
  
    [image: Courting the Earl]
  


  
    
      COURTING THE EARL

      
        LANDING A LORD

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        SUZANNA MEDEIROS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Courting the Earl

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Excerpt—A Viscount for Christmas

      

      
        Books by Suzanna Medeiros

      

      
        About Suzanna

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Saozinha Medeiros

      
        
        Courting the Earl

        First Digital Edition: September 2023

        First Print Edition: September 2023

        Cover design © Kim Killion

        Edited by Victory Editing

        ebook ISBN: 978-1-988223- 41-4

        Paperback ISBN: 978-1-988223-42-1

      

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COURTING THE EARL

          

        

      

    

    
      Eleanor Pearson is distressed by the forbidden attraction she feels for her cousin’s betrothed. But she vows to ignore her fascination with the attractive earl and do whatever she can to ensure her cousin’s marriage takes place.

      

      The Earl of Hargrove has no intention of marrying anytime soon. He sets out on a mission of his own to end the surprise arrangement his father revealed to him only on his deathbed.

      

      It doesn’t take him long to realize that Eleanor could be the key to convincing the younger woman to end the betrothal. But his attraction to her threatens his determination to remain a bachelor.
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        * * *

      

      To learn about Suzanna Medeiros's future books, you can sign up for her newsletter at https://www.suzannamedeiros.com/newsletter.
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        February 1818

      

      

      Eleanor Pearson stepped into a pale yellow muslin gown and turned so her aunt’s maid could fasten the short row of buttons.

      It was not yet noon, too early to be preparing to receive callers, but this morning’s guest was special. The Earl of Hargrove would soon arrive to meet with her uncle. Of course Aunt Helen wouldn’t allow this opportunity to pass. The earl was formally betrothed to her daughter Lydia, but the two had yet to meet.

      In truth, none of them had met the new earl. Eleanor couldn’t deny she was very curious about the man who would be marrying her cousin.

      “Your hair, Miss Pearson?”

      Eleanor turned to face the maid. They both knew the woman should be concentrating on Lydia. “I can manage. You should see to my cousin.”

      With a quick curtsy, the woman left the room.

      Eleanor sat at the dressing table and frowned at her appearance. Yellow was not a good color on her as it gave her fair skin a sallow appearance. She’d chosen to wear this dress today for precisely that reason.

      She pinned her brown hair up in a practical chignon, careful to scrape it back tightly. Today was all about Lydia, and Eleanor had been admonished by her aunt not to do anything to overshadow her younger cousin.

      As though that were possible. No one would notice Eleanor while Lydia was in the room.

      Her movements were quick and efficient since she knew what was coming. She’d just set down her hairbrush when a piercing shriek rang out through the house. Eleanor rose from the dressing table and waited for the inevitable summons.

      “Ellie!”

      With a sigh, she smoothed her hands over her dress and made her way down the hall to her cousin’s chamber. The scene that greeted her was less chaotic than she’d feared.

      Lydia sat on the edge of her bed, three gowns cast aside behind her. A fourth dress was draped over the maid’s arm. No doubt the woman had deemed it safer to hold on to it rather than risk Lydia tossing that one aside as well.

      Eleanor crossed the room to stand before Lydia, who reached for her hands and clutched them.

      “What am I going to do? All these dresses were made last year. The new ones we ordered from the modiste haven’t arrived yet.”

      Eleanor squeezed Lydia’s hands. “Let me see if I can find something special.”

      She turned to Lydia’s wardrobe and began to look through the many dresses hanging there. Her cousin already possessed a number of beautiful gowns made with rich fabrics, but it was true that she didn’t have many day dresses.

      Finally she settled on a white morning dress with blue lace trim around the bodice and sleeves.

      She turned to Lydia, holding the dress out. “I’ve always loved this one on you. The blue trim matches your eyes and makes them look larger.”

      A crease formed between Lydia’s brows. “But it isn’t new.”

      “No, but Lord Hargrove has never seen you in it. Besides, he is a man. Such things don’t matter to him. He’ll just see a beautiful young woman and will become besotted at once.”

      A dimple formed in Lydia’s cheek, because of course her cousin also had dimples. Eleanor wasn’t similarly blessed.

      “What would I do without you, Ellie?”

      Eleanor lowered herself onto the bed beside her cousin. Lydia was spoiled, yes, but she wasn’t mean-spirited. It wasn’t Lydia’s fault that her parents had always indulged her every whim.

      “You’ll never have to find out. Now let’s get you ready to meet your betrothed.”
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        * * *

      

      They made their way downstairs half an hour later, after Lydia was satisfied with the way her fair hair framed her heart-shaped face. Aunt Helen was already sitting in the drawing room, reading what Eleanor suspected was a scandal sheet. They’d only been in London two days, but her aunt always loved staying abreast of the latest scandals and on-dit.

      Eleanor greeted her aunt with a kiss to her cheek and moved to the settee, watching as Lydia did the same before coming to sit next to her.

      Lady Appleby tsked. “The early hour is most inconvenient. I had to cancel an appointment with the modiste.”

      Lydia pouted. “Is Lord Hargrove expected soon?”

      Eleanor picked up the small basket one of the maids had brought down earlier so she could continue to work on her embroidery. While she wasn’t a fan of tagging along with her aunt and cousin as they continued with their unspoken mission of visiting every modiste on Bond Street, she liked embroidery even less. But it kept her thoughts partially occupied as the pair went over the long list of items they wanted to purchase for Lydia’s upcoming season. It seemed that the list kept growing longer. They’d been in town for two days now and had spent most of that time shopping.

      She supposed it was a good thing her uncle was wealthy. Heaven knew Lady Appleby would be content to purchase the world for her only child.

      The two discussed returning to the modiste that afternoon to order even more dresses. It was almost identical to the conversation they’d had yesterday, only then they’d been discussing milliners.

      “I don’t know why you’re wearing that horrid dress. It makes you look quite ill.”

      Eleanor wasn’t really paying attention to the conversation, and so it took her a few seconds to realize the comment had been addressed to her.

      She looked up to find Lydia frowning at her.

      Eleanor lifted one shoulder in a casual shrug. “It doesn’t matter what I’m wearing. Lord Hargrove is coming here to see you and not me.”

      Lydia arched one brow. “You’re coming with us when we go shopping.”

      Eleanor held back her wince. “Aunt and Uncle have already been very generous with me. I’m sure my wardrobe will suffice for those occasions when I’m called upon to act as your chaperone in Aunt Helen’s absence.”

      “I insist,” Lydia said with a shake of her head. “This might be your last chance to find a husband. Just because I’m already betrothed doesn’t mean the two of us can’t enjoy the season.”

      Lydia’s generosity was only one of the reasons Eleanor loved her cousin so much. It was true that Lydia was spoiled, but she wasn’t selfish.

      “Of course I’ll come with you. But truly I don’t need anything. I’m quite content with the dresses in my wardrobe.”

      “Well, we’ll need to find one to replace that ghastly thing because I plan to burn it later. Honestly, how is it possible that you can help me choose the perfect dress this morning but decide to wear that?”

      Eleanor had no reply to Lydia’s criticism. Her cousin was exactly right, but the last thing she wanted was Aunt Helen thinking she was trying to overshadow her cousin. It wouldn’t be possible of course, but still. She was very aware that she was at the mercy of her father’s brother and his wife. They’d always been kind to Eleanor, but it was very clear that their world revolved around Lydia. She didn’t want to behave in any way that might lead to their censure.

      A knock sounded then, unnaturally loud. Eleanor set her embroidery down on her lap and waited. She glanced at Lydia, who smiled back at her with a wide grin.

      “Patience,” Aunt Helen murmured.

      “Yes, Mama,” Lydia said before taking a few deep breaths and working to keep her expression even.

      When she heard the deep voice of a man speaking to their butler, Eleanor was surprised at the nerves that fluttered to life in her belly. She attributed it to concern for Lydia.

      And then her cousin’s betrothed stepped into the room.

      Aunt Helen stood to greet him and dipped into a curtsy. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lord. I know Lord Appleby reached out to you last year, but I was sorry to hear about your father’s passing and wanted to extend my condolences personally.”

      Eleanor tried not to stare, but she couldn’t help but be taken aback by the man’s appearance. He was quite tall. Light brown hair was brushed back from his face, and when his gaze made a quick survey of the room and its occupants, she noticed his eyes were an attractive shade of blue.

      “Thank you,” he said with a small bow. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      His bow was executed with a casual elegance, and Eleanor had to hold back a sigh. Heavens, Lord Hargrove and Lydia would make beautiful babies.

      Aunt Helen turned toward the settee. “Allow me to introduce my daughter, Lydia Pearson.”

      Lydia stood and dipped into a flawless curtsy.

      Eleanor was content to watch the scene play out from her seat on the settee. This was the part where Lord Hargrove would flush, perhaps even stammer, as he gazed upon the woman who was to be his bride. Instead, he murmured a smooth “A pleasure” and then turned to look at Eleanor.

      There was a tense moment where Eleanor felt her heart trip in her chest under his scrutiny.

      Finally her aunt gave a small laugh. “Oh, and this is my niece, Miss Eleanor Pearson.”

      Eleanor stood and dipped into her own curtsy. “My lord.” She hadn’t expected to be a participant in the morning’s tableau.

      He said nothing more. Just as the moment began to stretch into awkwardness, Aunt Helen spoke. “Let me call for refreshments—”

      “It is a pleasure to meet all of you, but since we haven’t been properly introduced, I should speak to Lord Appleby first.”

      “Oh, of course.” Aunt Helen’s hand fluttered to her chest. “Silly me, I got carried away since you’ll soon be part of the family. My husband is in his study and is expecting you.”

      Eleanor thought she saw his jaw clench at Aunt Helen’s words, but that must have been her imagination. After meeting Lydia, Lord Hargrove was no doubt overjoyed by the prospect of his upcoming marriage.

      Aunt Helen summoned the footman who was waiting in the hallway and instructed him to show their guest to Uncle’s study.

      Silence descended after the man left, the only sound the echo of fading footsteps. Finally they heard the murmur of male voices and then the study door closing.

      When no one spoke, Eleanor sat and took up her embroidery again. “He has impeccable manners.” She wanted to comment on his good looks as well but refrained.

      Aunt Helen let out a soft sniff of annoyance and returned to her seat. “Yes, he has everything we could want in a suitable match. Title, breeding, no hint of a scandal. And he’s attractive enough for dear Lydia. Not that one should base these decisions on appearance, but it does help.”

      Eleanor had no doubt that her aunt was thinking about her future grandchildren, who would all be beautiful.

      Lydia dropped onto the settee next to her. “He’s so old.”

      Eleanor’s mouth dropped open, but she caught herself and quickly closed it again. “Unless I’m mistaken, he’s not yet thirty.”

      Lydia let out a heavy sigh. “I suppose he doesn’t seem old to you, but I’m only eighteen.”

      Eleanor was only twenty-five, so it wasn’t as though she was ancient herself. Still, society had a different set of rules for men and women. No one thought anything of much older men marrying young women, yet Eleanor would be considered by many to already be on the shelf. The double standard bothered her more than she cared to admit.

      Lydia folded her arms over her waist and settled back into the cushions. “He barely looked at me.”

      Eleanor had known that was what really bothered her cousin. Truth be told, Eleanor had been surprised as well. She could only attribute it to the fact that Lord Hargrove was no doubt a man of the world. He probably met beautiful young women every spring when society descended on London for the social season. In their neighboring village back home at their country estate, Lydia always caused a sensation. Still, Eleanor couldn’t deny that his lack of a noticeable reaction had been unexpected.

      They’d yet to attend their first ball, but they’d all assumed Lydia would be the diamond of the season. Eleanor couldn’t be sure how her cousin would react if that turned out not to be true. If nothing else, it could be a character-building lesson in showing the young woman that the world did not, in fact, revolve around her.

      She patted Lydia’s knee. “I’m sure it’s as he said. He just wanted to meet with Uncle first. Despite the fact the betrothal arrangements have been in place for several years, I have no doubt he’s in the study right now, asking for permission to court you.”

      Lydia frowned, a small vee forming between her brows. “I’m going to make him wait.”

      “You’re already betrothed,” Aunt Helen said.

      “If this is to be my only season, I want to experience it fully. Papa has already agreed.”

      Her aunt tried again. “But the agreement—”

      Lydia shook her head. “That doesn’t mean he shouldn’t have to pursue me.”

      It was times like these when it was almost painfully obvious to Eleanor just how young her cousin was. Perhaps it would be good if Lydia wasn’t the most sought-after young woman that season.

      Eleanor had already learned that life didn’t always work out the way one expected it to when first her mother, then her father, died while she was still young. Lydia, by contrast, had always had the world handed to her.

      She didn’t wish ill on Lydia, and Eleanor was very aware of the fact that she was one of the people who went out of their way to shelter her cousin. But she couldn’t help fearing that Lord Hargrove might not be content to dance attendance on Lydia.

      She refused to consider that possibility. No, everything would work out as they’d all hoped this season.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Geoffrey bowed his head and took his leave, chafing under the intense scrutiny of the three women as he followed the footman from the room. He shouldn’t have been surprised to find them waiting for him, yet he was.

      When he’d sent a note to Lord Appleby yesterday to set up today’s meeting, he’d thought his intentions were clear. He wanted to discuss the betrothal agreement with the viscount, not walk into a room filled with women who’d stared at him with curious, breathless anticipation. Had they expected him to fall prostrate at the feet of Miss Pearson?

      He should have asked Appleby to meet him elsewhere and wouldn’t make the same mistake in future.

      Pushing aside his annoyance, Geoffrey brought his thoughts back to the task at hand—convincing Lord Appleby to call off the betrothal.

      His mouth firmed. It was galling that his father had made these arrangements without consulting him ten years ago. He’d been nineteen, not yet at his age of majority but still too damn old to be kept in the dark about what his father was doing.

      The fact that he’d kept it a secret, that he’d only revealed the truth on his deathbed, meant the man had known Geoffrey would be angry. Furious. Feeling his temper start to rise again, he took a deep breath and tried to regain his composure.

      The footman stopped before a closed door—the study, he presumed—and knocked softly. At least Appleby had given instructions that Geoffrey was to be admitted instead of forcing him to wait in the drawing room with the women.

      The door was opened moments later by Lord Appleby.

      They’d met briefly years ago during one of Geoffrey’s holidays from university. Was that when the two older men had finalized the marriage arrangements? Had Appleby insisted on meeting him first to ensure he was suitable?

      Appleby shook his hand in welcome. “Thank you for calling today. We have only just arrived in town, and I’d hoped to reach out to you soon.”

      Geoffrey watched him close the door, offering them privacy for their conversation. “I wasn’t expecting to make a formal call today.”

      Appleby shook his head. “I must apologize for my wife’s enthusiasm. When she heard about your visit, she insisted on greeting you personally.”

      “And you didn’t want to be there to introduce us?”

      Lord Appleby shrugged. “I’m afraid time got away from me.”

      Geoffrey gritted his teeth at the viscount’s insincere apology.

      Lord Appleby indicated the two chairs that were nestled into one corner of the study. When they were seated, the man’s expectant gaze settled on Geoffrey’s face.

      “You met my daughter?”

      Geoffrey inclined his head. “Yes, as well as your niece.”

      “And?”

      “She seems to be a pleasant young woman.”

      Appleby frowned. “Pleasant? She’s going to be the most sought-after young woman this season. Many hopes—and I daresay hearts—will break when your betrothal is announced.”

      Geoffrey tried to keep his expression impassive. “That’s why I’m here to see you.”

      Appleby chuckled. “I understand. Now that you’ve met Lydia, I’m sure you want to speak to me about having the wedding as soon as possible. But I must inform you that I promised her we’d wait until the end of the season to announce the betrothal. It’s her first season, and she wants to enjoy the months ahead.”

      Geoffrey examined the man in front of him, hope beginning to take hold. The viscount was so different from his own parent. Father would have been champing at the bit to seal the deal to ensure his plans were carried out. The fact that Lord Appleby seemed more concerned about his daughter’s happiness led Geoffrey to feel optimism for the first time since learning of the agreement.

      “It is obvious that you care very much about your daughter.”

      A smile lit Appleby’s face. “She is everything to her mother and me. I know she’ll far exceed your expectations as the Countess Hargrove.”

      “But not before she enjoys a measure of freedom first.”

      Appleby brushed aside the words. “It is her first season, and surely there is no hurry. I understand your disappointment. We’ll have a large affair at the end of the season instead of rushing things now. We wouldn’t want anyone to whisper about unseemly haste.”

      Geoffrey kept his tone as even as possible. “It’s possible that in the coming months, she might find that she doesn’t want to be my countess. That she’d rather accept one of the other men who will want to court her.”

      Geoffrey might be stubborn, but he wasn’t blind. Lydia Pearson was beautiful. Her father wasn’t exaggerating in assuming that many men would be clamoring for her attention.

      Appleby’s smile widened. “Then you’ll have to ensure her attention doesn’t stray. I’m sure a fine young man like yourself won’t find the task onerous.”

      Geoffrey hesitated a moment before saying, “And if I feel that we don’t suit?”

      Appleby’s smile dimmed as he stared at Geoffrey for several seconds. It was as though he couldn’t comprehend his statement. “I don’t understand.”

      “I mean no offense, my lord. It is just that I am only twenty-nine years of age. I hadn’t expected to wed for several years yet.”

      Finally Appleby shook his head. “But the betrothal—”

      “Can be nullified with the agreement of both parties.”

      The viscount’s mouth drew into a straight line and he looked away. Seconds ticked by, the silence growing uncomfortable. Finally he stood. Geoffrey did the same.

      Appleby’s hands were clenched. “No.”

      “As you’ve said, your daughter is a delightful young woman. There are many who will seek her out. She will have her pick from any suitor she desires.”

      Appleby continued as though Geoffrey hadn’t spoken at all. “The betrothal stands. I suggest you spend some time over the next few months getting to know your future wife.”

      “And if she doesn’t wish to marry me?”

      Appleby shook his head. “Your father and I came to an agreement. Arrangements have already been made.”

      “But—”

      “Enough. It is too early to discuss these things. I expect you to uphold your part of the contract.”

      Geoffrey warred with himself, wanting to press the issue, but in the end decided now was not the time. He’d raised the possibility of breaking the betrothal. To continue right now would only cause insult, and then he might never find his way out of this marriage.

      “I apologize for my bluntness. I meant no offense. I only learned of the betrothal recently.”

      Lord Appleby grimaced. “And you were taken aback. I understand. But once you get to know Lydia, you’ll see that your father couldn’t have found a better match for you.”

      Geoffrey said nothing further on the subject as he took his leave. He kept his gaze forward as he passed the drawing room, pretending that he didn’t feel the women’s eyes on him as he moved past the doorway.

      Unease settled over him as he climbed into his carriage. He could just imagine Lady Appleby rushing into her husband’s study to demand details about their discussion. He couldn’t help but wonder if the viscount would
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