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Eliza

Falling for the boy next door wouldn’t have been so bad for Eliza, if
the object of her affection wasn't also the son of her father’s rival.
Eliza is willing to risk everything for a shot at true happiness after she
had given everything to the magnetic future Earl of Craven.

Until he sleeps with her and then breaks her heart, that is, and shows
up years later, as if nothing has happened.

Can Eliza forgive and forget? Or will love be her undoing once more?
Nick
For Nick, there has only ever been one woman who possesses his

heart. Eliza Nelson. But it seems love is not in the cards for Nick and
Eliza...

Until fate brings them together after a heartbreaking mystery, that is.

Intent on discovering what happened all those years ago, and why
Eliza is so distant, can Nick keep his desires buried? Or will he give
up everything for a second chance at a childhood dream?

Note: This is a spicy novella with 5+ explicit scenes and a
guaranteed HEA!
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Chapter 1
Surrey, England - Spring 1811

“| loveyou, Eliza, and | intend to marry you. To hell with our fathers. Please tell me
you want to be with me as much as | wish to be with you. In every way.”

Elizabeth Nelson, the eldest daughter of the Earl of Nelson, melted into the arms of
her sweetheart, Nicholas, who would one day become the Earl of Craven. She had
loved him from the first time she’d come across him swimming in the stream that ran
between their fathers' estates, amost five years ago.

Although the ownership of that very stream had been a long-disputed issue between
their fathers. They each believed that the stream belonged to them and made trouble
for each other when either household made use of it for livestock or to provide
irrigation to crops. Ultimately, they both ended up using it for their estates anyway,
and one would think they could be content with that. But a silly stream had been
enough to cause such arift that the men had sworn to hate each other. The bad blood
only became worse between the pair over the years.

When she first saw Nick al those years ago, he hadn’t given one whit about her back
then. She had been far too young, and he had only been home for the summer from
Eton, and by the time fall came again, he was gone. When he returned years later, he
came across her reading a novel by the very same stream and finally noticed her, a
woman and no longer an annoying young chit. They spent the next few months
falling more in love each day and taking a few scandalous swims together at night in
the stream in arebellious slight against their fathers.



There wasn't a doubt in her mind that she wished to marry him, and she wanted
nothing more than to give him every part of herself. To truly become his and make
him hers. As a young woman of eight-and-ten whom no one spoke of such things to,
she knew very little of what that would mean, but she knew she only wished to
experience such things with Nick.

He would have offered to marry her already, and they would already be betrothed if
they knew for certain how their fathers would react. Given the hatred the men
harbored for each other, they feared that Eliza's father wouldn’t agree to the union.
With her age, they needed his approval to do so properly, or they would have to do
something scandalous like elope to Gretna Green.

“1 love you, too,” she said, burying her face in his neck. “I want very much to be with
you, Nick.”

He took her mouth with his, kissing her with fervent intensity. When he broke the
kiss, he brought her hands to his swollen lips. “Meet me at the hunting cabin tonight,
after it is dark. We can be alone there, just the two of us with no one to disturb us.”

She looked at their hands, attempting to mask her frown.

“What is it, Eliza? If you have doubts, we can wait,” Nick said. He lifted her chin to
meet his mesmerizing green eyes. His chestnut hair was just a bit longer than was
fashionable, and it made him all the more roguish and handsome. “Look at me. |
mean it, if thisisn’t something you wish to do—"

“It’ s not that,” she said, cutting him off.

“Then is it something | have done? Did you not enjoy when | touched you...” his
voice trailed off as he gestured towards her skirts.



“It is most certainly not that either,” she said before swallowing hard. She had quite
enjoyed it when he introduced her to the most exquisite pleasure she had ever
experienced. “It's just that | know you have experienced these things before, and |
haven't a clue what to expect or what to do.”

Nick had always been honest with her, and he told her of his time at Cambridge and
that there had been women who warmed his bed. He spared her the details, which she
appreciated, but she wasn't so secure in herself that it didn't spark a flicker of
jealousy, especially when she was about to lay herself bare before him.

She knew that the rules of society were different for men than women, especially
since Nick was two-and-twenty and exposed to the things men do while at university,
but it didn’t mean she had to liket.

He cupped her cheek with his hand. “My love, you will be perfect. All | need is you.
The rest we can explore together.”

“But you—"

“Nothing that happened before you matters,” he said, cutting her off, “and | know it
isn't fair for me to say so, but | would be driven mad if | had to imagine even the
mere notion of another man touching you. If | could change the past, | promise you, |
would. Just know that it is of little import to me. You are my future. My everything.”

She pressed onto her toes and kissed him again. “1 will meet you tonight. | shall have
to wait until after Papa goesto bed if | hope to leave.” Her papa would not approve of
her sneaking out to meet any man, let alone the son of the Earl of Craven. He might
have apoplexy if he knew she intended to give Nick her virtue. Papatolerated Nick’'s
presence when he came to call only because of the politeness society expected. She
was certain Papa would refuse him if it wouldn’t upset Eliza. Perhaps when she and
Nick married, their fathers might resolve things between them. One could only hope.



He brought her hand to his lips again and kissed her knuckles. “Y ou had better return
home before someone comes looking for us,” he said. “I will see you tonight, my
love.”

She took his lips again for afew quick pecks and peeked around the corner from the
back of her family's stables, ensuring no one could see her as she hurried back
towards the house. Her father might tolerate Nick visiting for tea, but if he caught her
with him unchaperoned, she wasn't certain she’' d see the light of day again. They had
to get creative to find ways to sneak off without her maid in tow.

Eliza made it back to the terrace of her grand country home without anyone taking
notice. As soon as she entered, she ailmost walked straight into her father.

“Where have you been, daughter?’ he asked .
“l was just taking in the air in the garden, Papa,” she lied. She didn’t enjoy lying to
her father, but she couldn’t have him locking her away in her room. Surely love was a

reason to justify the minor sin.

His brow furrowed, assessing her. “Where is your maid? Y ou shouldn’t be roaming
the grounds alone.”

“You are quite right, Papa. | just stepped out for a few moments after | was tired of
reading. | will make sure Dot goes with me next time,” she said, hoping her father
wouldn’t press her any further.

“Very well. See that you do. Did that boy call here today?’

“Nick?’ she asked.

Her father nodded. “And shouldn’t you refer to him as Lord Craven?’ Hate spewed



when her father spoke thetitle. “You aren’t on familiar terms.”

Eliza opted not to point out that her father should also refer to Nick by his title and
not “that boy,” but she opted to leave that unsaid. “Papa, he isn't his father and has
done nothing to you. And no, he didn’t,” she replied. It wasn't exactly alie since he
didn’t come calling to their door. “ Perhaps he will come for tea tomorrow.”

“You are to depart for town with your mama in a few weeks for the season. You are
certain to marry before the season ends, so there isn’t much point in the boy calling
here, | should think,” he said, hislips curled into asmirk .

“Perhaps he will offer for me and save you the expense of a season, Papa,” she said,
testing the waters for her father’s reaction.

If she hoped to find a hint of his thoughts on her statement, she would be
disappointed. His expression remained unchanged, other than a slight squint of his

eyes.

“Perhaps,” he said, “but you would have many acceptable options if you had a
season.”

She patted her father’s arm. “The most important thing is that | marry someone who
loves me, right, Papa?’

“And someone who is respectable and comes from an excellent family. Someone who
would ensure you are provided for,” her father said, his cool expression still
unchanged.

“Of course, Papa,” she replied. “I should like to return to the new book | just
purchased with my pin money. May | be excused?’ She wasn't ready to tell her father
she had already made her choice and would marry Nick. Even if she had to run away



with him to Gretna, he was the man she would marry, and there wasn’t a thing her
father could do about it.

“Seeyou at dinner,” her father said before departing towards his study.

Eliza continued to her room, unable to concentrate on reading as her heart wouldn’t
stop racing. She couldn’t wait for her rendezvous with Nick later that evening, where
she would learn what it meant to couple with the man she loved.

Around eleven o’ clock, Eliza poked her head out of her room to see if anyone was
lurking in the hallway. Dot had dressed her for bed a couple hours ago and set her
hair into along plait held in place with aribbon before she sent the maid away for the
evening. Eliza slipped on a serviceable day dress over her night rail and then covered
herself with a pelisse to help keep from catching a chill in the cool night air.

Once she was certain there was no one moving about the house, she slipped out of her
room and closed the door behind her. She made her way downstairs and snuck out via
the door the servants used to access the kitchen garden.

The hunting cabin was only a ten-minute swift ride away, and she knew the route
well. With a confident smile, she set off on the journey, assured of her safety under
the luminous full moon. She crept to the mews, and a groom greeted her .

“Please saddle up my horse and tell no one that you saw me,” she said, handing him a
couple of coins.

He pocketed the coins and set off to do as she asked. Jimmy had done so for her afew
times before, when she would sneak out to see Nick. The last time they snuck to the
hunting cabin, she learnt what an orgasm was. Who knew that a man’s hands could
give such pleasure? She clenched her thighs together, already thinking about what
delights he would introduce her to that evening.



A few moments later, immy handed her the reins, positioning the horse by the
mounting block. She thanked him and climbed into the saddle before flicking the
reins and racing off into the night.

When she reached the cabin, Nick’s horse was already tied up outside. He waited on
the porch for her and came right beside her horse and lifted her down. “I’'m so very
glad you made it, my love. | would have preferred to escort you,” Nick said, pulling
her into an embrace for a quick kiss. “Let’s get you inside. | already started afire for

us.

She grabbed his hand, and he led her inside. The warmth from the fire kissed her skin
right away. She removed her pelisse and laid it across the back of the settee. She
turned to face him, and in a single fluid movement, he swept her into his arms. Nick
pressed his lips to hers, running his tongue along her bottom lip before her lips parted
and he massaged her tongue with his. She returned his kiss, sucking his tongue into
her mouth until he groaned.

He ambled her backward towards the bedchamber, not breaking their kiss, which
grew wilder by the moment. Once inside the room, he kissed her jaw and neck,
nibbling at her and then soothing the nips with his tongue.

Eliza sighed, loving the man before her more than she could have thought possible.
She glanced around the room and noted he had started a fire in the bedchamber as
well, and there were afew candles lit on the mantle above the fireplace.

Nick took her hands in his and leaned back to look at her. His expression was an
intoxicating mixture of need and love, and with the light from fire casting shadows on
his handsome face, it was an image depicted right out of one of her romance novels.
His chestnut hair was almost black in the low lighting and the candlelight hit his
green eyes just perfectly so that they shone like a precious gem. She lost her heart to
him all over again.



“Areyou certain you wish to do this?’ he asked, placing a soft kiss on her jaw.

“More than anything,” she replied. They had talked about waiting until they were
married, but the desire to be with him had consumed her. She couldn’t wait for her
father to approve her choice. She needed to be with him in every way, and then they
would fight for their future together.

A low growl escaped his lips, and he began working the buttons of her dress,
unfastening enough that he could lift it over her head and then tossed it on the chair
beside the bed.

Curious about what Nick would look like without his clothing, she unbuttoned the
coat he wore and pushed it off his shoulders until it fell to the floor. She worked the
buttons of his white shirt next. He remained still and allowed her to do as she wished,
staring into her eyes as she undid each button and freed him from his shirt.

Her breath caught when she saw his muscular chest with a light smattering of dark
hair. When she ran her hands across chiseled muscles and over his shoulders, he
sucked in a breath, and the nerves she had about coupling with him evaporated,
leaving only raw desire. She kissed his chest, becoming wanton and bold with each
press of her lips to his skin. She used her tongue in the same way he did against her
neck, and his muscles flexed beneath her touch.

“Eliza, that feels so good.”

She licked and kissed his collarbone and up his neck, finding the lobe of his ear. She
sucked it into her mouth.

He grabbed her head and kissed her lips again. After a few moments of exploration
with their tongues, he broke the kiss and pulled her night rail over her head, leaving
her naked before him.



She watched his response to her, and the hunger in his eyes only emboldened her
further.

“You are so beautiful,” he said, looking from her breasts and down her body. “1 must
taste you.”

She wasn't sure what he meant, but he clasped her bottom and lifted her onto the bed.
He tenderly laid her down across the massive bed and positioned himself on his knees
between her legs.

He kissed her lips, then kissed his way to her breasts. Her entire body shivered from
the sensation of his powerful form hovering over her and the anticipation of what he
would do. She gasped when he took one of her nipples into his mouth and began
suckling her. “Nick,” she cried out.

“Do you like this?’ he asked, stopping what he was doing.

“Oh, yes,” shereplied.

He dipped his head to continue, smiling against her breast every time she moaned or
sucked in a breath. When he used his hand to find her nub in the nest of curls between

her legs, she moaned again.

He released her nipple and kissed his way down her stomach. He kissed lower and
lower, shifting himself further down on the bed until his head was between her legs.

“What are you—" She cried out when his tongue flicked her pearl. “God, yes,” she
moaned.

He stopped and glanced up at her, a smirk playing on his lips. “Does that mean you
wish for me to continue?’



“1 may never wish for you to stop.”

He gave a smug laugh and flicked her pearl again before circling it with his tongue.
He inserted a finger into her core and moved it in and out. Her hands flew to his head,
and she undulated against his mouth and hand.

She approached a release similar to the one he gave her a couple of nights ago with
his hand, but this was different. Far more intense and wicked. When she tipped over
the edge of her climax, she rocked and moaned, calling out his name.

He shifted himself on top of her and kissed her lips. She tasted herself on his tongue
and licked the wetness off his lips. It was erotic and exhilarating, and she knew that
once would never be enough.

“1 could drink from you all day,” he said.

“1 may wish for you to do just that.” She giggled when he laughed at her declaration.
“1 didn’t know such athing was possible,” she said.

He kissed her again. “Would you like to stop now, or would you like for me to show
you more?”

“l want more,” she replied, the need evident in her tone. “Please, Nick.”

Nick climbed off the bed and stood beside it, looking at her.

“Where are you going?’ she asked, curving her lipsin aplayful pout.

“1 must remove these now,” he replied, working the buttons of his falls, his eyes not

leaving hers. He pushed his breeches down to the floor and his member sprang to life,
protruding from a nest of dark curls. Her gaze fixed on it, curious about what it might



fedl like in her hand.

He climbed back onto the bed and hovered over her, placing another sweet kiss on
her lips.

“1 want to touch you,” she said, reaching between them to grasp the rod that stood
erect between them.

He sucked in a large breath and closed his eyes when her hand closed around it.
Balancing himself with one hand and his knees, he reached his free hand between
them and wrapped it around hers. His cock was smooth to the touch but hard as stedl.

“You can stroke me like this.” He moved her hand with his, and she loved the power
she felt from giving him pleasure the way he did for her.

She continued to stroke him for a few moments before he pulled her hand away. “I
will spend if you should continue, and | would much rather do so after | make you
come on my cock.”

She bit her lip, enjoying his wicked words. “Tell me what you are going to do and
don’t be polite about it.”

He dipped his hand between them and dlid two fingers inside of her. “I’'m going to
replace my fingers with the head of my aching shaft, and then I’ m going to move like
this’—he did hisfingersin and out—" until you shatter and moan in my arms.”

She released a sound that was a mixture of a sign and a moan. He pressed his lips to
her ear. “Do you want me inside you now?’ he whispered.

She nodded.



“Tell me you want me to make love to you with my needy cock,” he said, kissing
along her jaw.

“1 want your cock, Nick,” she whispered. “Make love to me. Now.”

He withdrew his fingers and positioned himself at her opening. “This may hurt but
not for long, and it shouldn’t do so ever again.”

He pushed himself into her with care, inch by inch. She gasped from the dlight twinge
of pain when he had his entire length inside of her.

“Areyou al right?’ he asked .

“Yes,” she whispered, the pain subsiding, and she had the urge to move against him.
“It doesn’'t hurt any longer.”

He withdrew and then thrust back inside of her, causing her to see stars. She had
never imagined such a pleasure and reveled in the intimacy from the man she loved
most in the world filling her, the two of them joining as one. Nothing and no one else
mattered but the two of them. He did it again, and she cried out.

“That’sit, my love. Moan as loud as you wish. It drives me wild to hear you do so.”
With every moan, he thrust deeper and harder inside of her. She wrapped her legs
around him, and it became even more intense when he entered her as far as he could.
He panted and groaned, and she pushed herself against him to meet his thrusts.

“You are mine,” he said, thrusting hard and deep.

She responded with aloud moan and dug her fingers into his back.



“Say it,” he whispered against her lips.

Eliza kissed him and broke the kiss to speak. “I am yours,” she said. “I shall always
be yours.”

He thrust into her harder and faster.

“Oh, yes,” she cried out. “Just like that. Don't stop.” With each movement, she
neared ever closer to madness and ecstasy. “Nick,” she moaned .

He didn’'t relent and made good on his promise to make her shatter. When she did,
she cried out his name again and bucked beneath him, arching her back. Once she
rode every wave of the intense pleasure from her climax, he withdrew, his breath
ragged. “God, Eliza,” he groaned before warm liquid pooled on her stomach.

After a few moments, Nick climbed from the bed and removed a handkerchief from
his pocket. He wiped between her legs, then her stomach, and set the handkerchief on

the table beside the bed.

“1 wiped away the blood, but you may be sore tomorrow. A warm bath should help,”
he said, settling in next to her and pulling her into his arms,

“That was more wonderful than | imagined,” she said, brushing his hair away from
hisface. “| hope it was the same for you.”

He pulled her tighter against him. “My love, | have never experienced anything as
intense as being with you. | fear | am addicted to you and shall never get enough.”

She giggled beside him. “Is that so?’

“It’ s perfect since you are mine,” he said, kissing her forehead.



“Does that mean you shall meet me here tomorrow night and show me more?’ she
asked, placing a quick kiss on his chest.

“Nothing on this earth could keep me away.”
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Chapter 2

S evera nights later, Eliza waited at the hunting cabin for Nick. She did her best to
start afire in the main room of the cabin, but it would need tending once he arrived.
Her entire body hummed with need. She recalled the previous evening, when she
rode Nick on the very settee where she sat waiting for him. The memory was enough
to leave her skin heated and flushed, and her aching for his touch.

She had met Nick at the hunting cabin every night for that entire week. She lost count
of how many times he'd brought her over the edge to ecstasy. How many times they
had done so for each other. He showed her many delicious and wicked positions for
their coupling, and she found she enjoyed licking and sucking his cock almost as
much as she enjoyed when he licked and tasted her. She didn’t shy away from telling
him so, unafraid to voice what she wanted. Besides, he liked when she used words
that would be improper to speak to anyone else. Improper to speak at all, as a matter
of fact.

In a matter of days, she had become foul-mouthed and wanton, counting the minutes
until she would return to the cabin and spend hours in rapture with the man she loved.
They were frantic and ravenous, hungry for each other with an intensity that couldn’t
be tamed. Then afterwards he’ d hold her close, and she knew she had found her home
in his arms. It was intoxicating and all-consuming, and her desire for him would
never be sated.

Last night, they agreed it was time to finally broach the subject of marriage with their
fathers. That night, they would discuss when Nick would ask for her father's
permission. After he had bent her over the table in the cabin, teasing, tasting, and



fucking all of her favorite placesfirst. She licked her lips, and her thighs were already
damp from imagining the scene when he arrived.

Eliza only hoped her father would allow her to marry Nick. As awoman of eight-and-
ten, she hadn't reached her age of maority and would require her father’'s legal
approval. But if not, they agreed they would run away to Scotland. She would be
Nick’s wife soon, with or without her father’ s permission.

She tapped her fingers on the armrest. Where was he? He was going to pay with his
tongue for leaving her waiting. She laughed at the thought, knowing he would be
more than happy to oblige her command. The wetness between her legs only
intensified with each passing moment, thinking of more and more ways she longed to
fuck and make love to him.

Eliza grew more impatient after another hour of waiting. She took to pacing the room
if only to keep herself from staring out the window to watch for him.

Another hour passed. Her need had evaporated and she grew worried. Had something
happened to him? Panic seized her heart. Hoping he was all right, she stepped out
onto the porch of the cabin and listened, in search of any indication that he was on his
way to her.

“Where are you, Nick?’ she asked to the night sky.
She paced every square inch of the hunting cabin over the course of the next couple
of hours until she knew she must return if she didn’t wish for anyone to know she

hadn’t been in her chamber that evening.

Blowing out al the candles before she left, she then mounted her horse and raced
back to the mews to toss the reins to the groom and hurry back inside .



When she sank into her bed, she buried her face in her pillow, allowing it to muffle
her sobs. What if something happened to him? What if he decided he no longer
wished to marry her? No, he loved her. There wasn't a doubt in her mind that he
loved her. There had to be some reason he hadn’t come to her. He would call on her
and explain everything. She was certain of it.

Eliza tossed and turned until the sky began to brighten. She finally passed out from
exhaustion, and by the time she opened her eyes again, she hadn’t the faintest idea
what time it was. The events of the previous evening came flooding back and her
heart weighed heavily, worrying about Nick.

Dot knocked and entered her chamber, then set a tray on the table in her chamber.
“My lady, you're awake. | tried to wake you earlier, but you seemed to need your
rest.”

Eliza nodded, massaging her temples from where her head had a dull ache from all
the crying she had done and furrowing her worried brow. “I’d like to dress now,
Dot.”

“Of course, my lady,” Dot said. “| have a morning dress pressed and ready for you.”

Dot helped her to dress and styled her hair into a simple chignon. Eliza didn’'t have
the energy to carry on conversation, and she wasn't certain if Dot attempted to speak
to her. She could only think of Nick. Dot encouraged her to eat afew bites of the food
from the tray, but Eliza' s stomach was in knots, and she couldn’t think of food when
something may have happened to Nick.

She departed her chamber, attempting to form a plan to go to his father’s home to see
about his welfare. She would have no choice but to seek assistance from her father.
Perhaps it was time she told her father of her intention to marry Nick and he just
might understand and aid her. She set off towards his study, hoping she might find



him there.

The door was open, and when she peeked her head in, she found him sitting at his
desk.

“Papa?’ she called out to get his attention, crossing the threshold to enter the room.
“Eliza, thereyou are,” he said, rising from his seat. “This came for you.”

She eyed the missive in her father’s hand and released a long breath. A bit of relief
washed over her. It must be from Nick. He wrote to explain what had occurred and all
would be well. She took the letter from her father and inspected the writing on the
outside. Her name was written in a neat but masculine hand.

She broke the seal and began reading the words to herself .

Lady Elizabeth,

| know you harbored hope that we would marry, but | must inform you that this
notion shall never come to pass.

There is too much bad blood between our families to make a marriage between us
work. Surely you are already aware of this.

Perhaps if | truly loved you, it would be enough. But alas, that was never the case.
Although, it was fun making you believe so. | could never love the daughter of my
father’ s sworn enemy.

Lord Nicholas Craven

Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she fought to keep from casting up her



accounts. She gripped the edge of her father's desk to steady herself and keep from
sinking to the floor.

“What isit, Eliza?’ her father asked.

She shook her head, unwilling to look at her father.

“Give that to me now,” he commanded. He held his hand out, waiting for her to
comply.

With no choice, she handed the missive to her father, hanging her head in shame.

Her father shook his head and crumpled the parchment before letting it drop to the
ground.

“1 knew that boy would be trouble,” he spat. “His father must have put him up to toy
with you. Be glad you arerid of him.”

Her chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath, and her knuckles were white from
how hard she continued to grip the side of the oak desk. “He wouldn’t, Papa. He does
love me. Something must be wrong.”

“How much more proof do you need?’ her father challenged, waving his hand
towards the parchment on the floor. “I told you he was no good and that his presence
would only cause you harm. He is as entitled and useless as his father. Better that you
learnt the truth now. ”

Eliza's thoughts muddied and she struggled to accept what was right in front of her
face. She could hardly see from how hard she sobbed.

She wiped her eyes and swallowed hard. “May | be excused, Papa? | wish to return to



my chamber.”

His expression softened, and he patted her shoulder. “Of course.”

When her father returned behind his desk, she quickly grabbed the crumpled
parchment from the floor and fled the room. She didn’t slow her pace until she was
on the other side of her locked chamber door.

She smoothed the parchment and read it over and over, again and again. Eliza didn’t
want to believe it was true, but how could she not? Nick hadn't shown up at the
hunting cabin and hadn’t called on her that day. He would have appeared to her if
there was a mistake. But the coward couldn’t even face her, instead sending a note to
break her heart and make her wise to what he was truly about.

How had she been such afool? She fell for every one of his hollow words, believing
that he loved her. She had been nothing but a game to him. A way to lash out at her
family because of the bad blood between their fathers. A way to use her body to sate
his own needs until he had tired of doing so. He'd tell everyone how he bedded her,
fucking her in every way imaginable, and she’d be ruined .

One thing was certain: she wasn't stepping foot in London for the season. Why
bother? If al that had transpired had taught her anything, it was that she would be
better off without a husband. Although, if she were honest with herself, she wished to
avoid encountering Nick. If she had to be in his presence again, there was no telling
what she might do to him. Part of her longed to rip him to shreds.

The other part of her, however, longed for understanding. Longed to believe there
was a part of him that loved her. It couldn’t have all been an act, could it? He may not
love her, but even her pride couldn’'t get her to pretend she didn’t love him. And as
long as she still harbored any love for him, she couldn’t face him. She couldn’t be
trusted to think with sense and for every fiber of her being not to want him. It was



clear she would need more time than she cared to admit to stop loving that vile,
wretched bastard.
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Chapter 3
Norfolk, England - September 1814

E liza allowed the footman to hand her down from her father’s carriage, with her
maid, Dot, following behind her. She glanced up at the opulent country home of
Viscount and Viscountess Ockham. The house would be her home for the coming
fortnight, along with around thirty other guests. Her hosts decided to hold a big house
party since they weren't in town for the season due to the birth of their child. It would
appear that they had decided to go all out and make it a large event. And knowing her
hostess, the party wouldn’t be dull.

Moments after her feet hit the ground, the fiery viscountess greeted her. “I am so glad
you could join our house party, Lady Eliza. | do hope you enjoy the entertainment |
have planned,” the lady said.

“Thank you for the invitation, my lady,” she returned. “I have been looking forward
toit.”

Lord Ockham reached his wife's side and wrapped his arm around her waist. Eliza
formed atight smile, fighting not to roll her eyes. The couple was notoriously a love
match, and their outward display of affection was enough to make her gag. They were
a striking couple as well, both with dark hair and piercing eyes, which only made
their perfect love all the more irritating, even if she did like them both very much.

Even though she enjoyed the couple, she had long given up on the belief that love
was real. Three years of living in the torture and pain left in the wake of Nick’s cruel



treatment of her was a constant ongoing reminder that would dissuade her of any
notion that she might give what little was left of her heart to another man. She tried
that once, giving everything she had, including her virtue, to Nick before he crushed
her heart into tiny pieces and threw them back in her face.

“Good to see you, Lady Eliza,” Lord Ockham said, bowing to her.

“Sameto you, my lord,” shereplied. “Your homeislovely. ”

Lady Ockham motioned to a man who appeared to be their butler. “Baxter,” the
viscountess said, “please show Lady Elizato her chamber and coordinate the delivery
of her trunks.” She shifted her attention back to Eliza. “I put you in the room next to
Lady Juliet. She arrived a quarter hour before you. Once you are settled, we will all
gather in the salon at six sharp before dinner is served.”

“Thank you, my lady,” Elizareplied. “1 shall see you shortly.”

Eliza was relieved that Juliet had already arrived. Lady Juliet Lane, the daughter and
only child of the Earl of Avon, had become one of her closest friends when she
attended her first season in London. The two of them each had their reasons for
shying away from the gentlemen of society. Juliet was the one person she had trusted
with her biggest secret, that she had given her maidenhead, among other things, to the
most despicable gentleman of society. Although, given that he’ d never shown his face
at any ton events, perhaps he wasn’'t a member of society after all.

The belief that he was too much of a coward to face her gave her a small sense of
satisfaction. She hadn't heard word that he had died, so she hoped he was
somewhere, afraid of what she might do to him if she ever saw him again. She heard
from her papa that Nick’s father had passed over a year ago, not that her father was
displeased to hear the news. That meant Nick had become the Earl of Craven and
could pick up the battle over the stream, like the bacon-brained dolt he was. The feud



over a body of water had been enough to make her collateral damage. That was all
her love and virtue had been worth to the man.

As much as she tried to push him from her thoughts, she surmised that he should be
out of mourning. The last time she laid eyes upon the blackguard, he spoke of his
undying love for her. Granted, he had just come on her tongue mere moments before
he said so. The man should have taken to the stage, given the skill he possessed to
make one believe he felt things he didn’t.

Eliza gritted her teeth, recalling the memory of them lying across the settee together.
She forced herself to focus on her surroundings as she made her way up the staircase
behind Baxter. She could almost smell the cedar and bergamot scent she would
forever associate with him. She thought of him far more frequently than she cared to
admit, even all the years later. He had become a sickness she would never recover
from, no matter how hard she tried.

“Elizal You are finally here!” Juliet called to her, standing in the doorway of the
room they passed by.

“You will be in this room,” Baxter said, motioning to the doorway beyond where
Juliet stood .

Eliza thanked him, and he retreated towards the staircase. Juliet approached her and
they bussed each other’s cheeks. Eliza's friend pulled her into the room where Juliet
was staying, and they each took their seatsin chairs by the fireplace.

“This is going to be a fun fortnight,” Juliet said. “I can’t believe both of our mamas
let us come without them.”

“Well, it may not be the case for you at nine-and-ten, Jules, but | am practicaly a
spinster. Mama had no concerns about sending me on my own,” Eliza said.



Juliet swatted her forearm. “Don’t say such things. One-and-twenty does not make
you a spinster, and you aren’t unmarried because you lack options,” Juliet reminded
her. “Y ou turned down another proposal just last month.”

Eliza laughed. “I do not insult myself. | have no intention of marrying. You know
that. | am quite content.”

“Isthat so?” Juliet asked, a knowing arch to her brow.

“l am,” Elizainsisted. “I mean, sure, | might like to experience the physical nature of
a man's company, but marriage isn't required to do so. Obvioudy.” Eliza's
unfortunate encounter with Nick had been proof of that. She would read his letter
again later to remind herself of the very thing. She brought it with her everywhere she
went when she needed areminder of how cruel men could be.

And as much as she hated to admit it, the desire for the things that she and Nick did
together lingered just below the surface, waiting for her to give herself leave to
experience them again.

“Y et you haven’t done so with anyone else,” Juliet said.

It annoyed Eliza to no end when Juliet pointed out that fact. Eliza wasn’t certain why
she hadn’'t attempted to take another lover. She contemplated it over the years, but
she hadn’t been bold enough to be so vulnerable with another man. Nor had she
found the opportunity, in truth. Until the house party invitation, she always had her
mother with her at all the events she attended. There weren't any other neighbor boys
who might sneak over to fuck her and pretend they loved her, like the last one did.

Eliza rapped her fingers on the armrest, a habit her mother would chastise her for.
“Perhaps I'll do so while we are here.” She wasn't certain she would, but the idea of
an orgasm that didn’t come from her own hand certainly held appeal.



Juliet smirked. “WEell, house parties are perfect for dlinking off with a handsome
gentleman. | am certain you won't be the only one doing so.”

“1 heard that Lady Preston shall be in attendance,” Eliza said. “She is almost certain
to take a lover.” The lady had lost her husband around three years ago and had
developed a bit of a reputation for avoiding marriage but enjoying bringing men to
her bed, among other places. Eliza supposed she couldn’t blame the lady.

“Should we take bets on who she shall select?’ Juliet asked.

Eliza's jaw dropped. “Jules!” Then a dly expression formed on her face. “Well,
perhaps we shall see who pays her attention this evening and make our guesses.”

Juliet bit her bottom lip. “Thisis going to be fun, indeed.”

Eliza flashed a wide grin at her friend. Perhaps Juliet was right, and it was time she
considered bringing another man to her bed. Marriage and love were out of the
question, but she couldn’t allow herself to go the rest of her life without experiencing
the wicked touch of a man again, could she? She had been na?ve and lovesick then,
but she had become a mature woman who knew what she wanted. She couldn’t give
Nick the satisfaction of robbing her of carnal pleasures, especialy after he thoroughly
exposed her to the existence of such delights.

A smirk played on her lips. Perhaps Lady Preston wouldn’t be the only one assessing
the men that evening. Surely someone would be in attendance who might intrigue
her.
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Chapter 4

E arl Nicholas Craven fixated on the fire in the bedchamber that the Ockhams had
assigned to him at their country home. He wasn’t certain it had been the best idea to
attend at all, but he couldn’t insult his hosts now that he had arrived. The Viscountess
Ockham was intimidating, even as young as she was. She'd surely see through any
excuse he made to leave.

Nick avoided any event where there might be a chance of him seeing Eliza again.
After what had passed between them, he had no desire to find himself in her presence
ever again. He avoided the season in London, knowing that he couldn’t avoid her in
ballrooms with the entire ton present .

He wasn't aware that she had any association with Lord and Lady Ockham, and it had
been years since he had seen his friend Ockham. The two had gotten into a bit of
mischief from time to time when they were at Cambridge, and Ockham wished for
Nick to attend the gathering to meet his wife. She was a lovely woman, and the pair
were an obvious love match.

Nick rolled his eyes. Love. What afarce. If he hadn’t seen for himself how enamored
Ockham and his wife were with each other, he'd say that love didn’t exist at all. It
was certainly not in his future. He wasn't certain he even cared to ever take a wife.
Why bother saddling himself with a woman when he knew he’'d never feel anything
for her? What did he care about providing an heir? Surely there was some cousin or
distant relative the title could pass to. They would be delighted to elevate themselves
in society, and he would never have to suffer the agonizing notion of courtship.



He did that once and didn’t care to again. It wasn't like he couldn’t have a woman in
his bed anytime he wished. As a titled gentleman with ample funds, there wasn’t
much he couldn’t have if he desired it. Other than love. Never that.

The love of hislife rejected him and married another man. His father broke the news
to him after he spent months pining for her, longing to see her and make her
remember that she loved him. Even broken-hearted, he hadn’t been able to bring
himself to fuck anyone else, which furthered the cruel madness that had become his
life. He tried several times, paying for the company of a faceless woman, hoping to
cure himself of the hold that the love of his life held on his heart and apparently his
body.

It was the same thing every time. He would partake of afew drinks and then when he
thought he had worked himself up enough to finally stick his cock in another
woman’s mouth, cunt, or arse—he told himself he didn’t care which—he would back
out at the last minute. Retreating to his rooms to fuck his own hand. Thinking about
her. It was beyond pathetic, and he' d never live down the shame if anyone knew. He
wasn't certain what would cure him, but he longed for the day he would free himself
from the torment.

Nick gritted his teeth and found he was beyond ready to find the nearest snifter of
brandy.

He glanced a the clock on the mantle and decided he should make his way
downstairs. His hostess said six sharp for his presence downstairs and he wouldn't
dream of facing her wrath should he arrive late.

Nick departed his chamber and descended the grand staircase until he reached the
salon where others were gathering. The sun was setting on the horizon outside the
glass doors, which led to a large terrace. There were several guests already mingling,
and the low buzz of conversation could be heard as soon as he entered. Immediately



spotting his hosts, he crossed the room to greet them.

“l am glad to see you are punctual, my lord,” the viscountess said.

Ockham pushed a glass of brandy into his hand, casting him an amused grin.

“Your husband has already informed me | shouldn’t cross you, my lady.”

She patted his arm. “I know you and my husband have been friends for many years.
He speaks fondly of your days at university, and | even heard you spent some time

together in Italy.”

Nick laughed heartily. “Those were fun times, indeed. Ockham wrote that he took
you to see some of the places we visited.”

Lady Ockham looped her arms through her husband's and looked up at him with
nothing but love, and Nick was thankful she wasn’t looking at him to see how he
rolled his eyes.

“That he did,” she said. “We visited for a year after we married, then returned home
s0 we could have our son back here at home.”

“Congratulations to you both. | hope to meet him while | am here,” Nick said, taking
alarge swig of hisdrink.

“What about you, old man?’ Ockham asked, slapping Nick on the back. “Surely you
are thinking about leg shackling yourself in the near future?’

Nick choked on the second swig of brandy he took and patted his chest with hisfist.

“I"m not so sure about that, old friend,” Nick said.



Lady Ockham clasped her hands together. “Oh, I'd be happy to give my opinions on
the young ladies present at the party. Perhaps you shall meet someone while you are

here.

The woman was far too excited by the notion of matchmaking, and Nick shook his
head in response. “That isn't necessary. | have much to do with my estates, and a
wife would just get in the way.”

Ockham audibly sucked in a large breath of air, and his wife cast her husband an
annoyed sideways glance before refocusing her attention on him.

“That is the most bacon-brained thing | have ever heard,” she said before glancing at
her husband again, “and | have heard some bacon-brained things.”

Based on the hard expression on her face, Nick wouldn’t dare to ask but chuckled to
himself imagining what might have earned hisfriend suchiire.

“Now, now, my love,” Ockham said, kissing his wife's temple, “I’'m sure what
Craven means to say is just that he isn't ready to take a wife yet. Give him just a bit
of slack, my love, the man had his heart broken.”

“Ockham,” Nick ground out. “Don’t.” The last thing he wished to do was discuss the
greatest heartbreak of hislife in the middle of a country house party. Or ever.

The viscountess patted his arm, and pity washed over her expression. “I’'m so sorry,
my lord. | didn’t know. What happened?’

“She married someone else,” Nick said, downing the rest of his brandy. Ockham
reached for the decanter and refilled Nick’s glass with a healthy pour, and he
immediately downed that, too.



“Who is she?’ Lady Ockham asked. “I shouldn’t like to associate with someone who
would hurt my husband’s dear friend in such away. You will find that we are quite
loyal to our friends.”

“My love,” Ockham replied, saving Nick from having to answer. “He will never tell
you. | tried to get it out of him over many drinks, and he won’'t budge.”

Nick exhaled hard. “He s right, my lady. | adore you already, but that pain is mine to
carry, and that’ s that.”

The viscountess huffed but didn’t press further. Although he wasn’t certain he’'d be so
fortunate for the entire fortnight.

“Very well,” she said. “I’m still going to think about which ladies might make a good
match for you in case you change your mind.”

Ockham laughed. “My wife is nothing short of relentless.”

“1 see that,” Nick deadpanned. He could only hope she' d get distracted with marrying
off more willing guests and leave him be.

“My love,” she said, “we should greet some of our other guests.”

“Of course. Craven, you should mingle with the others, too. Y ou haven’t been seenin
society in acouple of years. It would do you some good.”

Nick nodded and watched his hosts move to another group of guests.
He reached for the decanter on the sideboard next to where he stood and refilled his

glass. He turned around to see if he recognized any of the other guests in attendance
so he might do as Ockham suggested and re-acquaint himself.



A pair of ladies entered the room, and he glanced at them from the side of his eye and
then did a double take. His throat went dry, and his heart was in his throat.

If lightning had struck him where he stood, he would have been less jarred than by
the woman he had fixed his gaze upon. No, surely it couldn’t be that the one person
he never wished to encounter again had just entered the salon, where he would be
unable to go unnoticed by her.

His entire body tensed and his hands formed tight fists. He groaned to himself, and
his jaw clenched so hard that it hurt. His cock twitched as well, but he refused to give
that even the faintest bit of attention. Eliza

After the way things ended between them, fate must be playing a cruel joke or some
kind of retribution for trapping him for an entire fortnight with her. Hadn’t he already
suffered enough? He was a step away from being a monk, and there she was tempting
and teasing him, reminding him of what he lost. What she stole from them both.

He found himself unable to look away from her, and he hated himself for it. She was
even more beautiful than the last time he'd seen her, with a few loose curls of her
caramel-colored hair framing her heart-shaped face. Her body appeared even more
womanly, and it did nothing to ease the strain in his breeches, as well as the anger
boiling beneath the surface.

Before he could force himself to look away, her eyes met his. She attempted to school
her features, but her crystal blue eyes failed her. If the ire in her expression was any
indication, the lady was just as unhappy to see him as he was to see her, which wasn’t
at al surprising .

After what had occurred between them, he was certain she didn’'t wish to be in his
presence. The feeling was entirely mutual, but it would appear they were stuck. They
would be forced together for an entire fortnight, required to put on airs and polite



niceties for the benefit of the other guests.

Although he supposed it shouldn’'t be difficult for her given her ability to trick and
mislead others. Perhaps he might finally force her to explain herself. At least if he
could leave the house party with matters resolved and the ability to fuck again, that
would be a start. He'd certainly never love again.

He raised his glass to her with atight smile, as if he toasted the wordless pact he'd
made to move on from her, then took a healthy gulp.

She whispered something to the lady beside her and then started right for him. Hell
and damnation. Nick wasn't ready, as he hadn’t prepared for that moment. What
would he even say to her? He hadn’'t even imagined the situation because he never
intended to subject himself to it. Part of him wanted an explanation in the hope of
releasing himself from her hold, but the other part of him worried he might lose the
other half of his soul hearing the words aloud. Suspecting she never loved him and
hearing her say it were two different things entirely .

She held her chin high and didn’t take her eyes off his as she approached.

“Lord Craven,” she said, the disdain evident in her tone. “I didn’'t expect to see you
here.”

He drained the remaining contents of his glass. It hardly seemed necessary for her to
state the obvious.

“I’m sure you are just as delighted as | am about this revelation,” he said, matching
her tone.

“Quite,” she spat. “I should have known that | couldn't avoid your unwelcome
presence forever.”



At least she kept her voice low, so perhaps they wouldn’'t have their row where the
entire room could bear witness. It was bad enough to live the shame, but he certainly
didn’t wish the rest of society to know how lost he had been to the woman in front of
him.

“The feeling is indeed mutual,” he returned, flashing her a tight, fake smile. He
pretended to look around the room. “Where is your husband? Certainly he should
keep an eye on you.”

She scoffed. “That’s low. Even for the likes of you and the very low standard one
might hold you to. And not that it is any of your business, but | am here alone.”

“Oh, hoping to partake of awilling gentleman,” he said, waving his hand towards the
other guests. “I’m sure there will be many options at a country house party for a light
skirt such as yourself. Please don’'t let me keep you.” He didn’'t mean that in the
dlightest. The same as he couldn’t alow another woman in his bed, the idea of her
fucking another man was far too much for him to handle. Knowing she had married
and another man climbed on top of her made his skin crawl and was the source of his
nightmares.

She stepped closer to him and lowered her voice even further, speaking through her
teeth. “You are a cruel bastard. Stay away from me.” She turned on her heel and
crossed the room to rejoin her friend.

How dare she treat him like he was the cruel one after what she had done? How she
ran off and married someone else without a glance back or even a conversation with
him? Nick had loved her more than he had ever believed possible. He would have
destroyed the entire world and watched it burn if that would have been what was
required to have her. He would have laid down his life for hers if the need had
presented itself. And she went and married someone else. Then there she was,
flaunting herself around at house parties without her husband, whomever the poor



cuckold was, in tow.

“Nick, good to see you,” a familiar voice said, pulling him from his disdain for the
frigid woman of his past.

“Onslow,” Nick said, “it's been a long time.” Hudson Brooks, the Earl of Onslow,
was another friend from his days at Cambridge .

“I heard you lost your father a while back,” Onslow said. “Please accept my
condolences.”

“Same to you. | heard about your parents. | can’'t imagine losing both at once,” Nick
replied.

The man frowned. “Indeed. It's been afew years now, but | have learnt to adjust.”

“1 guess we have no other choice. It iswhat is expected, | suppose,” Nick said.
Eliza' s laugh caught his attention. It was like the tinkling of bells, and he pushed
awvay a memory of her giggling in his arms after one of the many times they had
made love. Well, at least for him it had been love. She seemed to be incapable of the
emotion. He tamped down his rage that she was speaking with a gentleman who
glanced at her chest when the man believed Eliza wouldn’t notice. Worse, why did he
even care? She probably welcomed the attention.

“Do you fancy Lady Eliza?’ Onslow asked, a knowing smirk playing on hislips.

“What? No,” Nick replied. “And shouldn’t you refer to her by her married name?”’

Confusion marred the man’s expression. “What are you talking about?’



“Wasn't she married a few years ago? Or is she a widow now?’ Nick asked. That
would explain why she had attended the house party on her own if she were, in fact, a
widow. And why she would consider throwing herself at the likes of Lord Irvine.

“1 think you are confused from your time away from society, Nick,” Onslow said.
“Lady Eliza has never married. She has turned down countless proposals. Her name
is on the betting books at White's, with many hoping to win her hand.”

The color drained from Nick’s face. She hadn't married. How could that be? His
father very clearly told him she had married. There was no mistaking that. He never
cared to ask who she had wed and had no reason to believe his father would lie to
him. He left for Italy the next day to join Ockham on his tour. Why would his father
lie?

“Areyou all right, Nick?" Onslow asked.

He shook off his thoughts. “Of course,” Nick replied, amost certain his tone wasn’t
enough to convince hisfriend. “ Are you one of the men hoping to win her hand?’

“Afraid not. I'm not ready for the leg shackle, but good luck to you if you intend to
enter the melee. From the number of rejections she’s meted out, you’ re going to need
it,” Ondlow said, laughing heartily before taking another large swig of his drink, then
continued. “ She could be a character in one of those Stormy Wells plays the ton can't
seem to get enough of. ”

“Stormy Wells?' Nick asked. What was the man talking about?
Hudson laughed. “Y ou really should visit Town more often, Craven. | don’t fancy the

balls, but exhibits at the museum and a trip to the theater are a nice break from
solitary country living.”



“I’ll give it some thought,” Nick replied, not fully listening to the man.

Eliza laughed again, and the gentleman she spoke to leaned far closer to her than he
should have. The intense urge he had to pummel the man wasn’t lost on Nick. If the
man laid a single finger on her, he just might do so. He would get to the bottom of
why his father lied to him about Eliza. He reminded himself that regardless, she still
pushed him away. She abandoned him and refused to see him. And for some
unknown reason, she appeared to hate him as much as he had hated her for doing so,
which was laughable.
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Chapter 5

E liza closed and locked her door, securing herself inside her chamber, finally free
from Nick’s presence. She couldn’t help but glance at him throughout dinner, and
every time she did, he stared back at her. His presence drove her to distraction. Heat
pooled between her thighs, and the dampness from her wet core caused her to shift in
her chair throughout dinner.

She flirted with Viscount Irvine, who had been seated next to her during the meal. He
was a notorious rake, but at least if she selected him to release the building tension
with abit of physical attention, he wouldn’t try to convince her to marry him. She had
to be careful who she selected for such an endeavor because if the gentleman wished
to wed her badly enough, all he would have to do was threaten her reputation.

Digging through her trunk, she found Nick’s letter. She read it to herself and then
read it again for good measure. She needed to remind herself why they would never
be, and it was al hisfault. He threw her away, lying and tricking her.

There was a soft knock at the door, and Eliza s breath caught. She tucked the letter
back into her trunk, too embarrassed to let anyone know that she carried it with her.
That she still needed to read it, and often.

“My lady,” Dot said, from the other side of the door. “Shall | help you ready yourself
for bed?’

She unlocked the door and allowed Dot to enter. Once Eliza was out of her gown and
dressed in her night rail, Dot brushed and plaited her hair.



As soon as Dot took her leave for the evening, Eliza locked the door again. She
wasn't sure if she thought she was locking others out or attempting to lock herself in.

Nick was even more handsome, which she wouldn’t have thought possible. His skin
was dlightly more tan than she remembered and his shoulders were broader. She
wondered if his muscles were still just as taut beneath his coats. They certainly
appeared as if they had grown larger. She hated that she'd noticed and even more so
that her notice brought her wanton needs even closer to the surface.

She climbed into the bed and stared at the top of the canopy that covered the large
four-poster. She closed her eyes and his naked chest flooded her thoughts again.
Forgetting about the letter and the reminder of his cruelty, the throbbing between her
legs became amost unbearable. She imagined him licking his full lips before he
positioned himself to kneel between her legs.

Grasping the side of her night rail, she pulled it up so that her wet heat was exposed
to the cool air of the room. Eliza ran her hands down her body until she reached the
places where she imagined his tongue might explore. She used her fingers and
imagined Nick’ s tongue circling and flicking her pearl where she touched herself. She
increased her pace and used her other hand to dip two fingers inside of herself,
fantasizing that the fingers were Nick’s.

As she came closer to her release, she bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out and
rocked her hips against her hands until she claimed every second of pleasure from her
climax. She dropped her hands to her sides and worked to return her breathing to
normal.

She had imagined similar scenes many times over the years. She told herself she
fantasized about Nick every time because he was the only man she had made love to,
fucked, sucked, licked, and everything in between. But the intensity of her orgasm
outed her as a liar. None of that could happen again. Nick was cruel and never cared



for her. He didn’t deserve her thoughts or her desire, even if he wasn't aware that she
desired him still. She could only imagine the haughty ook he'd give her if he knew
she allowed him to fuck her in her fantasies.

Perhaps she should consider a tryst with the handsome Lord Irvine in earnest. She
needed her urges to be sated and soon if she had any hope of preventing Nick from
consuming her every thought.

“What is this mood of yours?’ Juliet asked the next morning, her eyes fixed on Eliza
as she moved about her chamber. She attempted to appear as if she were looking for
something, when in actuality she hoped to delay being in Nick’s presence again.

Eliza huffed. “I’m not in amood. It is a perfectly delightful day.”

Juliet laughed at her, causing Eliza to roll her eyes in annoyance that her friend was
far too accurate for her liking, but she didn’t wish to explain why sleep didn’t come
easy for her the previous evening. Or why she would suggest they took trays in her
room if she thought her friend would agree to the notion.

“You could just tell me what istroubling you,” Juliet pressed.

“1 didn’'t sleep well. It’s nothing of import.” She glanced over at her friend and saw
the look of disbelief spread across her face. “I am just looking for my hair clip, and
we can depart.” Dot had aready tended to Eliza s hair, which she expected Juliet to
quickly point out.

To her surprise, and gratitude, Juliet accepted the excuse and didn’t press her further.
She used the quiet in the room to center her thoughts and prepare herself for seeing
Nick again. It was an inconvenience they would both have to accept, and she could
only hope it irked him even more than it had her.



Deciding she couldn’t prolong the inevitable any longer, she grabbed a hair clip from
her vanity and pressed it into her hair.

“Very well. Let’ sjoin the others downstairs.”

“I will get you to tell me what this is about,” Juliet said as they exited Eliza's
chamber.

“1 told you...”

“And | don’t believe you.”

Eliza couldn’t be all that irritated since her friend was right. She would tell her about
Nick later when she was ready to speak of the matter. Juliet would be introduced to
him sooner or later, so she couldn’t keep her secret for much longer.

They made their way to the breakfast room in silence, their arms looped together.
Eliza s heart stopped when she saw Nick sitting with some of the other gentlemen at
the table. She glanced away as soon as he noticed her, not in an attempt to play some
sort of game of hard-to-get, but to ensure Juliet didn’t take notice.

Going straight to the sideboard, they each prepared their breakfast plates. Eliza
wasn't all that hungry, but she wouldn’t give the liar sitting at the breakfast table the
satisfaction of thinking for even a moment that he had affected her to such an extent.

When they had finished making their selections, Eliza nudged Juliet to the other end
of the table, taking their seats as far away from Nick as she could get them. Viscount
Duncan followed them and took the seat on the other side of Juliet.

The upside to the gentleman joining them was that he spoke to Juliet and kept her
friend s attention. Anything to keep Juliet from asking her why she pushed her food



around on her plate or why her mood hadn’t improved.

“l do hope you won’'t mind my company, my lady,” a man’'s voice said from her
right.

Lord Irvine dropped into the empty seat beside her .

“Not at all, my lord,” she returned, shifting her full focus to the broad-shouldered,
attractive man. If she were going to consider taking another to her bed, he would
certainly be a pleasing option.

“You look lovely this morning if you will allow me to say so,” he said, the words
rolling off histongue smoothly.

She fought a smirk, smart enough to know that he was employing his rakish charms
on her. Instead, she flashed him a demure grin. “I would hardly turn down a
compliment from a handsome gentleman.”

He had a cocky air to his response, and she contemplated deflating the man’s ego just
abit. But it would suit her if she decided to entertain more physical things with him.
The man would at least have enough experience to make it worth her while. Her
cheeks reddened at the thought of such wicked things, and she hated how her
thoughts flashed back to Nick.

It was a wise choice on her part to ensure they sat on the same side of the table as
him, if not she might have looked down the table to catch a glimpse of him. But if she
attempted to do so in their current seating arrangement, all she would see would be
Juliet and Lord Duncan.

Lord Irvine droned on about some of the latest on dit about some of their mutual
acquaintances until it was time for all the guests to make their way out to the yard for



games. Once they had all assembled, everyone shifted their focus to their hostess.

“l want everyone to pair off in teams for a game of Pall Mall. There will be a prize
for the winning team,” Lady Ockham explained to everyone who had formed a circle
around her in the grass.

Unable to stop herself, Eliza glanced at Nick out of the corner of her eye, half
expecting him to be watching her as he had done the previous evening. She fought the
twinge of jealousy when she noted he was in conversation with Lady Preston.

She was a beautiful blond widow, and Nick already appeared far too familiar with
her. Not that she cared. He was nothing to her, and he could do whatever he wished.
It was of no matter to her if he took up with the lady.

In a moment that she refused to admit was jealousy, Eliza noted Lord Irvine standing
nearby and caught his attention with a sultry grin.

“Would you do me the honor of partnering with me, my lady?’ he asked, stepping
closer to her.

She almost laughed out loud at how easy it had been to lure him in.

“1 would be delighted, my lord.” She grinned up at him through her lashes.

She glanced back at Lord Irvine and caught him staring at her chest. Deciding to toy
with his notice, she inhaled slowly, causing her chest to rise. Eliza smiled to herself
when he licked his bottom lip. It wouldn’t be the least bit difficult to hold the man’s

attention if she should want it.

Lady Ockham caught everyone's attention again. “Everyone line up here and select
your mallet. You will share with your partner, taking turns for each swing. The first



team to get their ball through the final wicket shall be the winners.”

“Please, select for us, my lady,” Lord Irvine said, motioning towards the stand of
mallets. There were eight total couples playing, while a group of spectators watched
from under the cover of tents.

Eliza noted that Juliet had been paired with Lord Duncan and wondered if her friend
might have an interest in the gentleman. Eliza would speak with her about the man
later. She didn’'t care for the way he ogled her friend when she wasn’'t looking, and
she heard many rumors about his gambling debts. He wasn't for her friend if she
thought to make a match with him.

Stepping up to the rack, she looked over the mallets and grabbed the red one, right as
Lady Preston selected the purple one from beside her.

“1 hope you won’'t mind purple, Nick, but it is my favorite color.”

Eliza did her best not to scoff and roll her eyes at the lady, noting that Nick had
already given her leave to use his given name. In truth, she took no issue with Lady
Preston, normally, but she struggled to tamp down her desire to wipe the smile off the
lady’ s face.

Eliza spun back towards Lord Irvine. “I got us red, my lord. It's such a passionate
color, isit not?” she asked, looping her arm in his so he could escort her to the first
wicket. Cheesy at best, and she should be embarrassed of herself, but it was all she
could come up with, with so much rage coursing through her. She told herself again
that it wasn't jealousy, just the residual rage that was well within her right to have
after aman used lies and charms to get between your legs.

“1 quite agree,” he said, leaning down so he spoke close to her ear, heating it with his
breath.



Eliza noted that she had no reaction to the man, which irritated her amost as much as
being in Nick’s presence. Irvine was handsome, to be sure, with his dark chestnut hair
and intense eyes amost the same color, but her body felt nothing.

There was no electricity or draw like she had from the moment she saw Nick
emerging from the stream that day years ago, water dripping from his taut form. But
eventually, she must will her body to move on from the memories.

She shook off her thoughts and glanced back at Nick. That time he met her gaze and
his jaw clenched. What right did he have to react in such away? While he was all too
familiar with a young widow who would gladly invite him to her bed, and she was
left wound up and still desiring a man who had broken and betrayed her.

Everyone lined up to await their turn. Lady Ockham randomly assigned colors to the
turn order. Nick and Lady Preston would take their turn after she and Lord Irvine
took theirs, so they lined up beside them.

The heat and electricity she hadn't felt for Lord Irvine hit her like a boulder when
Nick came to stand on her other side. She angled herself away from him, facing
herself more towards her partner, hoping Nick wouldn’t notice her flushed skin. And
to keep herself from grabbing Nick and pulling him against her, which was something
that she just could not do.

Once the game began, the location of their balls at the end of each turn helped to put
a bit of distance between her and Nick, which she was thankful for. Eliza tried to
focus on light conversation with her partner. She learnt more about his country home
and his beloved horse. She told him of some of her favorite books and he laughed
when she confessed how she loathed embroidery. A hatred that she and Juliet had
bonded over.

The conversation helped distract her from watching Nick. She found she enjoyed



chatting with Lord Irvine, even if she didn’t have the urge to bed him. Perhaps the
urge would build as she spent more time with him. Her needs certainly weren't going
anywhere.

The game progressed with Eliza and Lord Irvine edging out Nick and Lady Preston
for the win. Eliza clasped her hands at her chest, cheering their victory.

“What do you say, my lady? How about a kiss for the winner?’ Lord Irvine asked.

She stepped closer to him and placed a quick kiss on his cheek, far closer to the
corner of his lips than was proper. Let Nick stew over that. “I’d say you earned it,”
she said, smiling up at him through her lashes.

Lady Ockham approached them with a bundle of flowers and a bottle of brandy. “For
the winners,” she said, handing Eliza the bouquet and Lord Irvine the bottle.

“Perhaps we might share some of this one evening,” Lord Irvine said, holding the
bottle up to Eliza.

She glanced at Nick, who had his hands fisted at his sides and his jaw set in a firm
line as he observed the scene.

“1 would enjoy that very much,” she replied to Lord Irvine. Looking back at Nick, she
smirked at him. She wasn't yet certain she would encourage a physical arrangement
with Lord Irvine, but at least Nick would know that she could do so if she wished.
And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

“1 would like to put these in my chamber,” Eliza said, nodding towards her flowers.
“1 shall join the others on the terrace after a brief respite.” In truth, she just wanted to
get away from Nick.



She moved across the grass and climbed the steps to the terrace to reenter the house.
She neared the staircase, when suddenly someone grabbed her by her arm. Looking
up, she saw Nick’s stern expression as he pulled her into the nearest room. He closed
the door behind them and locked it.

“What do you think you are doing?’ he asked.

Sherolled her eyes. “I’'m not certain what you mean, nor am | aware what business it
isof yours.”

He stepped closer to her, and she raised her chin, unwilling to give him the
satisfaction of moving away from him.

“You know exactly what | refer to. | won’'t allow Irvineto dally with you.”

She shrugged her shoulders and glanced at the bouquet in her hand. “You would
certainly know about dallying.”

He released alow growl. “1 mean it.”

“So do I. And what exactly do you think you are going to do about it?" she asked,
stepping so close to him that their chests almost touched, holding the flowers to the
side. His familiar, intoxicating scent drove her to distraction. Her thoughts muddied
in her head and dampness coated her thighs.

He circled her waist with his arms and pulled her against him. She dropped the
flowers to the floor and wrapped her arms around his neck just as he pressed his lips
against hers in a searing kiss. She opened for him, and his tongue swept into her
mouth. His hands massaged her back and held her tight against him, then she
undulated her body hard against his groin, driven wild by the hard bulge in his
breeches that pressed against her.



He groaned and gripped the fabric of her skirts, raising them so he could dive his
hand between her legs. She moaned against his mouth when his fingers teased her
dlit.

“Sowet,” he said. “Isthat for him or me?’
Her eyes rolled back in her head when he massaged her pearl, coating it with the
wetness from her folds. Her traitorous body wanted everything he could give her.

And as much as she'd like to believe herself a more strong-minded woman, she didn’t
have the willpower to resist.

“Answer me, Eliza,” he whispered, his breathing ragged and rough against her ear.
She shook her head, unwilling to admit to him that it was all for him.,

He laughed before licking and kissing her neck. “Well, if you wish for me to make
you come, you must say so,” he said, kissing along her collarbone and stilling the
hand that had been teasing her mons.

“Nick,” she moaned.

“Yes, Eliza?” He brushed his thumb a single time against her nub. “Was there
something you wanted?’

She tightened her hold on him. “Touch me,” she pleaded. “Fuck me with your
fingers.”

“Who do you wish to make come undone, Eliza?’ he ground out.

“You,” she whispered. “Only you.” She should have regretted that she allowed
herself to make such an admission, but she lost her good sense with his hand between



her thighs.

Nick released a low growl and took her lips again. He edged her back until she was
pressed against a nearby wall. He clasped her hands and pinned them to the wall over
her head, holding them in place with a single hand. Then he used his free hand to
raise her skirts again and resume the attention where she throbbed for him.

She cried out when he dlid two fingersinside of her.

“As much as | love to hear you moan, you must be quiet,” he said, pressing his lips
against hers again.

He increased his pace with his fingers, and she hooked her leg around his hip, causing
him to groan into their kiss. When his thumb brushed her pearl, she moaned, and he
massaged her tongue harder with his.

With only a few more thrusts of his fingers, she shook and rocked her body against
him to draw out her climax for as long as she could, suckling his tongue to keep from
crying out.

When she stilled and set her foot back down on the floor, he withdrew his hand and
brought his fingers covered in her climax to her lips, then ran the tips of his fingers
along her bottom lip before he brought them to his own mouth, sucking and licking
them clean. Never once did his eyes leave hers.

She poked her tongue out and licked the wetness from her bottom lip, and then he
took her lips again, their tongues mating when she parted her lips to allow him
entrance, tasting herself on his tongue.

He released her hands from above her head and shifted back to capture her gaze
again. He appeared to contemplate her, and she would have given anything to know



what he was thinking. But she was far too proud to ask.

“| think we should discuss what occurred between us,” he said.

“Just now?” she asked, scoffing. “I’'m uncertain what there is to discuss. Surely you
don’t require words of gratitude.” If he intended to make her feel bad for taking the
pleasure he freely offered her, he would find himself disappointed. If he were going
to afford her the opportunity, she would take it, and that was that.

He took a small step back. “No, Eliza,” he said. “We should discuss what happened
three years ago. ”

Sherolled her eyes. “I don’t wish to discuss that,” she said, brushing down her skirts.
“The past isin the past. This changes nothing.”

She stepped around him and picked up the bouquet from the floor.

“Eliza, please.”

“l achieved an orgasm, so you have served your purpose,” she spat, athough she
knew she wanted so much more from him. “I don’t wish to hear a hollow apology
from you.”

His jaw dropped as if she had struck him. “Why on earth should | apologize to you?’
he asked.

She scoffed and hated herself for the tears that instantly formed in her eyes. The man
was even more cruel that she believed him capable, and she aready knew he was one
of the worst men who had ever walked the earth. “Y ou cannot be serious,” she said.
“Y ou are nothing but a wretched bounder.”



Eliza dashed away before he could stop her, unlocking the door and quickly getting
herself on the other side of it. She hurried up the stairs, doing her best to keep from
drawing notice and feeling grateful as she settled herself on the other side of her
chamber door. She must find a way to evict Nicholas Craven from all of her desires,
and her heart.
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Chapter 6

N ick had finaly quelled his anger from earlier that afternoon. Well, perhaps not
completely, but his breathing had at |east returned to normal. How dare she demand
an apology from him? He still didn’t understand why his father told him she had
married when she hadn’t, but he reasoned his father had only the best of intentions.
Nick had been miserable for several months while he licked his wounds from Eliza's
rgjection. He surmised that his father merely took pity on him and wished to help his
son mend his broken heart.

It hadn’t mended very well, since the mere presence of the vexing woman tore the
wounds wide open, leaving his heart laid bare. If she thought he would stand by and
allow her to throw herself at Lord Irvine right in front of him, she was indeed
mistaken. He would make her explain herself, so he might be able to finally put her,
and what they shared, in the past.

She at least owed him that, to put him out of his misery by divulging the reasons she
had for abandoning him. Even if a part of him, a larger one that he cared to admit,
still loved her, he couldn’t build a life with someone who would treat him so
calloudy and walk away from the depths of the love he'd believed they had shared,
and then throw herself at other men.

He glanced around the salon. And he wouldn’t bother to lie to himself and pretend he
wasn't looking for her. Before the house party had concluded, he would learn why
she wouldn’t see him to explain why she lied about loving him. About her being his.
When he pulled her aside earlier, he hadn’'t expected to lose all of his self-control.
Something primal in him took over when her lips touched Irvine's cheek, and he



needed to possess her.

She was supposed to always be his. A fact she seemed to have forgotten, or perhaps it
was a tribute to her incredible acting abilities. He downed the rest of his brandy and
continued watching for her.

Ockham approached him as Nick refilled his glass.

“Are you enjoying yourself?’ Ockham asked.

“Indeed,” Nick replied, holding up his glass. It would be a regular lie as long as he
was trapped in the same house with Eliza, reliving the best memories and worst pains
of hislife.

“My wife would be quite put out if you weren’t, so | am glad to hear it.”

Nick shook his head and laughed. “We can’t have that. | might be just a tad afraid of
her, if we are honest.”

“Metoo, my good man,” Ockham jested. “But she's the best thing that ever happened
tome.”

Nick fought the urge to gag and sought to change the subject. “It seems that Rosina
might have found someone who caught her eye,” Nick said, nodding towards where
Lady Rosina Preston stood chatting with the Duke of St. Albans.

“1 thought you might have taken an interest since you partnered with her for Pall
Mall,” Ockham said, assessing his reaction.

Laughing, Nick elbowed his friend. “I’d never take our dear friend' s widow to bed.
God rest his soul. | wonder what he'd think of her resolve to remain unwed, and



well...you know.”

“Well, my wife finds the lady’s intentions admirable and supports a woman's
decision to decide her own future. She's probably right. Who are we to judge what
the lady wishes to do?’ Ockham asked, shrugging. “Besides, my wife and | had bets
on who the lady would select, and it appears my wife just might win. ”

Nick eyed hisfriend curiously. “What are the terms of this bet?’

Ockham laughed and patted his friend on the back. “I shan't tell you, but just know
that either way, | come out awinner.”

Nick rolled his eyes and took alarge gulp of hisdrink. “I’m sure you do.” He glanced
around the room again and tamped down his irritation that Eliza hadn’t made her
appearance yet. A sudden panic overtook him, and he scanned the room, looking for
Lord Irvine. Every second he spent trying to locate the man constricted his chest
tighter.

Finally, he spotted him in the corner chatting with a few other guests, Elizanot in his
company, either. The tension eased dlightly.

“My wife also has some ideas on who you might pair nicely with, Craven.”

Eye rolls were going to be common for the duration of the house party as well, it
would seem. “| have already told you that I’ m not interested.”

“Are you ever going to tell me who the woman was?’ Ockham asked. “Surely
enough time has passed that you might be ready to move on.”

“If your wife had regjected you to marry another, would your heart so easily recover?”’
Nick asked, then felt bad for snapping at his friend. Even if Nick knew she hadn’t



actually married, his friend wasn’'t aware of that new revelation, and better to keep to
the story. At least they wouldn’t be able to guess who the mystery lady was. His hosts
would become tiresome if they knew his past love was in attendance at their party.

The man frowned, and his eyes pained in response. “No, it wouldn’t. Please accept
my apologies.”

“None needed,” Nick said. “Don’t worry about me. | am perfectly well.”

Ockham’'s wife approached, and both gentlemen shifted their attention to her,
bowing.

“Everything al right, my love?’ Ockham asked.

She looped her arm in her husband’s and laid her free hand on the same bicep. Nick
hated how his heart pained at the simple gesture between the couple.

“Indeed. Lady Elizaisn’t feeling well, so | had atray and tisane sent to her chamber.”

Nick took a large gulp of his drink to keep from asking his hostess questions about
Eliza. He had little doubt that Eliza only feigned illness to avoid seeing him after their
encounter that afternoon. She couldn’t hide from him for the entire party. He would
get the answers he needed from her. She at least owed him that.

A pretty, voluptuous miss approached their group. Nick recognized her as the friend
that had been at Eliza's side last night and at breakfast. She curtsied to the group and
spoke to their hostess. “Do | have enough time to check on Eliza before dinner?” she
asked. “I just wish to see that sheisall right.”

Lady Ockham eyed the clock on the mantel. “I should think so. Dinner shall be
served in another quarter hour.” Lady Ockham glanced at Nick. “Lady Juliet, have



you been introduced to Lord Craven?’

Nick saw a flash of shock and then anger cross the young lady’s expression before
settling on atight smile. Interesting. She must have some awareness of hisand Eliza's
past. He wasn't sure why it delighted him that Eliza had spoken of him to another,
even though it appeared that the young lady didn’t think too highly of him.

“1 don’'t believe we have,” Nick said, bowing to her. “Pleased to meet you, my lady.”

She attempted to widen her smile, but it didn’'t reach her eyes. “You as well, my
lord,” shereplied. “If you al will excuse me, | shall return in amoment.”

Lady Juliet turned on her heel and departed the salon.

Nick noted Onslow near the exit and took his opportunity. “I need to speak with
Onslow about something, if you could excuse me as well,” Nick said. He didn’t wait
for them to respond and crossed the room to Onslow.

Nick looked back to see if his hosts were watching him, but they had been
approached by another couple. He bypassed Onslow and hurried to the staircase, then
darted up the stairs, hoping to see which room Lady Juliet would enter. He took a | eft
off of the staircase and saw a shadow down the hallway. Nick quickened his pace and
caught sight of a door clicking closed. He crept to the door and put his ear to it.

He should be ashamed of himself for eavesdropping, but he was desperate to get to
the bottom of what had occurred between them. If he could overhear something
useful, he could forgive himself for using devious means to obtain the information.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was here?’ Lady Juliet asked. “Is he the reason you are
hiding in your chamber?’



“| planned to tell you. Today, in fact. | promise,” Eliza said. “I just didn’t know what
to think about seeing him again. | still don't.”

“S0 he was the reason for your poor mood this morning.”

“No,” Eliza said, then paused for a few seconds, which felt like hours to Nick. “Well,
all right. Yes. His presenceis quite distracting.”

“Hereally is quite handsome. | can see how he would set your head to a spin and why
you took him to your bed,” Lady Juliet said.

Nick grinned to himself with his ear still pressed against the door. He found it
interesting, indeed, that Eliza had told her friend about the two of them being intimate

“Jules!”

“Well, it's true,” Lady Juliet said. “One does have to wonder why he never took a
wife.”

“He probably just dallies with whomever he wishes and casts them aside when he is
finished,” Eliza said.

He balled his hands into fists and fought to keep himself from barging into her room.
She was the one who was the expert in dallying with one's affections, and yet she
treated him as the villain.

“He' s certainly riled you up. Have you given more thought to making good use of the
house party to entertain a tryst?” Lady Juliet asked. “I saw you flirting with Lord
Irvine. And don’t try to convince me otherwise.”



Nick pressed his ear harder against the door, not daring to miss Eliza's response. He
tamped down the mixture of jealousy, hurt, and fury bubbling far too close to the
surface.

“I'm considering it,” Eliza said. “I'm still not certain. But | shall have ample
opportunity to decide. | certainly believe he would be amenable. He can’'t keep his
eyes off my chest.”

He heard laughter coming from both of the ladies, when he found nothing humorous
about the mere suggestion that Eliza would take up with another man in the ways that
he had been with her. She had been passionate and an active participant in their
couplings, extremely vocal as well, and he didn’t want anyone else to experience that
side of her. Especially not where he would be far too aware of what had occurred.

“lI must return downstairs to join the party for dinner,” Lady Juliet said after the
laughter subsided. “I will visit again when | retire for the evening.”

Nick hurried away from the door and darted back downstairs, hoping that he had
enough of a head start that Eliza's friend wouldn’t see him making his escape.

He made it back to the salon several seconds before Juliet re-entered the party. Nick
hadn’'t considered that if anyone had seen them, they might believe that it was Juliet

he had snuck from the room to mest.

Attempting to prevent anyone from getting such ideas, he joined a group of
gentlemen near the sideboard.

“Irvine might have a chance with Lady Eliza,” Lord Duncan said.

Nick fought to school his features. She was everywhere, even when she wasn't in the
room, she was still there taunting him and driving him to distraction.



“But | didn't think he wished to wed. At least not anytime soon.” Lord Onslow
replied.

Lord Duncan laughed before taking a swig from the drink in his hand. “I didn’'t say
anything about marriage. ”

Nick fisted his hands, contemplating planting the man afacer and then marching over
to Irvine and giving him one in each eye.

Before he did just that, the dinner bell rang. He wasn’t certain how he was going to
get through the rest of the evening if Eliza continued to be the topic of conversation.

Nick tossed and turned in his bed. His body and mind were at war with themselves.
His cock stood at attention when he recalled the taste of Eliza’ s climax on his fingers,
a sweet nectar he had missed more than he'd alowed himself to admit, longed for
even. But his head replayed the ladies’ conversation and Eliza's contemplation with
that rake, Lord Irvine. He was at least thankful that he went the rest of the evening
without one of the gentlemen bringing up Elizaagain. Thank God for small favors.

When the sun emerged from the horizon that next morning, he gave up on the notion
of restful sleep.

Climbing out of the bed, he wrapped his banyan around himself before washing his
face with the cool water in the washbasin.

He glanced down and his cock protruded in front of him and refused to relent, aching
from the intensity of the thoughts that invaded his sleep. He willed it to subside, not
wanting to think of the one person he wished would ease his need. Trying not to think
of her only made him think of her more. Made him want her more.

Nick couldn’t have his valet help to dress him in such a state, his member fully erect



and throbbing. He tried to think of something else, but his mind kept coming back to
her. It always came back to her.

Where he stood, he fisted himself and stroked up and down his shaft. He let his head
fall back and stiffened his legs, stroking and teasing the steel rod between his legs as
he imagined her lips wrapped around his cock. He thrust his hips to meet his hand,
increasing his speed, still imagining her tongue stroking the smooth underside. She
used to love when he fucked her mouth, leaving him with a wet surprise he could lap
up between her thighs.

Before he came, he grabbed a cloth from the washstand and whispered her name
when he released himself into the soft fabric.

He set the soiled cloth on the table and tied his banyan closed. He was still half erect,
his need only momentarily sated, but perhaps he might better have his wits about him.
Thinking about Eliza wouldn’t help, but he must get her alone so he could ask her
why she abandoned him. Why she told him she loved him and would always be his,
only to disappear and refuse to see him .

And more importantly, he'd have to ensure that arakehell like Lord Irvine didn’t put
his hands on her.
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Chapter 7

E liza and Juliet strolled into the breakfast room, arm in arm again. Eliza wasn’'t
ready to face Nick after what had transpired between them, but she knew Juliet
wouldn’t fall for any attempts to delay their arrival in the breakfast room. She didn’t
care to admit to herself how much the man still affected her. Her body craved him
and her heart longed for him. But he was merely toying with her affections, and she
was the fool for turning wanton in his presence. What made the matter ironic was that
he was the one who had unlocked her wanton desires, and he still wielded the power
to engage them at hiswill.

It wouldn’t be a surprise when he tossed her aside at the conclusion of the house
party. Given his attention to Lady Preston, he probably had multiple women at his
disposal. He dallied with her because he knew he could, and she had willingly
allowed him to do so.

The odious man didn't even believe he owed her an apology for tricking her,
breaking her heart, and, in fact, ruining her. Her choices for a husband were
limited—not that she wished to take one. She may have had many proposals, but once
they knew another man had already taken her maidenhead, they would cast her aside.
They could even seek an annulment or treat her poorly.

Worse than that, even after three years, she hadn’'t dislodged him from her thoughts,
and—she hated to admit—her heart. If yesterday had been any indication, her body

betrayed her in how much she wanted him.

“Good morning, ladies,” Lord Irvine said, bowing to them. “Allow me to help you to



your seats.”

They each took one of his proffered arms and when she glanced up at the man, it
wasn't lost on her that his gaze had locked onto her chest again. She glanced at Juliet,
who smirked and stifled a giggle.

“Are you feeling al right this morning, Lady Eliza?’ he asked. “| was disappointed
when you didn’t join the rest of usfor dinner.”

She caught sight of Nick entering the breakfast room, and her breath caught. She
instantly pushed the notion aside and reminded herself that no good could come from
thinking of him as anything but the horrid man who used her and cast her aside.

“1 am feeling much better, indeed,” she said, smiling up through her lashes. She bit
her bottom lip for good measure and almost laughed when the man's gaze
immediately fixed there. Men really were simple creatures.

Eliza still wasn't certain that she wished to couple with Lord Irvine, but it appeared
the option would be available for her if she chose to pursue it. He may be arake, but
he had been kind and attentive to her, at least. He was likely a skilled bed partner,
too, if she allowed herself to consider it.

He escorted them to the sideboard, where they made their selections. He carried each
of their plates to the table and set them down, then pulled out their chairs and seated
each of the ladies. Lord Irvine seated himself in the open seat next to Eliza,
positioning his chair closer to her than he ought. When he sat down, his thigh rubbed
against hers.

She noted that there still wasn't even a hint of excitement or anticipation at having
him so close. When she had been anywhere near Nick, or any part of them barely
touched, the electricity had been palpable. It drew them closer together so that they



sought any excuse to touch each other. Which was still evident based on what had
occurred between them the day before..

She mentally chastised herself for comparing her reaction to anything regarding Nick.
What she and Nick had wasn’'t real. At least not for him. He made that quite clear. So
perhaps she couldn’t be trusted to know what attraction or connection was. And did it
truly even matter if all she would ask of Lord Irvine was physical pleasure? It's not
like she would ever consider marrying the man. She didn’'t need him to cuddie her
and whisper sweet nothings.

She opened her mouth to speak to Lord Irvine and closed it again when Nick took the
seat directly across from her. Refusing to look at him, she refocused her attention on
the man beside her, even if her body betrayed her attraction to Nick. “I hear a group
Isgoing to go riding after breakfast. | hoped you might accompany me, my lord.”

“1 would be honored to ride with you, my lady,” Lord Irvine replied. “Do you enjoy
horseback riding?’

“1 do very much,” she said, looking up from her plate to offer him a wide smile. She
glanced at Nick, whose neck had turned red, and his gaze bored into her. She rolled
her eyes at him and took another bite of her food. Eliza glanced at Juliet and noted
that Marquess Theodore Camden had seated himself next to her and had her engaged
in conversation .

With her friend distracted, she focused her attention back on Lord Irvine. She tried to
think of something to speak to him about, but Nick beat her to it.

“Will you be entering a horse in Newmarket next season, Irvine?’ Nick asked.

“I intend to. | recently bought a fine contender from the Clive family, and | believe he
shall be up to scratch,” Lord Irvine replied. John Clive was the most sought-after



horse breeder in England since he took over the business from his cousin, who had
unexpectedly become atitled peer.

Eliza masked her irritation at Nick’s interference and focused her attention on her
plate. She tuned out the monotonous conversation about horses and races while
picking at her food. She suspected Nick might have engaged the man in conversation
to prevent her from doing so. Why did he care what she did or who she entertained, in
her bed or out of it? He'd lost the right to do so.

She didn’'t speak for the rest of breakfast, all too glad when she could excuse herself
to change into her riding habit. She could only hope that she could escape Nick
during the group ride, but she had erred when she asked Lord Irvine to accompany

her in front of him.

After breakfast, Dot helped her to dress, and once her bonnet was set, she tapped her
knuckles on Juliet’ s door.

“Comein,” she heard from the other side of the door .

Eliza entered the room and then closed the door behind her.

“1 shall be ready in a few moments,” Juliet said, seated at the vanity where her maid
was adjusting her hair.

“I"'m certain they won't depart without us, and if they do, we shall go riding on our
own,” Elizasaid, taking a seat in a nearby chair.

“Perhaps you hope to avoid a certain gentleman,” Juliet returned, catching her
friend’s eye in the mirror.

Eliza rolled her eyes. “You must have missed where | asked Lord Irvine to



accompany me.”

“What | didn’t miss is how you are still attracted to Lord Craven,” Juliet returned.
“Not that | blame you, of course.”

“Have you forgotten how the man treated me?’ Eliza asked. “He made me believe he
loved me and wished to marry me, then used a coward’s letter to inform me that it

was all acrudl trick.”

Juliet waved off her words. “Of course not. But your eyes don't lie. And neither do
his. There is certainly something between the two of you.”

“You know not of what you speak of, Juliet,” Eliza said, tamping down her irritation.
“Heis merely dallying with me and taunting me for being so foolish.”

“And just how is he dallying with you?’ Juliet asked, casting her a knowing look.

Eliza s cheeks pinkened. “I might have allowed him to touch me abit.”

“Might have? Y ou know | want details.”

“All right, | did. Just a bit of kissing, and his hands ventured between my legs.” And
it was far better than any of the climaxes she had been reduced to giving herself.

Juliet clasped her hands together. “I knew it. | knew there was something between
you still. You aretrying so hard to fight it.”

Eliza shook her head. “I just wanted him to make me come. Nothing more. He only
did so because he wished to dally with me, so | took the opportunity to ensure my
own needs were met. He has done so, and that is that.”



Juliet shook her head. “1 think thereis moreto it.”

“What of you?’ Eliza asked, attempting to shift the conversation. “You seemed to
find Lord Camden to be interesting company. Y ou hardly spoke to me at breakfast.”

Her friend tried to mask the pink of her cheeks, but her reaction wasn't so easily
hidden from Eliza

“He is interesting for certain.” Juliet’s riding bonnet was set and tied, and she rose
from her stool. “I am ready.”

“Let’s be off then,” Eliza said. Anything to prevent further conversation about Nick.
She would spend the day in Lord Irvine's company and perhaps entertain something
physical between them. The idea became more appealing if it should help to push
Nick from her thoughts.

When they arrived at the stables, the horses were saddled and ready. Her entire body
tingled with awareness when Nick stepped close to her to climb atop the horse next to
hers. Lord Irvine offered his assistance to help Eliza seat herself in the saddle and
then climbed atop his horse.

The ride was relaxing for the most part. With so many others on the outing with them,
she forced herself to ignore Nick as best as she could. During the ride, Lady Preston
had ridden up next to him and engaged him in conversation.

Eliza had tried to eavesdrop on what they discussed, but Lord Irvine distracted her
with questions about her various interests. It prevented her from hearing any of what
the lady said to Nick, and it left her irritated. Not that she was jealous. The man was
mad to interfere with Eliza's prospects when he was more than likely fucking the
very woman in his friend’s house, all the while dipping hisfingersinside Elizain one
of their host’s small parlors.



After riding for a couple of hours, the group stopped for a picnic by a pond. The day
was perfect, with the sun high in the partly cloudy skies. The light breeze hit her face
and the cool fall air kissed her cheeks. It looked asif it might rain later, but it was still
beautiful out.

“Lady Eliza,” Lord Irvine said, getting her attention beside her, “1 thought we might
share adrink of our spiritsthis evening to toast our win yesterday.”

She glanced at him and noticed his dark eyes had a few flecks of gold in them, which
shone under the September sun. He was handsome, to be sure. If he ever wished to
marry one day, he'd melt hearts.

“l would enjoy that, my lord.” There wouldn’t be harm in having a drink with the
man, and she could see how she might feel about entertaining something more. It
would certainly be one way to get Nick out of her head.

After dinner that evening, the house party had retired to the salon for music. The
women in attendance took turns singing and playing the pianoforte. Eliza and Juliet
paired for a duet, playing the pianoforte together and singing. They had done so afew
times before at other parties and had always received a warm reception. When they
finished, the group erupted into cheers and applause.

Eliza couldn’t help but notice Nick’s expression, which appeared to show the faintest
signs of remorse. He caught her eye, and the intensity of his gaze sent shivers up her

spine.

“My lady,” Lord Irvine said, capturing her attention. He held his hand out to her to
help her up from the bench. “I thought we might take our drink on the terrace. It's a
lovely evening and not too terribly cold.” He leaned a bit closer. “And our drink shall
keep uswarm.” He smiled down at her, his expression full of mirth.



She responded by looping her arm in his and alowing him to lead the way. He
already held the bottle they had won in the Pall Mall competition, and he stopped
before they reached the terrace door to grab two glasses from the sideboard.

Once they were outside on the terrace, he poured them each a drink before he set the
bottle down on the wide top rail. “To our win, and what a great team we make,” he

said, holding his glass up in atoast.

She toasted him, and they each took a large gulp of their drinks. He was right about it
keeping her warm as her throat had already warmed as she downed the liquid.

“If | may be so forward,” he started after lowering his glass, “why is it you have
turned down so many offers of marriage, my lady?’

She took another fortifying sip of her drink before responding. “I don't wish to
marry.”

“Then we have that in common,” he said. “At least for avery long time, indeed.”

“l am sure you will take a wife one day to secure your heir, but | never intend to
marry.” She fell for the folly of schoolgirl notions once, and she would be damned if
she’ d go through that heartache again.

“But don’'t you wish for”—he paused and captured her gaze—* other things?’

She smirked at him. “Does one truly need to be married to engage in such things? |
would wager you haven't been living as a monk, my lord.”

He choked on the sip he took and coughed a few times. Once he recovered, he
responded. “I quite enjoy alady who is so forward.”



Perhaps it was the drink or even the moonlight, but she found she enjoyed flirting
with the man. Perhaps if she kissed him, she would feel a bit more inclined to allow
other liberties and forget Nick once and for all.

“And | enjoy a gentleman who thinks so,” she said, giving him a coy grin.

He stepped closer to her and removed her drink from her hand, then set both of their
glasses beside the bottle on the railing. “Lady Eliza, might you be amenable to a
Kiss?’

“1 believe | would, my lord,” she said, smiling up at him. She wasn't certain, but it
was time. Time to see what another man might stir within her. She had only ever
kissed Nick, and if one would have asked her three years ago, she would have said
she would kiss no other man for as long as she lived. But unless she wished to never
experience the touch of aman again, she had to try.

He cupped her face in his hand and glanced at her lips. Much to her annoyance, she
pictured Nick’s face and longed for the man before her to be him.

“Irving,” a familiar voice called out as if she had conjured Nick from her thoughts.
“Our hosts have requested your presence.”

Lord Irvine quickly dropped his hand and stepped back from Eliza.

“Of course,” he said before turning back to Eliza, whispering so only she could hear.
“1 should like to continue this later.”

She nodded and watched him depart before pushing past Nick to return inside. Eliza
was afraid of what she might do or say to him if she remained in his presence,
wanting him as much as she did. She didn’t trust herself not to drag him to her bed.
So she took off through the other doorway and down a corridor to avoid being seen



by the other guests.

But she hadn’t been fast enough as Nick was quickly on her heels. His firm hand
grabbed her arm and pulled her into a small study with only a few bookcases and a
desk. There was a bit of light in the room from the low embers glowing from the
fireplace.

Nick closed the door behind them and leaned against it. The shadows on his face
made him appear a tad dangerous, yet irresistibly handsome. “Eliza,” he said,
breathless and frenzied. His nostrils flared and his jaw set in a hard line. “What in the
hell do you think you are doing?’
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N ick fought to keep his hurt and anger under control. If he had arrived even a few
seconds later, she would have been in the man’s arms and his lips would have been
upon hers. That was something he just could not allow. The man would be confused
when their hosts did not know why Irvine sought them out, but it was the first thing
Nick could come up with to get the man to leave.

“Last | checked,” she started, “if 1 wish to fuck a handsome gentleman, | am free to
do so.”

His blood boiled, and he stepped closer to her. “No, you aren’t,” he ground out. She
was right, of course, but she should have married him. She was aways supposed to
be his, and even with al that had happened between them, and all that he still didn’t
understand, he still wanted her. That much he knew for certain. His body, his
cock...his heart, his soul...all wanted her.

She closed the distance between them, stopping just out of his reach. “From what |
hear, he is quite well known for his prowess. I'm sure he'll be able to satisfy me in
bed. Perhaps he'll even teach me afew things.”

He released a low growl and stepped closer so he could pull her to him. “I will not
allow you to fuck Irvine. Or any other man.” He bent his head to kiss her collarbone
and neck, causing her to sway in hisarms. At least he still affected her.

She didn’t pull away and instead matched his dare by licking along his jaw until she
reached his ear. “It is no business of yours if | should wish to come all over his thick



cock,” she whispered.

He didn’t believe she actually knew the girth of Irvine’s manhood. But her words still
grated on Nick’s nerves.

“Perhaps you should bend over that desk so | can remind you who you belong to,
Eliza,” he said, running his hands down her back and clasping her bottom, pulling her
against his rock-hard erection.

Releasing alow mewl, she placed her hands on his chest, pushing him slightly back.
“Perhaps you should drop to your knees and do something more useful with your
tongue. ”

She was going to be the death of him. But if she intended that as a challenge, he
wouldn’t back down. He pressed his lips to hers and she swept her tongue into his
mouth, taking control of the kiss. He moved her backwards until she was backed
against the furniture. When her bottom was pressed against the side of the large oak
desk, he broke the kiss.

“Lift your skirts,” he commanded.

She did as he said, and her beautiful slit was bare before him within a nest of dark
curls. He licked his lips and dropped to his knees. When he ran his tongue along her
pearl, she leaned her bottom against the desk and released a stream of moans. He

sucked her nub, and she clasped his head in her hands.

It wasn’'t enough. He needed to show her what she’d missed. What she could have
had every single day for the last three yearsif she hadn’t given up on them.

He pulled away and looked up at her. “Bend over the desk,” he said.



“ After that lackluster performance?’ she asked, smirking at him.

He released a low growl. “Bend over the desk, and I'll remind you exactly what my
tongue can do.” He rose and pressed his lips to hers, running his tongue just inside
her lips so she could taste herself. Shifting to her jaw, he kissed and licked until he
reached her ear and whispered, “| would wager your arse has missed me, too.”

She looked for a mere moment as if she might hold her resolve, but desire made her
eyelids heavy and her chest rose with the intensity of her breath. He knew her body
and her wants well enough to know that his words would be her undoing. She turned
around and did as he said, leaning low over the desk, bracing herself on her arms. He
positioned himself on his knees between her legs and lifted her skirts again so that her
bottom was fully exposed to him. He urged her to widen her stance and then clasped
the cheeks of her bottom in each of his hands.

Spreading her open, he buried his face in her. He licked from her nub to her wet core,
plunging his tongue inside of her. She rocked and moaned over the desk. He
continued his exploration and ran his tongue up past her heat to the tight, puckered
hole of her arse.

“Yes, Nick,” she moaned.

He licked and teased her arse with his tongue, while dipping two fingers inside of her
dripping wet heat. Nick pulled back, entranced with everything about her, knowing it
was him who caused her folds to glisten from her arousal. He removed his fingers
from inside of her and traced them around the hole of her arse, applying the wetness
to ease his inevitable invasion. He inserted a single finger just to the first knuckle,
and she moaned, laying herself flat on top of the desk and pushing herself back into
him.

Nick had her where he wanted her. He knew every inch of her body and what she



needed. Better than anyone, he knew how to give it to her. He would remind her why
she never should have left him. That there was no other man alive who could please
her the way he did. And as much as he hated to admit it, he just might destroy any
man who tried.

He dlid hisfinger further into her arse, reaching the next knuckle.

“Fuck, yes,” she whimpered. “Don’t stop.”

He grinned and licked his lips, glad to see she hadn’t lost the foul mouth she picked
up from the wicked nights they had spent together.

“If | had oil, I'd give you the full length of my cock,” he teased, pulling his finger out
and dliding it back in to the same knuckle.

She whimpered and pushed back against him, taking more of his finger. He leaned
forward again and returned his attention to her pearl, massaging it with his tongue
while she bucked and rode his face and finger. Her arse was so tight on his finger, his
cock threatened to rip ahole in his breeches.

Eliza cried out into her hand and shook when she came, and he lapped up every drop
of her climax until she stilled. He stood and took in the sight of her. She was perfect.
Lying with her arse bare before him, her core glistening, and her pearl swollen. Her
cheek was pressed against the desk while she caught her breath, and her skin was
flushed. Her stockings were up to her thighs, and he massaged the exposed fleshy
area.

He leaned into her, pressing his covered bulge against her naked bottom. “Now you
must tell me what you want.”

She pushed her bottom harder against his bulge and he closed his eyes, sucking in a



deep breath. She was begging to be fucked, and he recalled how another man might
have attempted to do so that very evening. His heart ached with how much he still
loved her.

“I'm till unclear who you believe | belong to,” she said, moving her bottom to rub
against him.

“If you don’'t know by now, what do you expect me to do about it?’ he asked,
thrusting his hard ridge against her. He knew exactly what she wanted, but he would
make her say it. He needed to remind her of why she had no need to seek out another
man. She had never needed anyone else and shouldn’'t have abandoned him. She had
been everything to him, and he would have spent every minute of his life ensuring he
was everything to her .

“Bury your cock deep inside of me and don’t go slow,” she said.

He fumbled with his fals, releasing himself so he could do just as she commanded.
Once his member sprang free, he stroked it a few times in his hand, teasing the
opening of her wet cunt with the head of his cock. He sucked in a breath at how good
her delicate, wet skin felt against his.

“And just whose cock is that you want?’ he asked, running a hand along her hip,
giving it a squeeze.

“Nick,” she groaned, pleading with him. “I want you now.”

He dlid himself inside of her and thrust hard, gripping her hips. It was like coming
home. With every thrust, his heart pounded, believing that perhaps if he fucked her
hard enough, loved her hard enough, she might regret tossing aside what they had
together.



But a troubling thought crossed his mind.

“Have you been with anyone else?’ he asked, not slowing his movements, keeping
the pace she commanded.

She moaned and pushed against him, driving him deeper inside of her. “Why should
you care?’ she said between each of histhrusts.

“Just tell me now,” he said through gritted teeth, punishing her with each thrust. “I
shall issue a challenge to anyone who touched you.”

“Don’t stop,” she panted. “That is so fucking good.”

He continued holding one of her hips and dlid his other hand to rest on her back,
holding her in place against the desk when he thrust harder. “Answer me, Eliza,” he
said through labored breaths.

“No one, Nick,” she panted. “Only you.”

He turned feral, the intensity of his thrusts claiming her. She was still his. There had
to be areason she hadn’t been with anyone else, or accepted any of the proposals she
received. Fool as he was, hope crept in that perhaps he could win her heart. That he
would learn why she abandoned him and ensure she never did so again.

Clenching hard around his cock, she covered her mouth when she reached the
pinnacle of her pleasure, rocking hard against him. He withdrew just in time and
moaned her name in a low whisper as he stroked himself to claim every bit of his
well earned climax, his seed shooting across her bottom.

He pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and gently wiped between her legs before
wiping away the evidence of the most exquisite experience he’'d had since he'd been



with her over three years ago.

Nick tenderly kissed the flesh of one of her supple arse cheeks before he pulled her
skirts down. He helped her to stand, then tucked himself back into hisfalls. He placed
a light kiss on her lips before pulling away and staring into her eyes. Aching for
answersto all of hisquestions.

“Why, Eliza?’ hefinally asked. “Why do you hate me so?’

Confusion and hurt marred her beautiful face before she released an angry laugh.
“Are you quite serious?’

“1 find nothing humorous about it,” he replied. “1 thought you loved me.”

“Have you gone mad?’ she asked.

He released her and dropped his arms. Perhaps she was just as heartless as he had
believed her to be for the past few years. He had been nothing more than a fool to
allow himself to hope otherwise. “ So you never loved me then?’

“Why are you being so cruel?” she asked. “Do you wish for me to say the words so
you can reject me again?’

He ran his fingers through his hair. How dare she? “Reject you?’ he scoffed. “Reject
you? Now who has gone mad?’

She poked her finger at his chest. “You are the one who is mad. | waited at the
hunting cabin al night for you and the next day you told me you never loved me with
a letter. A letter. My love for you was so intense and true that | would have sold my
soul to the devil himself to be your wife, to have you inside me every night, to be the
one you loved and cherished. Is that what you wish to hear?’



His stomach reeled, and he fought to keep his balance. “What letter?”

Eliza stepped around him. “I can’'t believe you.” She released an exasperated groan
and flailed her hands in the air. “This is done. Play your games with someone else.
You're still agreat fuck, but | am done being sucked back into your web of deceit and
playing your fool.”

She raced from the room before he could stop her. He gripped the side of the desk.
Letter? What letter? He never sent a letter. Hell and damnation. He closed his eyes,
fighting to keep himself from losing control. He fisted his hands and slammed one
down onto the desk.

Someone tore them apart. That was the only thing that could possibly make any
sense. Undoubtedly, their fathers. Goddamn them. What a fool he had been, playing
right into their deceit.

He left the small study and noticed that the house was quiet. The other guests must
have retired to their rooms for the evening. The lack of movement in the household
would prove to be beneficial so he could speak to Eliza again. It couldn’t wait. He
needed to know what letter she spoke of so they might ascertain what evil scheme
their fathers had played on them both, robbing them of their lifetime of happiness
together.

He crept up the stairs and made his way down the hallway as quietly as he could until
he reached her door. Trying the knob, he was thankful to find it unlocked, and
stepped inside, closing and locking the door behind him .

From the light of the fire crackling in the fireplace and the single candle lit on the
bedside table, he saw Eliza sprawled across her bed. Her shoulders were shaking as
she sobbed into her pillow. It had been there the whole time if he would have allowed
himself to consider the pain she carried. If he had only known. His heart ached and



tearswelled in his eyes, realizing she had hurt as much as he had in their years apart.

“Eliza,” he whispered.
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E liza didn’t pick her head up when she heard Nick’s voice. The pain was far too
great to face him again. She deserved to feel the depth of her suffering in peace and
not to have him bear witness. “Go away,” she cried into her pillow. “Please.” The last
word came out as a sob.

He didn’t do as she asked and stepped closer, kneeling on the floor beside her head.
“My love, | never sent you aletter.” His voice cracked on the last few words.

“What?" she asked, lifting her head to look at him. “You did. Why are you doing
this?’

He shook head, agony written on hisfeatures. “I didn’t.”

She climbed off the bed and dug around in her trunk until she returned with the
crumpled piece of parchment, the one she had read thousands of times, which would
remind him of the pain and destruction he had caused since he seemed to have
forgotten. She shoved it into his hands.

He stood and unfolded the paper, holding it closer to the candle. She watched his
pained expression and slumped shoulders as he read the missive. “| didn’t write this,
Eliza. Where did you get this?’

“My father gave it...” her voice trailed off before the realization washed over her
face. “1 can’t believe this.” She shook, and a heart-wrenching sob escaped her body.
How could their fathers have done this to her? To them?



Nick rushed to her and wrapped his arms around her. “I never stopped loving you,
sweetheart, | promise.”

“I...1 don’t know what to think.”

He eyed the missive again. “Y ou have carried this with you for three years?’

She sighed and tears streamed down her cheeks. “I needed it to remind me why | was
foolish to love you and why | could never give my heart to another.” Eliza had taken
it with her everywhere she went and read it more times than she would ever admit.
Part of her carried it with her because it was all she had from him and the only
reminder that what they had shared had really happened.

Nick embraced her again. “| have aways loved you, Eliza. ”

She pushed back from him. The whole situation still made little sense. “Why didn’t
you come for me? Why didn’t you meet me at the hunting cabin?’

“1 cameto call on you earlier that day for tea. | couldn’t wait until that evening to see
you,” he said, reaching out to take her hand in his. “Y our butler told me you had left
for London.”

“S0 you just gave up and never tried to see me again? You just walked away?’ she
asked, trying to pull her hand from his, but he gripped it tighter.

“1 left for town a quarter hour after | heard you had left. | hoped to catch up with you
on the road, to no avail. Then, when | finally arrived, | went straight to your family’s
townhouse. Y our butler there said you didn’t wish to see me.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, and he sat beside her. Her father had their servantsin
on his deception. Servants she would have believed she could trust. “I can’'t believe



this.”

“1 went back to your townhouse every day for weeks, begging your butler to have you
see me. | tried to break into your house but was caught and thrown out. | left notes for
you and | sent you flowers. At the start of the season, | went to every event and
searched for you in every ballroom, hoping to find you there to make you speak with
me.”

“1 didn’t go to Town for the season,” she said, sighing. “1 delayed my come out a year
because | was too miserable and heartbroken to attend society events. | just stayed in
my room and missed you. Hating and chastising myself for missing someone who |
believed never loved me.”

She couldn’'t control her sobs, and he pulled her close, rubbing her back as her
shoulders shook. “If my father weren't already dead, | might kill him,” he said.

“Why your father?’ she asked, wiping her eyes with her hand. “My father must have
done this. He had our entire household in on the deception. | can’'t believe he would
break his own daughter’s heart over something as frivolous as a stream.” She couldn’t
imagine hatred and bad blood being so strong to ruin your own flesh and blood.

“1 don't believe he acted alone,” Nick said. “ That letter you received isin my father's
hand. The only reason | stopped trying to find you is because my father told me after
a couple months of my endless search for you that you had married. | didn’'t even ask
to whom. Ockham was in Italy, so with a broken heart, | left the next day so |
wouldn’t risk seeing you with your husband.”

She touched his cheek, realizing how hurt they had both been these last few years.
“When you saw me here, you asked where my husband was. | thought you were
being cruel and mocked how | believed you would marry me,” she said. “I’m sorry |
said such awful things to you.”



“Please don't apologize. | will never forgive myself for falling into their trap or for
the unforgivable things | also said to you,” he said, holding her tight in his arms. “I
loveyou, Eliza. | aways have, and | always will.”

“l love you, too, Nick.” She nuzzled his neck. She had never stopped loving him
either, but she just hadn’t been willing to admit it to herself. Believing it made her a
fool with no self-respect for loving a man who could discard her so easily, but like
some sort of Shakespearean tragedy, they both loved and longed for each other every
day they had been apart.

He released her and dlid off the bed to kneel before her. He took her handsin his and
looked up at her, locking on her gaze. “Lady Eliza Nelson, will you please marry me?
| will spend every single day of our lives making up for the time we lost and every
tear you shed believing my heart didn’t ache for you.”

“1 want nothing more in this world than to be your wife, Lord Nicholas Craven.”
He rose and pulled her to him. She needed his kiss the same as she required air in her
lungs. She sank into him, and they fit together perfectly, the same as they had from

their very first kiss.

“We shall depart tomorrow,” he said. “Our hosts will understand once we explain
things to them. We can get a special license and marry right away.”

“Yes, | don't wish to wait any longer than isrequired,” she said. “It'sjust...”
“What, my love?’ he asked. “What isit?’
She laid her head on his shoulder. “I don't believe | should wish to see my papa

again. | don't think | can forgive him for what he did. For whatever part he played in
this scheme.” How could she be expected to face the man after what he had done to



them? She wasn't certain that she or Nick could do so without inflicting bodily harm.

He kissed her forehead. “I’'m not certain | will ever forgive him either, but | will
support whatever you wish if you should change your mind one day,” he said. “Y ou
needn’t decide now. Y ou are of age, and he can’t stop us from marrying. | don’'t give
afig about your dowry if he withholdsit.”

“Thank you, my love,” she said, releasing a small sigh of relief. There was nothing
they could do to change the past, and it was time they focused on their future. They
had lost far too much time together already.

“We will send for your things, and we'll buy whatever you require so you don’t have
to step foot inside your father’s home again if you don’t wish to.”

“Please don’t leave me tonight,” she pleaded, and if she had her way, she would
never sleep apart from him again. “I don’t wish to be apart from you. I'm afraid |
shall wake up in the middle of the night and find this has all been a dream.”

He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “There is nothing in this
world that could get me to part from you. | have lost far too many nights of holding
you while you sleep. Should you wake, you shall be safein my arms.”

That was like music to her ears. She turned away from him, giving him her back.
“Help me out of my dress,” she said. “I don’t want to ring for Dot.”

He worked her buttons. “Were you really going to kiss Irvine?’ he asked, a pained
edge to his voice. He lifted her gown over her head and dropped it to the floor.

“1 don’'t know,” she said, wanting to be honest. She turned to face him. “I imagined it
was you who stood before me, so I’'m not certain if | would have gone through with
it. | hoped the attention of another might finally help me get over you.”



He pulled her close again. “If | had seen his lips on yours, | am not certain what |
would have done.”

Eliza pulled back from him, pushing him away. “And what of you and Lady Preston?
Y ou seemed quite friendly with the use of your given names. Was that an attempt to
vex me, or did you find your way into her bed?’

He laughed and tried to pull her back to him, but she shoved him away from her. “My
love,” he started, “Rosina was married to a friend of mine and Ockham’s before he
died. Nothing more. I’'m quite certain her bed won't be empty at this house party, but
it has never been me warming it.”

She relaxed her shoulders. As much as he would have been driven mad had she been
with another man, she wasn’t sure what she might have done if she had witnessed
him with a woman. They were quite the pair, and she knew their marriage would
always be a passionate one. And she couldn’t wait to finally become his wife.

“Make love to me, Nick,” she whispered, tugging at his cravat. Once she got it loose,
she dropped it to the floor.

“You mean | didn’t thoroughly satisfy you earlier? | am clearly out of practice,” he
jested.

She laughed. “You know you did. But we were both hurt and taking what we could
from each other then. We weren't even undressed. | wish to be with you now only
because of love.”

He released alow growl and worked to unlace her stays, then removed them from her
body. She unbuttoned his coats and pushed them off his shoulders. He shrugged the
rest of the way out of them and tossed them aside before pulling his shirt from his
breeches. She unbuttoned a few of his shirt buttons, and he pulled it over his head.



Clothes were flying, and their movements were hurried. The need to be in each
other’s arms was beyond paramount.

She removed her stockings and chemise while he worked his way out of his boots and
socks. He refocused his attention on her and began removing pins from her hair. She
aided him in the effort and soon her long hair fell down around her shoulders in
waves.

When they both stood naked before each other, the emotion of the moment set in and
tears escaped her eyes, running down her cheeks.

“I’'m so sorry, my love,” he said, doing his best to catch her tears with his thumbs,
“I’m sorry we lost those years, but we will make the many more we have together the
happiest of our lives.”

She threw herself into his arms, and he scooped her up, cradling her before he set her
gently on the bed. He blew out the candle on the bedside table and crawled into bed
next to her, pulling the covers up over them.

Eliza pulled him to settle on top of her. He took her lips in a series of long, deep
kisses before he kissed her jaw. “1 love you so very much,” he whispered against her
cheek.

Wrapping her legs around him, she urged him to enter her. “The words ‘I love you’
don’t feel like enough to describe what | feel for you, Nick,” she replied. “I fear |

shall never leave your side.”

He reached his hand between their bodies, and her breath became ragged when he
touched her between her legs.

“| fear | shall never allow you to leave our bed,” he said.



Nick removed his hand and supported himself with his hands on each side of her
head. He entered her slowly, pushing himself all the way inside.

Eliza held him tighter with her legs, reveling in their joining and being as one again.
He dipped his head down and took her lips, sweeping his tongue across her bottom lip
until she opened for him. Their kiss was as slow and intense as the deep thrusts of his
cock. She had missed him so much, missed the love and intimacy they had once
shared, and it was asif they picked right back up where they had left off.

“Nick,” she moaned. Her fingernails dug into his back, and she pulled him down to
rest his weight atop her as he continued to drive her closer to the brink of ecstasy.
“Perhaps you don’t pull out thistime,” she whispered in his ear.

“Areyou certain?’ he asked, his breath frantic.

“1 have never been more certain. | wish to be yoursin every way and feel the throb of
your cock releasing inside of me.” He had never done so before besides...in other
places. It was the only intimate act they hadn’t experienced together.

He increased the intensity of his thrusts, and she could hold back no longer. When
she cried out, he pressed his lips against hers to catch her moans. He pumped into her
only a couple more times before he reached his climax and spilled his seed with small
thrusts deep inside of her, whispering her name before kissing her again.

Nick shifted beside her on the bed and pulled her against him. With her back to his
front, he wrapped his arms around her.

“Sleep now, my love,” he whispered, moving her hair to the side so he could kiss the
back of her neck. “1 shall beright here.”

She sighed and settled against him and hoped that if it had all been a dream, she



would never awaken from it.
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Chapter 10

N ick woke up to the intoxicating lavender scent that haunted him in the years he had
been apart from Eliza. He nuzzled her hair and inhaled deeply, never happier
knowing that he had her back in his arms. She shifted her bottom against him, and his
cock sprang to life. She stirred and shifted so she faced him.

“You're here,” she said, smiling with her eyes half open. “It wasn’t just a wonderful
dream.”

“I’'m here,” he said, placing a soft kiss on her lips. “We must dress, though.”
She pouted. “What if | don’t wish to dress?’

He laughed and kissed her forehead. “Your maid shall arrive at any moment, and we
should speak with our hosts as soon as possible,” he said before bringing his lips
close to her ear. “The sooner we depart, the sooner | can make you come many times
in the carriage.”

“Promise?’ she asked, winking at him.

He released alow growl. “1 must make up for lost time.”

Nick kissed her again before climbing from the bed and pulling his breeches on. At
least if Eliza's maid should knock, he might not completely scandalize her. He

grabbed his shirt and wrapped it around himself. He worked the buttons as Eliza
threw back the covers, grabbing her dressing robe and tying it around herself.



“1 shall change clothes in my chamber and will meet you at the top of the stairs,” he
said. “Wait for me there.”

“I’ll be there as quickly as | can,” she replied. She stepped around the bed and gave
him a quick kiss. The kind of tender, loving kiss they would share many times a day
for the rest of their lives.

He grinned at her, acknowledging that he was the luckiest man alive. “Have your
maid pack for you so we can depart.”

As much as he didn't wish to leave, he turned and cracked the door to check the
hallways, then crept out of her chamber. He hurried by the door next to hers but noted
he heard a man’ s and awoman'’ s voices on the other side of the door.

Nick smiled to himself and hurried down the hall. He and Eliza hadn’t been the only
ones who had a sleepover last night. Their hosts might be scandalized to know so
many were taking advantage of their house party to pursue their private entertainment
in the night. He made it to the other wing of the house without being seen by anyone
and swept into his chamber.

A half hour later, his valet had given him a fresh shave and helped him to dress in
fresh clothing. He had informed the man of their travel plans and left him to his work
to prepare for their departure. Nick was the first to reach the top of the staircase and
waited for his love with his hands clasped behind his back. He rocked on his feet,
antsy to have her by his side again. After their time apart, he wasn't certain how long
it would take with her at his side before he would no longer feel unease that she
might be taken from him.

After another quarter hour, he was rewarded with the beautiful sight of his future
wife. She was all smiles, and he rushed to her and brought her hand to his lips. “Are
you ready?’ he asked.



“Very much so,” she replied, smiling up a him with nothing but love in her
expression. It reminded him of the many moments they had shared hiding behind her
father’ s stables, where he had first told her he loved her. He meant it then, as much as
he still did.

“Then let us find our hosts,” he said, offering her his arm. More guests and servants
were moving about the halls. A few guests eyed them curiously as Nick and Eliza
moved from room to room looking for Lord and Lady Ockham, but thankfully, no
one stopped to engage in conversation.

When they couldn’t find their hosts anywhere, Nick stopped their butler, Baxter. “Do
you know where their lord and ladyship are? We wish to speak with them right
away.”

“They arein the nursery, my lord,” Baxter replied.

“Might you take us to them?’ Nick asked. “I had wished to meet their babe.”

“Follow me, and | shall check with them,” Baxter said.

Nick and Eliza did as the man said and followed him back up the staircase to the
family wing where the nursery was. Baxter motioned for them to wait there while he
knocked on the door and entered the nursery. He returned in a few moments and
waved Nick and Elizainto the room.

“Craven,” Ockham said. “Thisis quite a surprise but do come and meet our son.”
Nick laughed to himself at the pride radiating from his friend as he bounced hisson in
his arms. He hoped Eliza was already carrying their babe. He would adore a sweet

babe who looked like their mother. Nick stepped closer to the sleeping babe and
smiled down at him. The boy very much favored his father .



“So are you going to tell us what this is about?’ Lady Ockham asked, smirking and
motioning towards Nick and Eliza. Ockham set his son to rest in the crib.

Nick took Eliza’'s hand in his. “I’d like to introduce you to the woman I’ve been
pining after.”

Their hosts’ jaws dropped, and Nick fought his laughter.

“But,” Lady Ockham started, “you said she had married someone else. | am not
aware that Lady Eliza has ever been married.”

“A cruel lie from my father,” Nick said. “It seems both of our fathers wished to keep
us apart. They hated each other, and we were manipulated by both of them.”

Ockham patted his friend on the back. “I’'m happy for you that you' ve worked it out.
You are far happier than I’ ve seen you in along time.”

“Thank you,” Nick replied. “We wish to wed right away, so we hope you won't be
upset with us that we wish to depart today. We have lost far too much time together
already.”

Lady Ockham stepped close to Eliza and gave her a tight hug and then patted Nick’s
arm. “Of course not. Hopefully, we shall see you both after you have settled into
married life.”

Ockham caught hiswife's attention. “| guess this means we both lose. ”

Nick and Eliza eyed him curioudly.

“What are you on about, Ockham?’ Nick asked.



“We attempted to guess who had captured your heart, but we were only considering
married ladies of theton ,” the man said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Actualy, | believe | still win. | did have Lady Eliza at the top of my list of prospects
for you,” she said to Nick before focusing her attention on her husband. “ So that is a
win for me, my love.”

Ockham rolled his eyes, but his smile was one of mirth.

“Well,” Nick started, “we might not have found our way to each other again had it
not been for your house party, so we are eternally grateful.” Nick held out his hand to
hisfriend for a shake.

Ockham shook his hand and then wrapped his arm around his wife.

Nick and Eliza said their goodbyes to their hosts, as well as the sleeping babe, and
then departed. On their way to the staircase, they passed by Eliza s chamber and then

the door next to hers opened. Eliza s friend, Juliet, exited the room.

“Oh,” she said, startled by the two of them. Then a confused expression formed.
“What happened here?’

Interesting she should ask that, given that Nick very clearly heard a man’'s voice
coming from her room, but that was of no matter to him .

Eliza reached for her friend' s hand. “Nick and | are to marry. We are departing now
to do so and take up residence at our country estate.”

“What?’ Juliet asked, shocked. “How did this come to be?”

Nick could tell from the lady’ s reaction that she wasn't certain if she trusted him with



Eliza

“Things weren't as they seemed. We were both tricked,” Eliza quickly explained. “I
shall share all the details soon, but we must depart. | hope you won’'t hate me for
leaving you to enjoy the party without me. | hope you shan’t be bored once I am
gone.”

“l am sure | shall manage,” Juliet said, smiling at her friend.

I’m sure she will , Nick thought to himself.

“1 am so happy for you, truly,” Juliet exclaimed, wrapping her arms around Eliza.
Juliet shifted her focusto Nick. “I look forward to getting to know you, too, my lord.”

“Nick, please,” he said. “I’m sure we will see you often.”

“But not for at least a few weeks,” Eliza said, staring at her friend pointedly. “We
won't be accepting callers for awhile.”

The ladies laughed and hugged each other again. Nick and Eliza escaped the house
and requested their carriages without being stopped by any of the other guests. They
didn’t wish to explain their situation to anyone else just then.

Their trunks were being brought and loaded onto one of Nick's carriages. They
requested that Eliza’s carriage be sent back to her father with only a message that she
wouldn’t return. He could stew for a while and wonder what had occurred. The man
deserved far worse.

A quarter hour later, they found themselves seated beside each other in their carriage.
Once they started their journey, Nick released the ties that held the curtains so they
could shut out the rest of the world and focus on each other.



“You certainly don’t intend to waste any time, do you?’ Eliza asked, giggling.

“Not asingle second,” hereplied, pulling her close to kiss her.

She kissed his jaw and licked the lobe of his ear before whispering, “ Good, because
it’s my turn to remind you to whom you belong.”

There was no question, but he would happily play her game and stop in the first
village to purchase ajar of ail.
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Epilogue
Two Months Later

E liza couldn’t believe how happy she was after spending the last few years in a
continual state of pain and heartbreak. She smiled so much every day that sometimes
her face hurt. She woke up every morning and fell asleep every evening in Nick’s
arms, just asit always should have been.

She settled into running their household, and Nick handled the estate matters as
needed, but they spent much of their time together. They went for walks around their
estate, he laid his head in her lap while she read, and they christened just about every
room and piece of furniture in the house. He kept his word to ensure they made up for
lost time and that he filled their days with love and joy.

After they left the house party, they purchased a special license and married that same
day. Then they retired to their county home, adjacent to her father’s estate.

Eliza waited for two weeks before she wrote to her father. She needed to calm her ire
over the situation and she didn’t want to mar their newly wedded bliss with thinking
about what to write to the man. When she finally did, she informed him that she had
married Nick and that if he ever wanted a chance to know her or her children, he
would not only sign over her dowry but would sign a contract stating that the stream
belonged to her and Nick. It was the location where they had first met, and too much
had already been lost from the ongoing feud. Her father didn’t deserve to claim it
after what he had done.



She aso didn’t hesitate to remind him that they possessed many influential friends
and would ensure that he received the cut direct from everyone they knew if he didn’t
comply.

Her father didn’'t reply to her demands right away, but after a couple of weeks, they
were surprised to find that he complied with all of her requests. She couldn’'t be
certain how much influence her mother might have played in that decision, but she
was glad to have the matter finally done.

She hadn’t quite been ready to forgive him, but she and Nick both agreed to try. Eliza
missed her mother and would like to have a relationship with her. They would attend
dinner at her parents home the very next week, in an attempt to begin working on
things.

Eliza kicked her dangling feet against the side of his desk as she sat on the edge of it
and watched him reply to his correspondence. She often sat with him while he

worked as they still struggled to be apart from each other.

“Am | supposed to take that as a hint that you are ready for me to be finished?’ Nick
asked.

“lI wish to go for aride,” she replied, faking a pout.

He dropped his quill. “Well, why didn't you say so?’ he asked, leaning back in his
chair. “I am right here.”

She swatted at hisarm. “A ride to the hunting cabin, you vexing man.”

“Well, lead the way, wife,” he replied, faking his own pout.

“You'll enjoy it,” she said. “I promise.” She hopped off his desk and grabbed his
hand to pull him with her to the stables. Their horses were saddled and ready, just as



she had requested.

They raced each other to the hunting cabin, and when they arrived, he hopped to the
ground and then lifted her down. It wasn't lost on her how he intentionally set her
down so that she dlid against his body. She pressed up on her toes to reward his
efforts with a quick kiss.

She clasped his hand and pulled him with her into the cabin.

“What is all of this?” he asked, looking around the room in amazement.

A fire had aready been set in the main room. Roses and candles had been placed
around the room. Eliza proceeded to light each of the candles. A light supper had
been set up for them on the sideboard, just as she had requested.

Nick came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Y ou didn’t answer
me, my love.”

She turned in his arms to face him. “We have so many fond memories here, and |
wish to make more.”

He responded by pulling her against him and kissing her, sweeping his tongue into
her mouth to massage it with hers. She kissed him with all the love and desire she felt
in her heart, edging him backward towards the settee before the fire. Pushing him
back on it, she straddled him.

“l have a surprise for you, my love,” she said, placing a sweet kiss on his neck.
Followed by several more kisses.

He shifted her skirts so he could get his hand underneath them and released a low
growl when his fingers rubbed against her already wet folds. “Is it that you aren’t
wearing your stays?’ he asked. “Because | quite like that surprise.”



She shook her head.

“Hmmm,” he murmured, thinking. He dlipped two fingers inside of her and her head
fell back. “Is it that you are very ready for me?’ he asked. “Because | like that
surprise even better.”

She looked into his eyes and shook her head again.

Nick unbuttoned hisfalls, his large shaft protruding between them. She stroked him a
few times before he lifted her hips so she could guide him inside of her.

She rocked on him, both of them panting in need.

“Isthismy surprise?’ he asked. “Because thisis the best of all.”

She shook her head again, moaning.

He gripped her hips and helped her to ride him. Eliza wrapped her arms around his
neck, holding him close as he thrust upwards inside of her, entering her so deeply she
released a steady stream of moans. She sucked and licked his neck and jaw while she
rode him with such intensity that drove them both towards the edge of ecstasy. After
several more thrusts, she cried out against his lips when she shattered in his arms. He
bucked and thrust beneath her until he released himself deep inside of her. She fell
against him and he wrapped his arms around her, stroking her hair, his cock half-erect
still inside of her .

“1 am out of guesses,” he said. “What is my surprise?’

She sat up and clasped his cheeks with her hands. “1’m carrying our sweet babe.”

“What?' he exclaimed. “Are you certain?’



She nodded, tears forming at the corners of her eyes.

He placed his hand on her stomach. Her heart pounded with more love than she could
have imagined when his own eyes welled with tears. She kissed the corner of hisright
eye, tasting his salty tear on her lips.

“1 love you so much, Eliza,” he said.

“1 love you, Nick,” she said, shedding afew happy tears down her own cheeks.

“1 hope you know you have made me the happiest man in the entire world. Again,” he
said, wiping her tears and turning more serious. “But | don’t want you going for rides
any longer. | won't take any chances with either of you.” He tenderly rubbed her

stomach again.

She rocked on his lap and gave him a wicked smile when she could feel the intensity
of hisreaction inside of her as he grew hard again.

“As long as you are only speaking of horseback riding, | shall agree,” she said,
“because this’—she rode him harder—" | won't give this up.”



