. Having her soft body in his hands without being able to strip her naked and explore it, felt like it fit the definition. The pain of his restrained desire surpassed the damage done by those thugs in the streets. Thinking about what he would like to be doing with Eloisa kept his mind off the places he hurt. 

"Don't they say a kiss can make it better?" He ran one of his hands up her back until he felt the softness of her skin above her collar. 

"They say that to children, not grown men."

"We could still see if it works."

As weak as he was, she could have pushed away from him with ease but she didn't. She softened against him and her hands were now gripping his shoulders for support. There was only sweet compliance in her now as she let him kiss her as slowly and deeply as he pleased. His mouth nibbled at her lips until he heard soft whimpering noises. Without being able to see her face, Thomas found it easy to read her reactions like a book. It excited him to be with a woman who held nothing of her emotions back.

From their position on the sofa Thomas didn't have to reach far to find the buttons along the back of her dress. Most young ladies would protest being undressed in the middle of the day, but Eloisa was always surprising him. She gave him no resistance, even when the top of her dress was loose enough to hang from her body. The delicate feeling of her chemise under his fingers felt like a victory. 

It only took a slight tilt of his head for him to trail kisses down the length of her neck to where the tops of her breasts were exposed. She arched upwards, thrusting them closer to his mouth. They were not large even to be a problem hovering over him. Every inch of her was smooth and warm to his touch. 

Trying to get a better angle to reach them, Thomas shifted his weight to one side. Unfortunately Eloisa wasn't expecting that and went tumbling off the sofa. He tried to get up and offer his help but with a groan he gave up that attempt. He didn't need her to punch him again to know moving was a bad idea.

"I can't believe it happened again." He could hear her mumbling her thoughts out loud. 

"What happened?"

"You took advantage of the situation to get a quick thrill. I told myself to be more cautious after the last time, but I guess I wasn't listening to my own advice."

"I wasn't the only one involved here. You never told me to stop." Thomas got tired of always playing the villain in this story.  

"You made it impossible to say anything. When you touch me I can't even think."

That was the kind of thing men always wanted to hear. Thomas knew she was angry but the smile on his face was unstoppable. He felt a surge of male pride. 

"Don't look so smug about it. It's not attractive."

"I'm reacting to the pain. Perhaps it has made me a bit soft in the head." He wouldn't stop grinning if he could. 

He heard her mumbling something about softening his head some more but he couldn't hear it clearly. He heard her struggling with her gown and knew she wouldn't be able to fasten it alone. Still, the woman was too stubborn to ask for his help. 

"I can't believe you did that with your mother in the house. What if she walked in and found us like that?" There was panic in her voice. 

"My mother knows me well enough not to enter a room without knocking first."

"She thinks you are knocked out."

"Then she would be happy to see the life in me."

He laughed because he could almost hear the sound of her frustration with him. It was just too easy to get her riled up and he found it amusing. His imagination went wild thinking about what her expression would look like or the gestures she made. 

"It might not bother you to be found in a compromising situation, but it bothers me. My reputation could be ruined and it would put an end to your current courtship." Eloisa said, as he heard the rustling of her putting her clothes back in place and taking a seat in a nearby chair. 

That bit of reality took all the fun out of it. If Sarah knew what had been going on she would reject him permanently. That would leave him with nothing to show for all his efforts. 

"My apologies. I got carried away and wasn't thinking clearly." 

"I don't think either of us was." It sounded like she wanted to say more but they were interrupted by the arrival of his mother again. This time there was no way for him to hide that he was wide awake. 

"My son!" his mother exclaimed before rushing across the room. 

Thomas barely had enough time to prepare himself before she pulled him up into a firm hug. Sharp pain came from his ribs but he didn't want to ruin the moment for her.

"I'm alive Mother, so stop squeezing me," he said, without sounding angry. 

"I was so frightened about you. I'm holding you to be sure I'm not imagining you sitting here." He could hear the emotion threatening to spill out in her voice. 

"I should let you two be alone." Eloisa's voice was across the room now. "I'm sure my cousin will be happy to know you are feeling well."

That was her way of reminding him he forgot who he was supposed to be courting. "I hope to visit her as soon as I am able." 

"She will be looking forward to it."

Thomas felt like the room had the warmth pulled from it when she left. He was no longer smiling and his pain was worse. With a groan he struggled into a sitting position, but couldn't make it to stand. His mother fluttered around him making clucking noises.

"I can't believe you did something so foolish," she said, now that the concern was gone she could be angry. 

"It's a man's job to rescue a lady in distress." 

"Not a ...." She stopped herself before she said the words but he already knew what she meant.

"Not a blind man." He never realized his own mother thought of him like that. "You don't think I can still be a real man."

"I never said that."

"You thought it loud enough for the blind man to hear."

Thomas felt frustrated and angry. This whole time he thought it was society that doubted him, but now even his own mother thought of him as damaged. Finding the perfect wife might not be enough to change all those opinions. 

"I know you are highly capable," said his mother. "I watched you learn how to do everything you did before the accident. You're even breaking hearts like before. I just want you to be careful."

"With the fights or the hearts?" 

"Both." 

She felt guilty for what she said and he knew she would take it back if she could. Sometimes the truth just slipped out when the defenses were down. He shouldn't let her feel worse. 

The two of them had been silent for too long when she spoke. "Did you perform this act of heroism to impress Lady Sarah?"

"Not entirely." But partially.

"I don't think she's the type to fall easily for a hero." His mother as opening the door and he heard the jiggle of a tea set along with the delish aroma of baked scones. "Your courtship of her is going well. I think she will be accepting your proposal soon."

"Good." Within a couple days he hoped. 

"Are you sure you are making the right choice."

"I thought you approved of Lady Sarah."

He listened while his mother sipped her tea. She deliberately avoided an answer. He wasn't used to her holding things back. It made him lose some of his appetite. 

"I like the young lady very much. I just wonder if she's the right woman to make you happy," his mother finally said. 

"She is exactly the type of woman to be with me."

"The old you or the new you? Don't forget that you are not the same man you were before, and I'm glad for it."

Thomas thought about the man he had been and felt torn. Part of him missed the life he used to have, which was endless fun and entertainment. Then he remembered the poor decisions he made that led to his downfall. He didn't want to go back to being that kind of fool.

"I find I'm suddenly exhausted." Thomas felt the need to be alone. 

His mother made a fuss about him going up alone but he insisted on it. It was important he continue to do for himself. Thankfully the injuries he had were enough to put him into a deep sleep that kept him from his own thoughts. 
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WHEN THEY LEFT THE duke's house, her nerves had been rattled to the core. First she was frightened by what had almost happened between them and then she was afraid of her own reaction to it. Seeing him hurt had stirred things inside her she thought she would never feel again, things she didn’t want to feel. It was only made worse by the teasing he gave her while they were alone. She came dangerously close to forgetting that the reason he was in her life was to marry her cousin. 

"Have you given thought to what you will do after I'm married?" asked Sarah the next day when the two of them were alone in the dressmaker’s shop. "The season will not be over yet and I hope you are expecting to stay here for the rest of it."

"No, I don't think there is a reason for me to stay." London was not a pleasant place for Eloisa and she was eager to leave. "I plan to join my father again. Last I heard he was doing well in India and would enjoy my company."

"That is an expensive trip to make and I doubt your father has the money for it."

"I have my own money."

Sarah shook her head. "Any small savings you have left won't be enough to support you for the rest of your life. A woman isn't meant to fend for herself."

"Now you sound like Lady Harris."

Sarah made a face at her in the fitting room mirror and she laughed. Eloisa was expected to sit and wait while her cousin finished the fittings for her new gowns. This would be the last ones they needed for the season if Sarah accepted the duke's proposal by his deadline. As always, Sarah looked lovely in the soft pink gown she wore, with the delicate roses trimming the low neckline. It was for the ball that evening and she would attract every eye. Eloisa had never looked that beautiful in any fabric. 

"I'm worried about you," said Sarah. "You have given up on the idea of marriage altogether."

"It gave up on me a long time ago." Eloisa said with a sigh.

"There is still time for you to give it another chance. You are so much more confident now." Sarah smiled at her in the reflection of the mirror.

Eloisa did feel different than her first season in London. The fear was gone, replaced with the feeling of disdain for those who lived on the approval of others. The loss of her mother had taught her there were worse things in the world than not being popular. She no longer wanted to be one of the ton, or pander to the whims of others.

"That's because I know I'm leaving soon. Take that away and I’ll go back to being a wallflower," said Eloisa. 

"Why does it have to be one to have the other?" Sarah sounded so earnest that Eloisa wished she had stopped this topic of conversation when it started. "You could find a gentleman who appreciates you. Then you wouldn't have to leave."

Now Eloisa realized why Sarah was so determined to find her a husband and it made her chest tighten. The two of them had been close all their lives, even when distance kept them apart. but now they were going to be headed in different directions and that was more difficult to overcome. This would be more than just a temporary separation. That didn't mean they wouldn't still be close. 

"I wouldn't be gone too long before I came back to visit." She gave her cousin a reassuring smile. "I couldn't possibly miss the first baby between such beautiful people."

"You mean Thomas and I?" Sarah looked uncertain at the possibility. "Do you think he's the right choice for me?"

This was the part that Eloisa knew would come but wasn't ready for. The part where she would have to persuade her cousin to be his wife and convince her that Thomas was the best choice. The words were true but they felt bitter in her mouth. 

"I think he would be the right choice for any woman. He's handsome and rich, but most of all he's kind," said Eloisa. "He has been kinder to me than any of your other suitors. I think that suffering his own loss has made him compassionate."

Sarah appeared to be thinking that over as the dressmaker returned to help her into another gown. This was the one she was going to wear to the duke's ball. It was much more elaborate than any of the others, since it was meant for a masquerade. She had decided to go as a dove, so her dress was draped in various shades of gray lace. The color suited her, making her eyes a deeper blue and her skin a soft white. The lace mask would cover the upper part of her face, but it wasn't finished yet. 

"I’ve also brought a new one that you might try," said the dressmaker. "I had it made for another lady but she didn’t have the funds to pay for it."

"I have never looked good in a gold color." Sarah ran her hand over the shimmery silk fabric. "My cousin might look nice in it."

"Your father said I wasn't to buy anything for myself this season." The warning was given with firm consequences. 

"Then we won't tell him who wore it." 

Eloisa had to admit the evening dress was lovely. It was simple, with a low rounded collar and a small bustle in the back. She suspected the original lady was a bit older, because it had a mature sophistication to it. No frills or elaborate adornments. Just the delicate gold color of the fabric it was made from gave it life. With reluctance, Eloisa let the dressmaker slip her into the gown, which fit her well. Standing next to her cousin she was surprised to see how the gold caught the highlights in both her hair and her eyes. 

"That would be lovely for tonight. We could do your hair in something fancier than your usual knot and perhaps you can borrow a few of my pieces of jewelry." Sarah said, smiling at her brightly. "The ton won't even know what to think. You will set that spiteful Lady Harris back for what she said."

As pretty as she looked, Eloisa didn't think she would amaze them the way Sarah did. Any gem might sparkle a little here or there, but that didn't make it a diamond. The way Sarah looked in her costume, Eloisa knew that was the kind of sparkle they wanted.

Sarah must have noticed her staring in the reflection of the mirror because she started to blush. "Does it look flattering on me?"  

"Of course. You are going to be the center of attention." Eloisa felt a twinge of jealousy. "The duke won't be able to take his eyes off you."

"I feel like he's not the man they said he was, but I don't know if he is the man he claims to be either. I'm waiting for something to convince me that he's the right one." 

"Like more time alone?" Eloisa felt her stomach sink at the thought.

"No, I'm not curious about that anymore. He was convincing in that regard." Sarah couldn't hide the blush in her cheeks and Eloisa felt her emotions rise. 

Eloisa wasn't sure how much longer she would be able to continue to hide her true feelings. Pretending was never something she was good at. Time spent around her cousin and Thomas was only going to make it worse. She needed to make the final push to finish her task before the ball. Tonight they were attending a smaller function, a ball being held by Lord Stanhope for some of his affluent friends in the Horticultural Society. The more intimate setting might be the key to helping Sarah make her decision. 

Lord Stanhope was a quiet and reserved man, but for his fellow flower-loving friends he would spare no expense. The guests were not being squeezed into a tiny ballroom, but instead he had a dance floor built outside in the garden. That meant they were all going to be dancing out under the stars. 

The two ladies arrived and the crowd in the garden was thin and people were standing in small groups. It was easy for them to find the duke and his mother standing with her friends. Eloisa genuinely liked them and wished she could have spent more time with them before it was time for her to leave. Thomas’s mother was one of his best assets. 

"You look stunning, my dear," said Lady Powell as they approached.

Eloisa was surprised when the lady embraced her instead of Sarah. She had allowed Sarah to talk her into a fashionable hairstyle that left soft waves of her hair falling down her back. The only jewelry she would agree to was a simple gold chain with a golden pendant in the shape of a heart. Anything else felt too elaborate for a chaperone. Now that she saw the expressions on everyone's faces she began to think she had still done too much.

"It was Sarah's idea for me to wear this." She felt embarrassed that so many people were looking at her now. "I shouldn't have let her talk me into it. A chaperone is supposed to be hidden in the background."

"You were never meant to be a chaperone," said Lady Powell. "You should have been out where you could be seen all along."

"I'm here for my cousin, not myself."

"That is the problem, my dear," said the duchess. 

Thomas had been standing there quietly during the discussion and Eloisa wished he could see what she looked like. That was not something she had ever thought before. The one time she looked beautiful and the one man she wanted to see her couldn't. 

"I believe they are about to begin the dancing," Eloisa said to Thomas. "Perhaps you would like to claim the first one with my cousin?"

"I'm not good at the social dances anymore," he said. "Hard to follow what my partner is doing when we switch."

"I believe they are starting with a waltz." 

As the band started to play the familiar notes of the waltz, Thomas frowned but offered his hand to Sarah. Eloisa watched the two of them enter the dance floor and she her throat tightened with unshed tears. This was what she wanted but she hadn’t realized how painful it would be to watch. Lady Powell and her friends went to get refreshments, leaving Eloisa alone to watch them dancing from a distance.  

"When did chaperones start dressing better than their charges?" 

Lord Bittleby came closer with an empty glass in his hand. The strong smell of brandy explained why he wasn't standing upright, but tilting slightly to the left. Those fatty cheeks of his were droopy under his bloodshot eyes and when he spoke his voice held a lisp. His evening clothes were sloppy and untucked, but he still had his top hat on. 

"I didn't know you paid much attention to the chaperones," Eloisa replied, trying to turn away from him without giving him the cut direct. She didn't want to do anything that would cause a stir and he was a well-respected gentleman. 

"Normally I wouldn't but tonight you have dressed in hopes of gaining everyone's attention. You have succeeded admirably." Lord Bittleby continued to get closer, past the point of what would be considered proper. Eloisa tried not to flinch as he leaned in to continue speaking to her. "Perhaps you have decided to try your hand at another season? Now that your cousin has made her choice it leaves the field open for you to hunt."

"My cousin has not made her decision that I am aware of." 

"Anyone who sees the two of them can see it is only a matter of time. They are smitten with each other." 

Looking at Sarah and Thomas on the dance floor, Eloisa had to agree that they did look like a couple in love. Sarah laughed at something Thomas said and he gave that heart melting smile. Her cousin might have said she still had reservations about him, but she didn't look like she was against the idea anymore. Eloisa’s chest hurt as she watched the two of them together. 

"Now I can see that you are after a husband of your own. Very sneaky of you."  Lord Bittleby sneered at her. "I guess you will have better luck now that you have such fine connections. Even an ordinary looking woman is more attractive when she is related to a duke." 

"I have no intentions of finding a husband. I’m simply wearing this because my cousin insisted and I’m too good a friend to say no. You can take your insulting accusations elsewhere."

"I wonder what your mother would think if she saw the schemer you turned out to be."

"You never had the chance to meet my mother. Don't you dare talk about her." 

Eloisa felt her cheeks burning with the rage she struggled to contain. Drinking did not give him the right to say such things and if he continued she would be forced to do something truly rude. Possibly even violent. 

"I didn't know her personally, but I know from talking to Lady Sarah that she wanted you to do well your first season and you made a mess of it. She must have been disappointed when she died, knowing you would never be married." He tried to take a drink form the empty glass and frowned.

"It was only my first season." Eloisa hated how close what he said came to her own thoughts. "She wouldn't know that I would remain unmarried. I could have had better luck in the next year if I hadn't left."

Lord Bittleby let out a bitter chuckle. "You are an ugly wallflower with no dowry. You could have come back every year and not made a match."

The words hurt and the way he smiled as he said them only added salt to the wound. She lifted one gloved hand to wipe away a tear before it slipped down her cheeks. She didn't want to make a scene that might ruin the night for Sarah. 

"You might look pretty tonight, but that doesn't change the way things stand," he hissed in her direction. "Nobody wants you, same as they didn't want you years ago. Without Sarah you are nothing."

That was too much and Eloisa could feel the tear begin to build in her eyes. If she didn't leave soon she would be seen sobbing in the middle of the ball. Covering her mouth to hide her sobs, Eloisa pushed him out of her way and ran towards the house. 
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EVEN THOUGH HIS FACE felt like he had been trampled by a horse, Thomas had allowed his mother to guilt him into attending Lord Stanhope's ball. There would be a lot of influential people there who might consider it rude if he didn't attend.  He wouldn't mind, but his mother acted like it would be a disaster. Once again he gave in to the will of a woman.

All night he listened while people cheered him for his heroics and gave him sympathy for his injuries. Mostly, they were concerned with how his good looks might be at risk. His enjoyment of the attention lessened and he quickly became irritated with the entire scene. Before he lost his control and insulted the next person who tried to share their thoughts, Thomas decided to slip away for some much-needed quiet. 

It wasn't difficult for him to find the doors that led into the quiet back parlor of the house. When he had been a different man, this had been a good hiding spot to sneak off to with a willing lady. Now he found it was also good for being alone. At least until he heard someone opening the inside door. Not wanting to be forced into more polite conversation, Thomas quickly stepped behind long draperies that flanked the backdoor where he wouldn't be seen.

"I can't believe you falling apart like this," said Eloisa.

At first Thomas waited to hear the response from the person she was with, but nothing came. The woman was talking to herself. That made him smile. Then he heard the sniffle and his smile vanished. She was here alone and crying. Instinct made him step out and announce himself.

"What are you doing out here? Sarah will be looking for you if you are gone too long," she said. "The second waltz is going to be played soon and all the guests are expecting you to dance with her again." 

Thomas was taken back by the tone of her voice. She’d gone from crying to angry in a moment. "I was in here first, getting my thoughts together. You intruded on my solitude."

"I didn't know you were in here. I tried to find my way back out and got lost."

"Does that mean you would have gone somewhere else if you did?"

"Yes."

That stung his pride. "You were already crying, which means someone has upset you before me. Why am I always the one you blame?"

"I don't know, you just are." Once again her voice held the wobble of tears. "You are there every time I wish you weren't."

"Do you want me to go?" Even as he said it, Thomas knew there was nothing that could make him leave at that moment.

"No." 

He sighed with relief and moved to stand closer to her. He knew he couldn't touch her, that in her delicate state she needed space. That didn't mean he wasn't torturing himself with thoughts of it. 

"Want to tell me what has you so upset?" he asked.

"Memories. Just terrible memories I was reminded of by a man I despise."

"Lord Bittleby strikes again." It was easy for Thomas to guess who she was talking about. Someone needed to teach that boy better manners before he pushed Thomas too far. "You shouldn't let him get to you."

"It's not just him, but being here in this place and this moment. It reminded me of the last time I tried to impress people at a ball." Her voice got softer as she spoke. "It was the last ball of my failed season."

Thomas tried to remember if he had been in attendance at that ball, but nothing came to mind. Back then he didn't spend much time at things like this, because they were a waste. The only time he went to a ball was if he was in need of a new lady friend. That wasn't often enough to leave a memory.

"You weren't there and it wasn't here." Eloisa knew exactly what he thought. 

"My mother wasn't as influential on me back then."

"Mine was. That was the one that she insisted we go to, even though I had been a miserable failure all season. She was convinced that one would be different."

It was the bitter tone in her voice that made Thomas reach out and brush her arm. She pulled away from him.

"My mother used every trick she knew to get the gentlemen to dance with me, but no one wanted the waltz. Those were for the pretty girls I guess." Eloisa sounded hurt and he wanted to help her. 

"I hardly ever dance. I feel like it's too many steps to remember." That was the worst attempt to make her feel better.

"Of course you do. You just stand and wait for the world to twirl around you." She mocked him, but he didn't mind as long as it meant she wasn't crying anymore. 

"One of the many things we suffer for polite society," he said.

His comment made her turn away with a sigh. Thomas could hear her ragged breathing as she tried to gain control of her emotions. When he touched her elbow with his hand he felt a tremble. 

"At one point she found a respectable young man finally willing to take his turn with me. A third or fourth son of a lower title I believe. I still don't know how she pulled it off, but he asked for a waltz."

"Why do I think this story isn't going to have a happy ending?" Thomas’s jaw clenched at the thought of her tears again.

"My mother collapsed before the music started. It caused a big scene and Lady Harris accused her of doing it just to garner more attention for me." 

"That's absurd. Someone doesn't fake an episode for popularity."

"The sympathy,” Eloisa said. “She claimed my mother did it for the sympathy."

"I hope your mother corrected that notion."

"She didn't have time." There was that sniffle again. "She died that same night. Doctor said it was the strain on her delicate heart."

There was a moment of silence as Thomas tried to think of the right words for a response. He had never been good at deeply emotional situations. Which is why he avoided them at all costs. A quick pat on the shoulder wasn't going to be enough here. Following the first thought he had, Thomas wrapped his arms around her and pulled her up tightly against his body. She was crying now, but so quietly he could only hear the hissing of air through her teeth.

"It wasn't your fault," Thomas whispered in her ear, holding her up to keep her from collapsing. 

"It was the strain on her, the burden that killed her. I couldn't do the one thing I was raised for and find a husband," she said between sobs.

"It was not for lack of trying. Your mother was proud of you."

"You never even knew her."

"No, but I know you and that's enough."

He felt her body begin to relax, exhausted now and leaning into him for support. The warmth and softness were tempting him to go beyond friendly comfort. The sweet citrus scent of her was all around him now. His lips were so close to her neck that it would only take a turn of the head to taste her there. That was the thought that brought him back to where they were and forced him to let her loose. 

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to..."her voice stuttered.  

She was at a loss for words and he knew she was flustered with embarrassment from his abrupt actions. He could hardly explain to her that he had to let her go to avoid giving in to his lusty desires. That's wasn’t what a lady wanted to hear. 

"Didn't you say that they would be starting the waltz soon?" said Thomas.

"Yes, I did. We should go outside so you can find Sarah."

He allowed her to lead him back out to the crowded garden, where people were clustered thickly around the dance floor. The sound of so many people assaulted his ears and made him wince. A few feet away he could hear the band starting to play the soft sounds of the waltz. A thought came to him and he pulled Eloisa toward the dance floor. He only had to follow the sound of the other dancers.

"What are you doing?" she hissed at him as he took her into his arms, beginning to twirl around the floor. "Sarah was supposed to be your partner."

"She was not close at hand."

"So I'm here because I was nearest?"

It would have been easy to yes and chuckle at the joke, but he knew that underneath the words she was still sore. "I wanted to dance with you."

Thomas had to work hard in order to keep them from getting too close to the other dancers. The fact that the woman he held captivated him didn't help. He had a living distraction moving along with him. It took all the focus he had to keep them moving safely in the right direction. 

The music echoed around them and he heard the footsteps of the other dancers, but they were not as loud as the sound of his own beating heart. Holding her like this felt like he was inside a dream he’d had once and could never forget. The layers of rich fabrics they both wore meant nothing because it felt like they were skin to skin. In his mind they were alone and dancing in nothing but the excitement they shared.

Those thoughts were highly inappropriate in public and would only make it uncomfortable for him to keep dancing. Guessing from the way her pulse raced where their wrists touched, Eloisa had similar thoughts. At least as close as an innocent woman could. That idea made him smile.

The intimate nature of the waltz allowed him to feel every movement of her body, but she was not as relaxed as she should be. Her muscles felt like she was ready to run at any moment. He thought women all loved to dance, but the rigid tension in her body indicated Eloisa did not.

"Are you nervous?" asked Thomas.

"Everyone is watching us."

"People watch me all the time. You’ll get used to it."

"I'm not sure I want to." He felt her hand tighten in his hold. 

"Then you shouldn't be so beautiful."

That made her laugh and the sound of it allowed him to breathe again. He realized how desperately he wanted her to find enjoyment in the moment. 

"I could look like an upstairs maid for all you know," she said.

"I doubt that. I can feel the fine fabric of your dress and know that it is cut close to your body, which would be a nice sight to see."

"I think your hands have had too much liberty then."

The problem wasn't with his hands, but with his mind. "Maybe it is my imagination that brings to mind the lovely shape you have."

"Then your imagination exaggerates, because I don't have nearly the curves my cousin does," Eloisa said. 

"She doesn't have your long legs."

"How do you know about my legs?"

Now it was his turn to laugh. "I like tall women and I know what is hidden beneath their skirts."

He wished he could see what color red her cheeks turned when she blushed. It would make her eyes sparkle. 

"I think this is going to have everyone talking about us now," she said, changing the subject. "The rumors are already spreading through the room no doubt."

"I don't care about rumors."

"I do. It's my reputation that will be hurt. They will paint me as some kind of scheming poor relative working against Sarah."

"We both know that's not true."

There was a pause when there shouldn't be, it should have been a simple answer. "I shouldn't be dancing with you. It's not my place."

She used that tone again. The one that she used when she tried to convince herself as much as the other person. He didn't believe for a second she didn't want to be there dancing with him, but she didn't think she deserved it. Before he could find the right answer the music stopped and they were no longer alone in the moment.

Eloisa was in a hurry to leave the dance floor and Thomas could only keep up with her. She led them to where her cousin waited with his mother. Sarah was excited and the feeling was contagious. Thomas took his cane back from the servant he had holding it, giving him a sense of security again. 

"That was a brilliant idea," said Sarah, giving him a pat on the arm. "No one would have expected to see you dancing with Eloisa. I thought Lady Harris was going to die of shock. Not that I would mind, after the hateful way she treated my cousin."

"Hope the poor old girl recovers."

"It was a kind thing you did."

There was a change in the tone of her voice. Sarah stood close to him, closer than what was appropriate. She slipped a hand into the crook of his arm and pulled him away from her parents.

"I think I might have been wrong about you. My first impression was based too much on rumors and not enough on truth."

"What kind of truth?" he asked.

"That you are a real gentleman, who knows how to judge a person by more than what can be seen on the surface."

"You mean your cousin."

"Exactly. She is such a beautiful person, but nobody else sees that but us. They can't get past her plain appearance."

Thomas knew that Sarah didn't intend for that to sound insulting but it did. Even her own cousin was wrong about her. That frustrated him to the point where his hand strangled his cane handle.

"I don't think she's plain, but I guess I'm not looking at the same person everyone else is," he said.

"I'm starting to reconsider my opinion of you. I might have been too hasty in the beginning."

That was the last thing that Thomas expected to hear that night. He knew that things had been going well and with Eloisa's help he had made progress, but this was a leap. It surprised him enough that he didn't have a proper response ready for her.

"I'm looking forward to your mother's ball." She leaned in to place a quick kiss on his cheek. "Things might be different by then. If you have been wanting to ask me something, that might be the perfect time."

Thomas stood there and listened for the sound of her skirts getting further away. He lifted a hand to touch the place she had kissed him and realized it felt cold to him. It made his stomach sink to know that he felt nothing but friendship for the woman who was supposed to become his wife. 
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BEING A COWARD WAS not usually how Eloisa would describe herself, but as she stood alone in front of Thomas’s house in the middle of the night, she started to think it might be true. She had been staring at his front door for a long time, unable to bring her hand up to knock. It had been an easy task when she left her room, but now she was struck with fear. She didn't know how he might respond to her disturbing him while he slept. It might be better if she went back home and approached him later in the day, at a more respectable hour.

That night had been like something out of a dream. Dancing in the arms of one of London's most desirable men. Listening to him whisper how beautiful she was. These were things she never would have thought could be possible. Knowing that all of society would be watching, he still chose her to be seen with. It was a moment she was unable to forget.

Then, once they were home, Sarah announced she might be close to accepting his proposal and Eloisa felt like the world slipped out from underneath her. Sarah said there was something she couldn't explain holding her back, but Eloisa doubted that would last much longer.  It was what she had worked for, but she felt unprepared for the news. 

All the pain it would cause to watch their engagement was too much, so Eloisa was going to have to leave once it was announced at the ball. This meant she would be leaving London a lot sooner, giving her only one chance to thank him before she was gone. This was the only way she could think of to be alone with him long enough to show her appreciation. It involved taking a hired hack to his house well past a decent hour and she was glad to have made it there safely. 

When no response came, she knocked again. Then she knocked a third time. Frustrated, Eloisa wondered if anyone was home. Afraid she might lose her nerve, Eloisa tested the doorknob and found it unlocked. Knowing it was wrong, Eloisa slipped inside the house and silently went upstairs. It wasn't hard to guess which door led to his bedroom. 

It took a few minutes for her eyes to adjust to the dim light cast into the room from the window. Quietly she snuck over to where he slept in the bed. She had never been in a man's room before and wondered if she should feel more embarrassment. Instead she was curious.

Thomas lay in the bed on his back with the blanket pulled up only to his waist. He wore no shirt, and she guessed he wore nothing beneath it. Even in his sleep the sleek muscles of his body appeared taut. Her hands itched to reach out and touch that golden skin. Continuing to gaze at him, she looked at his sleeping face. The soft lips were parted slightly while he slept soundly. Recognizing how vulnerable he was, she felt ashamed of herself for sneaking in. She had just turned to leave when his voice caught her attention.

"You know it's considered rude to stare." 

When she looked at him again his eyes were still closed but there was a thin smile on his lips.

"I tried not to wake you." Eloisa wondered if she should move away from the bed. "You looked tired after this evening. I shouldn't have come here so late."

"You might have gotten away with sneaking in to my house if I wasn't such a light sleeper."

"Not everyone can sneak into bedrooms like you can."

She regretted reminding him of that once she saw the darkened look on his face. She would never have thought he would feel guilt over her feelings. This man was so much different from the heartless god he had been. Without thinking, she reached out to touch the tightened lines of his face. Abruptly he grasped her wrist and she gasped. 

"You shouldn't have come here, but it's too late to turn back now." His voice was coarse as he stood, still not letting go of her hand. 

Eloisa felt her heart begin to race as she realized that her real reason for coming to his house had nothing to do with thanking him. She had wanted something, something to remember after she was gone. She had been planning to be with him, even if she hadn't admitted it. Now it was too late to change her mind if she wanted to. 

Slowly Thomas slid his hand down her arm until he reached her elbow. Then he was able to pull her closer to stand between his legs. Her hand was still stroking his face and now her other hand reached out to touch his bare chest. The skin was firm and warm beneath her fingers, she watched him close his eyes and for the first time felt the power of being a woman. 

Compelled by her new found confidence, Eloisa moved closer. She could feel the heat of his bare body through both her nightgown and wrapper. It made her skin tingle. When the blanket fell to reveal more of his handsome body. She let her hand move from his face down to the expanse of his chest. 

"Are you sure?" Thomas asked through clenched teeth.

"Yes."

That was all the encouragement he needed. Quickly his strong arms were wrapped around her, pulling her hand against his body. One hand reached up to pull her head down to his. Then he kissed her in a way she never thought possible. It was full of hunger and desperation. She could barely breath as he rolled her under him and onto the bed.

The weight of his body was heavy but not uncomfortable. The blanket and her clothes still formed a barrier between them. She didn't know what to do with her hands so she just let them fall to her sides on the bed. He pulled away then, propping up on his arms and focusing those blue eyes on her.

"I wish I could see you," he said. "I wish I could watch you experience this for the first time."

His confession brought a blush to her cheeks. "You could try to see me with your hand, like you did in the library."

His lips curled into a slow smile. He shifted to lie on his side beside her, allowing his hand to be free to reach for her. Her body trembled as he stroked from her neck, to her shoulder, to the neckline of her nightgown. Without asking permission, Thomas slipped his hand beneath the thin fabric to cup her breast. The feeling of his hand on her flesh brought another gasp from her. 

"This would be easier if you were wearing less." Thomas pulled his hand back and she felt a sense of disappointment. She felt nervous as he removed her clothes and pulled her down to lie naked beside him. 

His hand returned to her breast and she held her breath. His hand cupped the small weight of it and the thumb tormented her delicate nipple until it became tight. He felt satisfied with that response and his hand moved to get the same response from the other breast. Without thinking she arched her back to press more firmly into his hand. That got a chuckle from him. 

His hand moved lower, sliding across the smooth skin of her belly. She was grateful now for her slim figure as he stroked each of her narrow hips. Then he moved to press his body on top of her again. Without anything between them, she could feel the hardness of his manhood pressing against her. 

His mouth was on her again, first kissing her lips and then moving down her neck. His tongue slipped out to trace the line of her collarbone and she could no longer lie still. Her hands started exploring his arms and back without her conscious thought. 

Thomas moved slowly, taking his time tasting her body. His mouth played with her hard nipples until a moan came from her. Then he looked up at her with a look of male arrogance. 

He began kissing her again and then she felt his hand slip between them. Her legs were open to make room for him, but she was surprised when she felt his hands between them. One lone finger slipped into the folds of her body and found her wet. She wiggled as his finger stroked and circled her wetness, building tension inside her. 

Before she could reach some unknown goal, he removed his hand and she felt his manhood replacing it. He pressed slowly, trying to give her tight body time to adjust to him. She felt him pause for a moment, then push through the barrier to bury himself within her. The sharp pain made her bite down on her own lip and she tasted blood. 

"I'm sorry it hurt," he mumbled against her neck. "It's only like that once, I promise. The rest will make up for it."

She nodded against his cheek but doubted what he said was the truth. As her body stretched for him, she could only feel the pain of his intrusion. All the pleasure she had felt before was gone. She now only wished it would be over quickly. 

Thomas began to move on top of her, sliding in and out of her body. Using her legs Eloisa encouraged him to move faster. Within a few minutes he grunted into the crook of her neck and fell against her. This must mean they were finished with it. 

When Thomas rolled off of her Eloisa felt relieved that her body could now relax. She tried not to be disappointed by the ending. The beginning had been pleasant so she thought about that instead. Thomas pulled her up against his side ad she winced at the ache between her legs. 

"Did you find pleasure, my dear?" he asked as he laid her head on his shoulder.

"Parts of it were nice."

"Which parts?"

"The ones where you were touching me with your hands." It embarrassed her to talk about such things.

"I already knew that. I meant after I had claimed you. Did you enjoy that part?"

"No, but that part didn't last long."

Something about what she said must have been wrong because he growled and rolled away from her. Confused, she reached to cover herself with the blanket. 

"You were supposed to find that part the most enjoyable." Thomas ran his hand down his face.

"I'm sorry. I didn't know."

Eloisa didn't know what to say to make the situation better. She hadn't meant to upset him, especially after such an intimate act. She would have preferred he continue to hold her at least until she had to leave. Now she thought it might be better to leave immediately. She reached for her nightgown when he grabbed her hand to stop her. 

"I can do better." He sounded determined. "I know I can do much better."

She started to protest, to tell him he didn't need to bother but he kissed her again before she could. The mating part had been uncomfortable but she did enjoy the kissing. Relaxing back into the bed she tried not to think about anything but the taste of him. She wasn't eager to endure the lovemaking again but his kisses made it worthwhile. 

This time when his hand skimmed along the length of her body she knew what to expect and opened her legs for him. She moaned as his fingers explored her and began teasing her again. The tightness in her body returned, only this time he didn't stop. His finger kept circling her until the tension finally broke and she cried out into his mouth. After that she throbbed between her legs but no longer in an uncomfortable ways. She felt a tingle all over her body.

"Are you smiling now?" he pulled back to ask her.

"Yes, I can't seem to stop." Eloisa felt so much better than she had after mating.

She could feel that his manhood had grown hard again and wondered if he wanted to make love with her again. She was not as against the idea anymore since her body had been pleasured. In fact, she thought it might be more tolerable now that she felt so relaxed. Shifting her hips beneath him, she tried to urge him into her body.

"You might be too sore for that again." He wanted to be honorable and offer her a chance to stop, but she didn't want to. She shifted again to let him know what she wanted. 

She felt him slide into her and for a moment it was sore, but not so much that she wanted to stop. This time he did not pump into her rapidly as he did before. His moves were slow and deliberate. He tilted her hips so she ground against him with each stroke. The special place that he had rubbed with his hands he now rubbed with his body. That felt even better.

As the friction built she began urging him to move faster. He did but still held back enough to maintain control. Then she felt her body shatter again. That was the final indicator he needed before he found his own release. 

This time when she cuddled up next to him she smiled in a drowsy way and he didn't have to ask if she was pleased. 

"I'm beginning to wonder if I had pleased any of the women I have been with."

"Did they act like you did?"

"Yes, but a woman can easily fake that kind of thing." He sounded upset by the idea. "I'm not sure I would have even known the difference with you if I hadn't asked."

"I would never be false about that."

"You mean when we do this again?"

She realized what she had implied and immediately regretted it. She would never need to fake anything because this was never going to happen again. He would marry Sarah and it was her pleasure he should be thinking about. That reminder was enough to snap her out of her relaxation. Slipping away from him, Eloisa began gathering her clothes. 

Thomas remained still, stretched out on the bed. He remained in his naked glory while Eloisa went through the motions of getting redressed.

"You are eager to leave my company," said Thomas.

"I can't be found here by one of the servants." Eloisa tried to sound practical. “That would be impossible for you to explain.”

"So you are running away for my own good?"

"I'm not running anywhere. I'm simply being prudent and going back to where I belong." It was difficult to talk and dress herself without the help of a maid. 

"I don't think you know where that is anymore."

Eloisa had wondered the same thing as she put her hair in place. Her dreams had always been simple and nothing she couldn't attain. Setting realistic goals meant she wouldn't be a disappointment to anyone. Wanting too much could break a woman's heart. 

"We don't want to be caught in this situation, since one mistake could cost us everything." Her voice was firm. 

"I don't think I like being considered a mistake."

"You're not a mistake but what happened between us was. I'm not the woman you want."

Though it was foolish, Eloisa waited for a moment at the door for him to deny the truth of what she said. When she looked back he was falling asleep, but not before muttering one last thing. 

"I knew I could do better."
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WHEN THOMAS WOKE UP the next morning he was no less confused then he had been the night before. What had happened with Eloisa was unexpected, but he wasn't sure if he agreed that it was a mistake. He had been so exhausted that he didn't respond before she left. Now he tried to find the right words to explain his feelings and couldn't think of any.

Thomas had plenty of time to think by himself. He spent most of the day in his practice room, hoping the sweat would help clear his mind but he was wrong. He was still confused as he allowed his valet to dress him in his costume the night of the ball. Knowing Sarah would be dressed as a dove, he chose to go as a raven. Something about birds of a feather inspired him.

As the guests arrived, Thomas stood by his mother and greeted them with as much charm as he could muster. It wasn't long before it wore on his nerves to the point he felt he needed a drink. Ignoring his mother's protests, Thomas snuck away to his library for a glass of brandy. One deep breathe in the quiet room and he caught the scent of oranges.

"Hello, Miss Noble." Thomas leaned on his cane with both hands and gave a smug grin. 

"How do you always manage to find me?" Eloisa asked, keeping her distance from him. 

"I'm good at finding what I'm looking for." From the sound of her voice he could easily locate the corner she hid in. He moved slowly in that direction.

"There is no longer a reason for you to want to find me. Sarah will be accepting, tonight I think. She's coming close to falling in love with you." She didn't make that sound like a pleasant thing. 

"Is that your way of congratulating me?"

"I think the congratulations are due to both of us."

He knew exactly where she stood because he could feel her presence next to him. As he walked closer to her he heard her retreat until she was up against the wall. With nowhere else for her to go, Thomas felt a smug satisfaction that he had her trapped.

"I have a full appreciation of your efforts." Thomas placed a hand against the expensive wallpaper his mother had chosen when she decorated this room. "You went out of your way to help me. Now I suppose you will want your payment as soon as possible."

He could hear the shallow breathing quicken. With his other hand he touched her cheek and traced a line to the pulse beating at her neck. He marveled at how soft her skin was against his fingertips. It felt warm and he wondered if she was flushed with color. His mind wandered to the other soft parts of her body he had explored and he grew hard in his pants.

"I don't see any reason not to expect it soon, since you have no need of me anymore."

"Then you don't know anything about my needs."

Without allowing her a chance to say anything Thomas leaned in to kiss her. She responded instantly and it only furthered his hunger. When her soft lips parted he wasted no time slipping inside to taste her sweetness.

Holding her by the back of the neck Thomas pressed his body against hers and the kiss deepened as she tilted her head upward. Eloisa was no passive participant as her tongue danced with his. He could feel her hands clutching at his back beneath his jacket and pulling him closer. Only a thin thread of restraint kept him from removing both their clothes and making love to her with a roomful of guests down the hall. 

"It seems we both still have unmet needs," Thomas growled, prying his body away from her. The sound of her ragged breathing almost snapped his control, so he took a large step back to put more distance between them.

"Why did you do that?" Her voice sounded genuinely confused. 

"The same reason any man kisses a woman, because I wanted to."

"But you can't want me, I'm not..." Her voice trailed off but Thomas knew what she would say. She didn't think she was beautiful enough for him to want her. The idea was ridiculous to him, but clearly serious to her. 

"You have so many things that draw me to you." He tried to find the right words to explain. "I can't imagine not wanting you."

"That's because you can't see me now. When you could see me you chose not to." He could hear the hurt in her voice.

"I'm a different man now."

"Even if you have changed the rest of society hasn't." He felt her move, slipping away from the moment and him. "Everyone will see how incompatible we are and you will never regain your place like you wanted. You should be with someone who matches you better."

She sounded so logical and resigned that it made him angry. "I don't care about what they think, it's not their choice."

"No, but it's mine and I'm still choosing to leave. Your needs might be different but mine are still the same."

"Even after last night?"

He knew she could remember the details clearly because they were vivid in his mind.

"That doesn't change anything. It was a mistake." She sounded like she wanted to convince herself as much as him. "Our deal still stands and I believe I have upheld my end of it."  

"What if I don't want our deal anymore?"

"That's too bad because it’s already done." He felt her brush past him in the direction of the door. "You can send my payment to me tomorrow. You should be happy, Your Grace. You got everything you wanted."

He let out a low growl. "You know how to put salt in the wound."

"I'm only pointing out the truth."

"The situation was my fault, but the pain we are both feeling is yours," he said.

"I find that hard to believe."

"You rejected me this morning, after loving me last night."

"You are marrying my cousin."

She sounded disappointed, which gave him hope. "Say the word and I will never ask her. I will get down on my knee before you right now."

"No."

"That's not the right word."

She was at the door now; he could hear the latch. It was too far away for him to grab her if he tried, so he didn't bother. Thomas knew that they were about to reach the point where they could no longer turn back. Once she was gone he wouldn't be able to get her alone again. His mind was not moving fast enough and he felt desperation tugging at his throat, making him speak without thinking first.

"Don't you want me?"

His questioned echoed in the tiny space, or maybe it was just that it echoed in his own mind. Fear grabbed him while he waited for the answer.

"Unfortunately, I do," she said before slipping away. 

Thomas reflected on the irony of that statement. He had succeeded in his plan and now had his trophy but it didn't feel like victory. He needed a drink and some time to think things over, so he poured himself a tall drink from the liquor cabinet. He had only enjoyed his first sip when he heard the door open again. 

"Heard you made a scene at the Stanhope ball," said Alex. He reached around Thomas to get a glass for himself. "Of course it had to be the one event I decided not to go to."

"It was just a dance."

"Not the way I hear it. Sounds like you made a statement." Alex sounded like he hadn't been to bed for days and Thomas wondered if that meant it was a good night or a bad one for his friend. "Dancing with a spinster is going to become the new fashion, now that you have made it popular."

"She's not a spinster." He felt his anger beginning to boil over. "Don't say anything like that ever again."

He felt Alex give him a pat on the back. "Did the grand gesture work? Should I be congratulating you on an engagement with Lady Sarah?"

"She hasn't accepted yet, and I didn't do it for her."

He did it for Eloisa. He did it because he wanted her to feel the way he thought she should feel. Like a beauty.

"Still, you must be pretty proud of yourself, catching the fairest of them all."

That was the feeling Thomas expected to have but it just wasn't there. His felt sick to his stomach when he thought of Eloisa leaving the country and him spending the rest of his days married to the wrong woman. It felt like he was caught in a life that didn't fit him anymore. 

"Sarah would make a fine duchess," he said, hoping he sounded more convinced than he felt.

"Of course she would. She would look lovely next to you as you regain your former glory."

"Everything will be like it was before." Everything except himself. 

The truth was Thomas could feel how much he had changed since the start of the season. Not just little things, but his outlook on the world. The things that he thought were the most important were now trivial and meaningless to him. His definition of happiness had changed.

"I can marry any woman I please, can’t I? he asked, as a profound realization came to him.

Alex sounded confused as he replied. "Yes, which is why you are marrying Lady Sarah, I believe."

"Why her?"

"Because she is beautiful."

"I don't think that's the right reason."

"Are you feeling well? You are speaking nonsense."

That was likely since he felt like some kind of mad man. Thomas was seriously considering not marrying Sarah after all the work he did to win her hand. Knowing that he did not love her wasn't a problem before, but now being in love with someone else might change that. The fact that Eloisa made it clear she was against him was only a minor setback in his opinion. 

"What if I decided to marry someone else? No one would dare try to stop me." He spoke his thoughts out load, hoping Alex would agree with them. 

"You mean like a brown-eyed chaperone?"

"Exactly."

He could hear his friend laughing out loud.

"I wondered when you would notice her considerable charms. Miss Noble is an interesting lady, but I'm not sure everyone would agree. You might lose some favor if you chose her for a bride," said Alex. 

"I lost favor with most people when I became blind, I doubt it would get any worse."

"I thought you wanted all that prestige back."

He did and that hadn't changed. The idea of spending his life being left out of society made his stomach roll. Still, was it worth the price to gain entrance into that life again?

"I might still be able to win back my place. I will just have to do it on my own," he said, grumbling the words with his own bitterness.

"Would she be happy in that kind of position? The lady I met prefers not being the center of attention."

He thought back to the waltz they shared and how uncomfortable it made her to have so many eyes cast on her at once. He assumed it was because she wasn't accustomed to it, but what if she didn't like people noticing her. He wouldn't want her to constantly be uneasy. He knew she could shine if given the right light, but what if she felt better in the shadows. He would live there too if she needed it.  

"I'm going to have to talk to Sarah," Thomas said, reaching for his cane where it was leaned against the wall.

"She thinks you're going to propose to her," Alex said, moving out of the way towards the door. "How do you plan to explain your change of heart?"

Thomas thought about it for only a moment. "I will explain that I didn't have a heart before Eloisa and I fear I might not have one without her."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 21

[image: image]




ESCAPING THAT ROOM and the man she had left standing in it was the only thing Eloisa could think about. She needed time to gain control of her emotions again, since they were barely hidden beneath her expression. If people were to see how distressed she was it would only make things worse. She couldn't let Sarah know she was upset or it would ruin everything. The only place to go was the retiring room upstairs. Thankfully there were no other ladies, which gave her the solitude she needed.

After wiping her face and readjusting her mask, Eloisa sat in front of the large mirror, staring at her reflection. For the first time she was able to see the image without the judgment of other people playing in her head. She had to admit that she felt more comfortable with her appearance than she had when she was younger. Her thoughts were interrupted by the knock of a maid who insisted on giving her a message. Sarah's handwriting looked urgent as she begged Eloisa to meet her on the back terrace. 

Everyone else was inside waiting for the grand entrance of the duke. That made it easy to find Sarah, who stood alone near the railing. There was enough light cast from the lamps that she could see Sarah was in distress. Eloisa quickened her steps to reach her cousin.

"What happened?" Eloisa felt guilty about not being where she should as a chaperone. 

"I don't know what to do." Sarah wrung her hands together, wrinkling the long satin gloves covering them. "I feel certain that Thomas is going to propose tonight. I don't want to embarrass him, but I can't possibly say yes."

Eloisa stood there blinking at her cousin for a moment. That was the last thing she expected to hear. "I thought you were going to accept."

"I never said that." 

That was true, that Sarah had never said it in words but Eloisa was certain her behavior indicated it. "You were kissing him."

Her cousin waved one of her hands in the air. "That was simply an experiment. One that failed miserably."

"Failed?"

"There was no spark. It was like kissing an old vicar."

Eloisa felt her jaw drop open. The idea that anyone could taste that man's lips and think about the church was unbelievable. Eloisa felt nothing but sin when she touched him. He created sparks that lit a fire within a woman. She couldn't be the only one that responded that way. 

"He has a well-known reputation as a lover," Eloisa said.

"I think it must be mostly fiction. Those sorts of things are always elaborated in the retelling."

Eloisa wanted to assure her cousin that everything everyone said about him was true, but of course she couldn't. The truth was something she had to keep to herself for both their sakes. She had to change Sarah's mind about Thomas quickly or all the sacrifice would have been nothing.

"I thought you were beginning to admire him, for the way he has changed. That should count for something."

"Perhaps he has changed too much. He's not the same powerful man he used to be. I don't want to commit my life to a weak man." Sarah looked concerned as she spoke, as if she truly feared that idea. "He is an invalid now. What if he got hurt and I had to take care of him for the rest of our lives?"

Eloisa’s hands clenched at her side started to clench anger surged through her body. In that moment she wanted to slap her cousin for being so wrong. This was something she would not stand for.

"He is not weak. He is barely kind. That man is nothing if not strong and arrogant, in every way."

She saw something flicker across her cousin’s expression and knew it was amusement. "That's not a good endorsement of the man."

"It's honest. He's not perfect, but perfect would be dull."

"Then what is he?"

That was the question that Eloisa had been trying to figure out the answer to all this time. Just when she thought she had figured him out he behaved in an unexpected way. There was both good and bad battling within him all the time. If she was honest she would admit that it excited her to see which side won from moment to moment. 

"He's wonderful," she finally said, realizing that she couldn't describe it in any better words. 

"Then why do I feel like he's not the one for me?" Sarah tilted her head to the side, looking at her as if waiting for Eloisa to realize something. "Perhaps he is better suited for someone with a more understanding nature."

"You are the only one here who is his equal. The only one who could be his partner in facing society."

"I hardly know the man."

Eloisa felt her stomach tighten as she thought about all the quiet moments alone with him that gave her such an intimate knowledge of him. She didn't like to think that another woman would be having those moments in the future, even her cousin.

"You will get to know him. That's what people do in marriage," she said, hoping that she sounded more certain than she felt. "He will make you happy. He's the kind of man who could make any woman happy."

"He's in love with someone else."

That statement stole the breath from her as she saw in her cousin's eyes that she knew far more than she should. "He wants to marry beauty."

"You are beautiful."

"Not according to everyone else."

"They don't matter. Only his opinion counts and he loves you."

"What makes you think that?"

"He told me so."

The tears were threatening to run down her cheeks beneath the mask she wore. "He was mistaken."

Eloisa turned away when Sarah tried to reach for her. There were too many emotions swirling around inside of her and if she felt the comfort of a hug she would just lose all control over them. 

"You know I can't accept him, not when I know that he cares for you and you might care for him." Said Sarah, her tone was soft and soothing.

"I don't care for him."

"I'm glad you are such a terrible liar."

"I don't feel anything for him. He's just another one of your many suitors."

Eloisa knew her voice sounded false even to her own ears. She started to lose her resolve in the situation. The picture of Thomas and Sarah no longer looked as perfect as she once thought. 

"He needs you," Eloisa finally said, desperation gripping her. "He needs you to become the man he was before. I could never give him that."

"But do you need him?"

Finally, Eloisa could no longer lie to her cousin or herself. The truth was she did need him and that terrified her. Without being able to speak she shook her head vigorously. 

"I guess my first season won't be a complete success." Said Sarah, walking past Eloisa and going towards the door to the crowded ballroom. 

Eloisa knew she was too much of a mess to face anyone yet, so she stayed behind. Leaning on both hands against the railing, Eloisa tried to take in as much air as she could with each breath. 

"I couldn't hear your answer. Would you mind repeating it?"

There was the sound of tapping and footsteps as Thomas came across the terrace from where he hid in the shadows. Quickly, she wiped the tears from her face, even though she knew he would hear her emotions in her voice.

"Repeat what?" Her heart beat wildly. She watched his movements, drinking in the sight of him again. 

"The answer to her question. Do you need me?"

"Of course not. That would be foolish of me."

"You have never been a fool."

Thomas made his way closer to her and as much as she tried not to stare, Eloisa felt her eyes drawn to him. He looked amazing in the fine cut of his costume and his face was almost healed. The faint shadows of bruising only added to his handsome appearance. She blushed as she recalled how he had looked without so many layers of clothing.

"You were spying on me," she said, trying to think of anything but his body. "That is impolite."

"You know I'm more comfortable in the shadows. This reminds me of the first night we met."

She laughed a little. "You don't remember the first time we met." 

"The second time then. You captivated me." He stood close now, so near her that she could smell him in the air. 

"Only because I wouldn't tell you who I was. You liked the mystery."

"No, I liked the surprise. You are always surprising me."

"I have been surprising myself lately."

The warm wind pulled a piece of her hair from the confines of her pins and when she reached up to brush it away he caught her hand. Slowly he pulled the glove from it so that their bare palms were touching. The heat of his skin melted her from the inside and she sighed. Her mind easily slipped back to when they were making love in his room and she flushed from head to toe. 

"I'm out here because I don't belong in there. I don't know why you are always lurking outside."

"It's not lurking if it's my own house."

"It is when you should be inside with your guests."

He laughed and she wanted to laugh too, but her nerves wouldn't let her. He smiled at her and it made every inch of her tingle. Her free hand smoothed her skirts, reminding her that she had worn it just for him. It was a fabric made for touching more than being seen. It wasn't logical, but logic didn't always work when she thought about him. 

"My mother was worried when she realized you were missing. I offered to play the hero again and come find you."

"I think you are starting to like that role."

"No, I still enjoy being the villain more." He moved slowly, coming closer to her by the inch. "Gives me a chance to pursue my own desires without concern for other people."

"That could be dangerous."

"I like it that way."

She should have walked away, gone back into the ballroom and returned to her place in the back of the room. If his mother noticed she was missing others would be noticing too. Being found out here, alone with him, would be a disaster. Yet, all of these things couldn't make her move away from him.

Taking both his hands in hers, Eloisa placed them on her hips where she knew he could feel the softness of her dress as it clung to her body. His eyes widened slightly before closing. Then he let his hands run up and down the fabric, petting her beneath it. She wanted to purr from the pleasure of it.

"Does this mean you have changed your mind about leaving?" he asked. 

"No, but I wanted to have a proper good-bye."

"This is anything but proper."

"It feels right to me."

Before he could argue more, she reached up and grabbed his evening jacket by the front, pulling him down to meet her lips. It was not the smooth seduction she wanted it to be, but it came from the desperation she felt for him. She needed to get the last taste of him that she could before it was too late. Thomas responded the way she hoped he would, kissing her back with the same passion she had. 

"You have me so confused. You tell me you want to leave, but then you kiss me like that," he mumbled as they continued to kiss. "How am I supposed to know what you want?"

There was nothing she could say to answer that, because she didn't know herself. She wanted to be with him, but she couldn't stand the thought of embarrassing him in front of society. These conflicting emotions jumbled up inside her but her mind still had enough control to pull away from him.

"I want you to remember me fondly, but I want to forget this ever happened." Eloisa felt her throat tighten as she tried to speak. 

"Just walk away? You can still do that?"

"Yes. I'm going to do exactly that."

“I can’t let you be such a fool.” His hand gripped her arm and began to drag her in the direction of the ballroom. 

She struggled to get free but he was too strong for her to escape without making a scene. Using his cane to guide him, Thomas dragged her to the front of the room where the musicians were playing. Banging his cane loudly on the floor he waited until the room was quiet and all eyes were watching. 

"As many of you know, I have been in search of a wife this season. I'm happy to announce that I have found the perfect woman to be my duchess."

Eloisa held her breath as she watched him with the same anticipation as the rest of the guests. 

"Miss Eloisa Noble," said Thomas, turning toward her with a look of smug satisfaction. 

Thomas began to pull her in closer to him and her feet moved against her will. Her mouth hung open like fish, until she quickly shut it.

"I just announced our engagement," said Thomas, bringing her hand up to his lips. "If you don't smile, they might think you are rejecting my offer. I would be a laughingstock."

Looking around, every pair of eyes was focused on her. With one word she suddenly had the power to embarrass one of the most powerful men in London. Confused, she looked to her cousin who smiled and nodded enthusiastically. She let her eyes turn to Thomas again and they were beginning to blur. She was about to faint in front of all the most important people of the ton.

"Don't try to escape by fainting," said Thomas, stepping in to lend her an arm to lean on. "You’re not the type to suffer the vapors."

"I don't know what came over me," Eloisa answered, concentrating on her breathing and not letting her head spin. 

"It was the shock. My mother warned me it was risky to surprise a woman like that."

"That was distressing.”

"I thought women liked grand romantic gestures," said Thomas, stroking her cheek.

"Only you would consider putting someone on the spot romantic."

A slow smile slid onto his lips but he didn't comment. The band started to play again and the audience lost interest in them. Now that there wasn't an entire ballroom watching, Eloisa could let it sink in. The man had announced to the world that he wanted to marry her. Not her beautiful cousin, just ordinary her. That could be considered romantic.

"When did you decide to declare your feelings to the world?" she asked.

"After you kissed me tonight. I realized that you might not know that you needed me and I decided to make the choice for you." He sounded nervous.

"You assumed you could force me into accepting your proposal without even making one?"

In a heartbeat, Thomas knelt in front of her. He showed no concern for his fancy clothes being rumpled as he crawled closer to her. With her handin his, he bent his head before her and sounded earnest when he spoke. They were far enough from the crowd that no one watched but Eloisa.  

"Will you, Eloisa Noble, please spend the rest of my life making me the happiest man in London?" Thomas spoke with conviction. 

"I won't be able to restore your old reputation." This was the last moment he would be able to reconsider.  

"I no longer want to be the man I was. I'd rather be the man you deserve."

When Thomas looked up, she could see the truth of what he said shining in his blue eyes. Her mind could no longer find reasons to say no, so she answered him by bending down to kiss him. 

"Was that a yes? With you, I'm never sure." He laughed and rose to his feet.

"Hopefully you never will be."

"My wife will keep me on my toes." He leaned in to whisper in her ear. "Among other positions I hope."

"I can't wait."
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ALL OF LIFE IS A GAMBLE and Alexander Fullerton, Viscount Andrews, knew how to play the odds. After being swindled by a lying businessman and losing his family’s fortune, Alex uses his card skills to keep them from ruin. He knows that in order for his younger sister to have the season she deserves, he will need to find a rich heiress to marry and as the season closes he worries he won’t find one in time. Then he is given and offer from someone he never expected. 

Rachel Bradden is the daughter of a rich and powerful member of the London underworld and grew up inside one of the most notorious gambling hells. At night she runs the place behind the disguise of the Raven and enjoys winning against the elite players that frequent the establishment. There is only one man who has ever been able to beat her and now her father expects her to marry him for respectability. 

Two experienced gamblers, both expecting to win, will start to play a game that can decide their futures. The stakes don’t get any higher than their hearts, but is it possible for them to find love away from the table? 
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