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        Can Valentine’s Day offer two wounded hearts a second chance at love?

      

      

      Bound by duty to his family, Anthony Southcott—the newly titled Earl of Huntley—has one weekend to secure a suitable bride before returning to his Foreign Office post on the Continent. A Valentine’s Day ball and house party, arranged by a determined matchmaker, should solve the problem neatly—until Anthony comes face to face with the one woman he can’t consider.

      Lady Elizabeth Dunridge is the woman who shattered his heart by refusing his proposal a year earlier.

      Anthony is resolved that his future bride will not be Elizabeth. Yet seeing her again awakens feelings he believed long dead, and ignoring her proves far more difficult than expected.

      Elizabeth has spent the past year regretting the choice that cost her the man she loved. Determined to heal and move on, she never anticipated spending a weekend with Anthony—or discovering that her feelings for him remain painfully strong. Every attempt to seek his forgiveness is thwarted by two eager debutantes, both intent on claiming the Earl for themselves.

      As repressed emotions simmer, can the magic of Valentine’s Day inspire Anthony and Elizabeth to mend their broken hearts and rekindle the love they once shared?

      An Earl for Elizabeth is a sweet M/F Regency romance novella featuring: second chance love, forced proximity, and a race against time. It can be read as a standalone story.
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        Lady Floriana Fenton’s home, Bedford Square, London

        Valentine’s Day, Friday, 14 February 1817

      

      

      
      Lady Elizabeth Dunridge hurried to catch up with the long-haired grey-and-white cat that scampered along the paneled hallway towards the grand staircase leading to the formal rooms above. Her godmother’s cat, ‘Count Hugo Georg Friedrich von Otto, mouser extraordinaire’, must not reach the upper floor where Lady Fenton’s guests would assemble in just a few hours’ time. He was meant to remain below stairs while the upper floors were being prepared for tonight’s ball and house guests, but he seemed determined to ignore the housekeeper’s ruling.

      The troublesome feline slowed to turn and climb the stairs to the first floor. As Elizabeth dashed forward to catch him, a familiar deep voice greeting the butler echoed from the marble foyer to her left.

      An icy chill ran through Elizabeth’s veins. Her head jerked towards the voice and her stomach contracted sharply.

      There he was—Anthony Southcott—tall, lean, muscular, and suave. He didn’t notice her as Lady Fenton’s butler relieved him of his hat, coat and walking stick. After thirteen-and-a-half long months, her heart still pounded a triple tap at the sight of him. Any thought of capturing the wily cat evaporated.

      The urge to run from the newcomer was almost overwhelming. Instead, she braced every muscle in her body and stood firm. The memory of their last encounter flooded her mind and flushed her cheeks with heat.

      She would never recover from her shameful act of stupidity.

      “What are you doing here?” Elizabeth croaked. Her words bounced off the walls of the entrance foyer of Fenton House, magnifying their surprise. She shivered in the chill air of the marble-lined room that spoke of wealth, power and formality.

      Anthony turned sharply to her. His fleeting look of shock turned to one of cold aloofness. Deftly, he pulled a gold-set quizzing glass from his waistcoat pocket and raised it to his right eye to examine her from head to toe, taking his time to do so. “Lady Elizabeth Dunridge. I might ask you the same question.”

      Behind him the insipid light of the winter’s afternoon filtered through the fanlight above the front door, barely lighting the room and casting his face in shadow. Yet she could still see his hardened expression. He lowered the glass and swung it on its black ribbon in a nonchalant and frankly arrogant manner.

      With Anthony’s coat over his arm, the butler strode into the small ante-room used to store visitors’ apparel. Elizabeth knew he was wise enough not to remain in the same room with his betters, who appeared to dislike each other.

      Recovering from the shock of Anthony’s presence, Elizabeth straightened her spine ready to battle her adversary. “But I asked first, so you should answer,” she said, with syrupy politeness.

      He flashed her a fleeting smile. “Indeed, you did. So I shall tell you.” With his quizzing glass he counted off each reason on the fingers of his left hand, emphasizing each word. “Title. Estate. Primogeniture.” Then his blue-grey eyes met hers and he raised his left eyebrow in wry enquiry.

      With a jolt, Elizabeth remembered. His father had passed away early last year while Anthony had been on the continent, working there for the Foreign Office. Now he was the Earl of Huntley. “My condolences on your loss. Your father was a good man, who will be dearly missed.” She held his gaze. “But what do you mean by your obscure answer?”

      “Lady Fenton kindly invited me here for this evening’s Valentine’s Day Ball and for the weekend. To meet eligible ladies. With a view to marriage. As I now hold the title and have no heir, I need a bride as soon as possible. I hope to find her here and fix her interest by the end of this weekend. I don’t have much time, as I must return to France early next week. Lady Fenton has kindly agreed to assist me.” He sent her a tight smile.

      Elizabeth’s jaw dropped. “I knew nothing of this!” Why did her aunt not tell her that the Earl of Huntley would be attending the ball? Not just attending, but staying for the weekend, no less. If she had known she would have to face him again after all she had felt for him and all she had lost, Elizabeth would have returned home immediately to Kent to avoid him.

      The Earl stared down his perfect nose at her. “Does Lady Fenton always confide in you?” he asked quietly. The softness of his voice did not cover the acerbity of his words.

      The heat flooding her cheeks crept down her neck. “Of…of course not.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. But her godmother knew about their failed courtship. How could she do something as positively heartless as not warning Elizabeth ahead of time? “I thought you were on the Continent with the Foreign Office.”

      “Usually I am, but my work has brought me back to London for a few days.” His words were a bleak statement of fact. “And why are you here?” he asked with the lift of one sandy-brown eyebrow.

      Elizabeth swallowed past the constriction in her throat. “As you may recall, Lady Fenton is my godmother. She asked me to assist her with tonight’s ball. I’ve been here all week doing so.” Her cheeks were still as hot as a blacksmith’s furnace. She needed to get away from him before she self-immolated from embarrassment.

      An incredulous look settled on Anthony’s face. “I’m sorry that you are so upset…but you had your chance to marry me over a year ago,” he said bitterly. “Do you resent my being here to find another, more willing bride?”

      Elizabeth’s hand sawed downward through the air. “That’s not what I meant!”

      “Then what did you mean?” he asked in his annoyingly calm voice.

      “My godmother didn’t mention you being here at all when she asked me to help her organize the weekend. If I had known you were coming…” Her words died on her tongue. I’d never have agreed to help.

      “I’m merely one of many gentlemen she will have invited, I’m sure.” His steady gaze matched his voice. Clearly he was not at all discomforted by this meeting.

      “But I saw the guest list a week ago when I arrived. Your name was not on it.”

      “I must be a late addition.” He quirked a brow at her, turning his words into a question.

      How could that be? She tried to remember if her godmother had mentioned the addition of the Earl of Huntley to the event. No such recollection came to mind. She would not have missed such a statement. Impossible.

      Or could she have dismissed the title as his father’s?

      She would not bother to argue with him. His clipped words and the tightening of his mouth signaled his wish to end the discussion. She dipped her chin in acquiescence. The Earl hadn’t always been so cold towards her. Far from it!

      At that moment, the butler returned to the foyer, followed by a footman. He darted a look at Elizabeth then the Earl before clearing his throat. “Your lordship, may I take you to Lady Fenton now? She awaits you in the Blue Salon.”

      The Earl’s serious gaze left Elizabeth and landed on the butler. “Please do, Benson.”

      The butler nodded and indicated the footman. “Hicks will take your luggage to your bedchamber in the meantime.”

      As Anthony followed the butler past Elizabeth toward the grand staircase to the first floor of her godmother’s spacious house, they avoided each other’s gaze. Nevertheless, just his momentary passing closeness brought a hint of his citrus-infused soap, evoking unbidden awareness of him. Elizabeth raised a hand to quell the pounding in her chest.

      She stepped away and drew in a deep breath. The air, laden with the scent of bees-wax polish used on the wooden staircase behind her, did little to calm her.

      Her recollection of the last time she had seen the Earl would not be tamped down. That fateful Christmas Eve at her father’s country estate in Kent, more than a year ago. Outside, a soft dusting of snow had covered the ground. Inside the house everything had been prepared for celebration of the twelve days of Christmas with their guests.

      It was mid-morning when Elizabeth, giddy with excitement, had hurried to the sitting room that her mother favored during winter because its bank of south-facing windows received the sun’s rays.

      Anthony, then the Viscount Seaforth, was expected this morning. He had already spoken with her father, the Marquess of Breckley. Surely he was going to propose to her today?

      The future Earl and his mother were to spend Christmas and the New Year with her family. Anthony had been courting Elizabeth since the beginning of the Season; as had a number of other suitors. To her parents, he had the advantage over Elizabeth’s other admirers as the most highly ranked, and because his father was a close friend of the Marquess.

      To Elizabeth, he was the only suitor she would ever accept. Apart from his physical attributes, which had immediately caught her attention—his good looks and athletic body—she had thought him an honorable and kind gentleman, and found him capable of conversation that didn’t revolve around his clothes, his horses and his sporting pursuits.

      From the beginning of the Season, she had been completely smitten with Anthony. And she believed he felt the same. For months she had dreamed of this day.

      Elizabeth had halted outside her mother’s sitting room before entering. The door was ajar. Through the gap between the door and its jamb, she could see the welcoming, light-filled room—its brocade-covered chairs, and the tea and cakes set upon a low table between her mother and Anthony’s mother. A hint of the rich scent of the pine boughs decorating the room had reached her.

      “Anthony’s proposal has been a long time coming, but I’m thrilled it will finally happen. I do hope for a short engagement,” said Anthony’s mother in her breathy way.

      “Yes, I’m truly glad our plan to make a match of Anthony and Elizabeth will come to fruition today
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