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Dear Readers,

There is just something about a romance set at Christmas that leaves you with the warm fuzzies in your heart. Beguiled on a Christmas Morning is no different. If you’ve been with me for the whole Thieves of the Ton series, you’ll know what a romance Miles and Emmaline share. And could the Earl of Archewyne and his countess really pass the holiday season without a bit of intrigue?

I hope you love this novella as much as I adored writing it. And please tell me if you liked the geese! My editor has requested another story featuring these friendly fowl.

Enjoy!

Sandra

xoxo  
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To my husband David. You are now, and forever will be, my hero.
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Holidays are best spent with the ones you love, especially when adventure is in the offing.

It’s the Christmastide season, and the Hawkins family is at their country estate in Kent. Emmaline, the Countess of Archewyne, is excited, for it’s her first Christmas with her little family as well as one of the few she’s spent in England. 

Passing his leisure time with his loved ones gives Miles Lawrence Hawkins, the fifth Earl of Archewyne, great pleasure, as does anticipating their faces when they open his gifts. And he’s found the most splendid thing for his wife—a fresh archeological dig of ancient Roman origin on his property. 

When plans for Christmas Eve preparations go awry and Miles is taken hostage at gunpoint, Emmaline is at her wit’s end. Heartsick and worried, only a clue from some overly affectionate geese will be able to save her beloved’s life. If she can reach him in time, they’ll both find themselves beguiled on a Christmas morning.
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Chapter One
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December 22, 1821

Archewyne Hall

Kent, England

“Bloody hell!”

Emmaline Hawkins, Countess of Archewyne, glanced up at the sound of her husband’s aggravated shout, and she smiled, barely tamping the urge to laugh at his difficulties. Currently, he conducted a weird, stilt-legged dance to avoid both the nearly six-month-old Charles on the ground as well as five geese—three white and two gray—meandering around them.

“Is there an issue, my love?” She drew the soft folds of her rabbit fur-lined cloak about her body and smiled at the baby, who grinned so wide the first tooth on his bottom gum line showed. Her heart fluttered. Every day that went by she fell more in love with the little boy. He was her miracle child when she assumed she could never bear children.

From beside her, five-year-old Jane, the daughter she’d been glad to mother upon her marriage the to the earl last spring, gasped. “Papa used vulgarity,” she said in a hushed whisper. Her golden curls, beneath a smart red velvet bonnet, gleamed in the weak morning sunshine. “Say you are sorry, Papa.” Her blue eyes grew round. She shook out the skirt of her matching red velvet dress. “It is not proper to say words like that in front of ladies.”

“I am trying my level best to make certain there is no problem,” Miles, the fifth Earl of Archewyne, snapped in response to Emmaline while he once more danced around to avoid stepping upon the life teeming at his boots. “As for my choice of words, well...” He shot a glance at his daughter, the child from his first marriage, and his expression softened. “There are times, poppet, when a person is under undue stress. Such things happen, but you are correct. They are not to be used in conversation or during dinner, or in front of proper ladies.” Then he snickered and ruined the serious air he’d tried to cultivate as he looked once more to Emmaline. “Unless those proper ladies are the more adventurous sort.”

“Imp,” she mouthed to him. It was well known throughout their households that she, herself, used such vulgarity on occasion. “But then, some women aren’t proper all the time, are they?”

“No, indeed, and thank the heavens for that,” he rejoined with a wide grin.

Was there any wonder why she was so gloriously in love with her husband?

Miles cleared his throat. “Regardless, little girls have no business saying such things.”

“I understand, Papa.” Jane nodded. A studious air befell her. “I should not say ‘bloody hell’ in front of my governess, even when she wants me to work sums and I do not wish to?”

“Never in front of your governess.” Miles pressed his lips together but his coffee-hued eyes twinkled with mirth.

Merciful heavens, the child grew more precocious with each passing day. I simply must ask Miss Wickham how she’s getting on. In the last month or so, they’d hired the young woman to the post, and as yet it was too early in the process to tell how she and Jane would mesh. Perhaps the girl would run the woman off; perhaps the governess would prove her mettle. Only time would tell.

Emmaline took pity on her husband and his distress even as she battled the urge to laugh out loud. “You should pick Charles up. I dislike the thought of him becoming muddy.” Though it was three days before Christmas and the weather was chilly, it had yet to snow. The grasses covering the rolling acreage surrounding Archewyne Hall still retained their greenish color due to more rain than any other precipitation.

“The boy wiggles too much for me to hold him properly, but for you, darling, I will do anything.” 

“He is beginning to show his personality, as expected. I know you will prevail though.”

“Perhaps.” Inevitably, he stepped upon a goose foot. A loud honk rang out in the morning calm, followed by a hiss from the offended fowl. “Devil take these geese! Why must they choose me as their leader? What do I know of being a country bird?”

“Well, neither are you a city peacock, my dear.” Emmaline unsuccessfully stifled an unladylike snort. Poor Miles. He was doing his level best to maintain decorum and was failing miserably in the attempt. 

One of the adult geese had a handful of goslings in late June, but the earl, in an effort to assuage his curiosity, was there when they hatched. The birds imprinted on him. Now the six-month-old geese followed him everywhere each time they happened to see them. To them, Miles was one of the flock, and they especially liked him. There had been times when he went to the stables to ride about his estate that he often returned with his feathered honor guard, much to his chagrin and the mirth of the stable lads. Once, a few of the feathered companions had intruded as far as the kitchens in an effort to follow him into the house. Cook had chased them out with a broom.

Miles shot her a smoldering glance. “Shall I preen for you? Mayhap you’d revise your opinion.”

She did snort then. “Indeed.”

“Do remember we were talking about the geese,” he reminded her with annoyance thick in his voice. “Which is our current issue.”

“I would hardly call them an issue. They are more like an adorable addition to our family.” Her lips twitched. “Besides, you were the one who wished to bring the children and yourself out here. I could have simply done the errand with Cook and been back before you realized I was gone. Some of this is your responsibility.” It was such fun teasing him.

As a family, they had set out for the duck and chicken pens kept on the country estate in Kent. From beside her, the cook chuckled with indulgence, for she had invited Emmaline to accompany her on the mission—selecting the goose for Christmas dinner. The woman had known Miles since he was a boy, and she carried a soft spot for him. Miles, once he’d discovered the trip, had decided with alacrity that the family as a whole would venture out of doors.

“I don’t mind the master’s company, my lady,” Cook said with shining eyes. “As a lad, he often ran about the estate, getting up to mischief and begging me for sweets. He and his brother were first-rate troublemakers. This is like the old times when I’d have to shoo him from my kitchen.”

“Those sweets were worth being chased off by your broom, Cook,” Miles assured the servant. “What you say is all true enough, Emmaline.” He scooped up the baby and held him in one arm. The folds of his gray greatcoat swallowed the child while the feathered personal escorts remained about his feet. Soft honking filtered through the small flock. One of the white geese stepped upon Miles’ boot. “In my defense, I wish the children to have a robust education that transcends the schoolroom. Both of our childhoods were supplemented with adventure. Our children shall have the same.”

“I believe we are doing splendid in that regard.” Once the children were older, she and Miles would take them on trips abroad, for there was no greater education than traveling the world and finding life therein. “However, it would be more prudent of you to explain your wish to observe traditional Christmastide games and festivities to Jane instead of letting her and Charles muck about in the dirt. They do not know why we are in Kent. Jane, especially, had hoped to be with her friends in Town during the holiday.”

“Since I am holding the baby and Jane is standing beside you, they are hardly mucking in the dirt or anywhere else.” He winked at her. “Regardless, you are correct in this too.” With a shift of his focus to his daughter, he held out his free hand. “Come, Jane. While Mama and Cook pick out a few unfortunate fowls, let me tell you of Christmastide from my childhood.”

Emmaline nodded. “I shall join you shortly.” Then she turned to the steel-haired cook. “Perhaps we should get on with it before the earl changes his mind and orders us all back to the house. Or worse, expects you to show Jane how to dispatch a bird.”

“He always was a restless sort.” Cook led the way toward a low, stone building with a thatched roof not far off. A door opened in a cottage nearby, and a slim woman stood in its frame, a hand raised. “Never liked to stay in one place for long.”

“It would seem he hasn’t mastered that urge.” Emmaline frowned. She waved back at the poulteress. Perhaps they should have remained in Town for the holiday season after all. At least in London, there would be enough entertainment to keep Miles occupied and enough companionship to help ward off loneliness.

“And so he shouldn’t,” Cook murmured. “The master is just fine as he is.”

“I quite agree.” Emmaline patted the woman’s arm lest she think the words were a slight against the earl. Perhaps it was best to drop the subject. “How many geese will we need?” 

“One for the earl’s Christmas dinner. Two for the servants’ Christmas dinner and one to be delivered to the tenant of the earl’s choice on Boxing Day.”

“Excellent. Let’s see which birds will suit, then you can come out of this chill.”

The cook bobbed her head. The lace on her cap fluttered. “Much appreciated. The cold isn’t good for my bones, that’s what. Nothing a nice hot toddy won’t cure.”

Twenty minutes later, the birds had been selected. Emmaline bid good day to the cook and the poulteress, then she rambled over the grounds until she found her family. They walked through a meadow, heading toward the east, their progress marked through the longish grass. A few hardy wildflowers yet bloomed, for the frosts hadn’t come. It was the long way around the property and eventually they would reach Archewyne Hall, but for now, the exercise was welcomed and provided a level of privacy they were seldom afforded.

“My brother and I used to search over the acreage for fir boughs and the elusive mistletoe,” Miles was saying to the children. He pointed at a copse of thick trees not far off from their current location. “If we’re lucky, we might find mistletoe there still. And if your mama has her way—and she usually does—we’ll have an evergreen tree in our parlor. It’s quite a popular tradition in the Bavarian region.”

“What did you do with that mistletoe, Papa?” Jane’s bonnet had fallen back and hung from around her neck by its ribbons. A few flyaway tendrils and curls of her golden hair escaped the braids wound around her head like a gleaming coronet.

“We hung the fir boughs over all the doorways. In the drawing room and parlor, we tacked the mistletoe.” Miles’ dark eyes twinkled. “Even as children, we tried to trick young ladies into kissing us.”

Jane’s eyes widened as she listened to the story. “Why did you want a kiss?”

“The tales go that if a young woman finds herself beneath a sprig of mistletoe, a young man in the room can give her a kiss. It is the one time such behavior is allowed.”

“I see.” The little girl nodded. She scratched her head. “I do not wish for a kiss from a boy, Papa.”

“Excellent stance,” he agreed and looked up as Emmaline drew near. “You probably shouldn’t worry about such things until you’re my age.” His chuckle rang with indulgence and a tinge of anxiety. Poor man. He already worried about her Coming Out. “In fact, I don’t even recommend your mama attempt standing beneath mistletoe, for I should be the only man allowed to kiss her.”

Even after all this time in his company, brief heat flared in Emmaline’s cheeks. He was protective and territorial. It was as endearing, for she felt the same way. “Never worry, my love. Yours are the lips I crave.”

“Because he is your brave knight, right, Mama?” Jane’s inquiry brought out a smile in both her parents. Quite by accident, the designation of knight to princess had been bandied about shortly after she’d been introduced to the girl. Jane, being as precocious as she was, assumed it was part and parcel of their lives, and the whole romance between her parents. She had accepted it as fact. Emmaline hoped she would keep those ideals as she grew and would court them when it became time for her to form relationships of her own.

“I am that, poppet.” Miles patted the girl’s head. He met Emmaline’s gaze with a grin that woke the butterflies in her belly. They’d been married nine months and being with him was as exciting as it ever had been. “I will forever be your rescuer, Emmy.” The baby squirmed in his arms and he looked at the child. “Learn how to be a dashing hero, my boy. Sometimes the ladies lead us into trouble.” He tweaked the boy’s nose. “They require our insight to help them out of a bumblebroth occasionally.”

Charles laughed and then stuffed a fist into his mouth.

“And sometimes, the lady adventurers need to rescue their knights,” Emmaline reminded them both. She had experienced amazing and incredible things in her life, but being here in Kent with her little family was the absolute best. “That is how it should be. An equal balance of power.”

“Well.” Jane propped her hands on her hips. “I do not like kissing, so I will not go beneath the mistletoe. You and mama can do that. I enjoy watching because you are pretty when you do.”

Miles cleared his throat. “I suppose there is that.” He looked to Emmaline once more and they both shrugged.

Jane reached out and touched one of the geese on its back, giggling when it darted away. “Father Christmas will come and we will feast.”

“Yes.” Emmaline nodded. Did the girl understand that most of poultry raised on the property would grace a table at one time or another? “No doubt we shall also play games and dance and generally have a gay time.” She sighed, for it was the first time she would spend the Christmastide season on her home soil of England. All other years had seen her flung the world over, with first her parents proclivity for wintering in Egypt, and then with her husbands as they continued the adventure. Even last Christmas with Miles had been spent abroad in Italy, where they’d kept the spirit of the holiday stranded in the hill country surrounding Mount Vesuvius after an earthquake.

“You and Papa may dance.” Jane waved a hand, dismissing the conversation. “That is for grownups. Charles and I will play and adventure.” She glanced up from the geese. “Now that he can crawl, it is more fun.”

“I imagine that it is.” Emmaline rested her gloved fingertips over her lips to hide her smile lest the girl think she made jest of her. “Regardless, we shall decorate Archewyne Hall. I’m told there are boxes of glass trinkets and baubles as well as tin bells in the attics from your papa’s childhood. It shall be a wonderful time.”

“And don’t forget the Yule log we will have brought in, or the mummers that are scheduled to entertain on Christmas Eve.” Miles set the boy down in the grass. The child promptly began crawling toward the geese that milled about the earl’s feet. “For the first time in a long while, I am looking forward to Christmastide, even if some of the traditions are a touch old-fashioned.”

“I do hope so, Papa.” Jane bounced her gaze between Emmaline and Miles. “If we must stay in England, Christmas will be our adventure.” The girl turned back to the geese, and when Charles crawled after the feathered fowl, Jane set out after in pursuit.

“I’m beginning to realize we will soon be at sixes and sevens in regards to our daughter. I pray we have the fortitude to survive the chase she will lead us on.” Miles held out a hand to her. 

The fact that he referred to Jane as “their” daughter never failed to swell her chest with pride. “I quite agree, but then, did you really think a child of ours would be meek and mild or biddable?” She slipped her fingers into his palm and he closed his hand around hers.

“I did not. Please remind me of this when she is seventeen and has a bevy of suitors filling our parlor.”

“I shall do my best.” Though she hoped Jane would possess a streak of independence and change life around her, she didn’t look forward to the battle of wills that was sure to come. Yet, there was the hope as well that since she and Miles were progressive enough, Jane’s transition to womanhood would happen without incident.

“It is too early to worry about such things, for it would spoil our enjoyment of her now.” His grin chased away the chill and promised wicked things later. “Did you finish your errand with Cook?”

“Yes, and a handful of fine birds will make the sacrifice for our celebrations.” With a tiny sigh, she let him pull her into an embrace. Never would she tire of being held in her husband’s arms. “Our Christmastime promises to be as cozy as I dreamed it would.” She looped her arms loosely about his shoulders as the sound of their children’s delighted laughter echoed in the air. “The only thing that would make the holiday perfect would be snow.”

Miles glanced at the sky where fat, gray clouds scudded across the heavens. “I’m not certain about snow, sweeting, but we’ll undoubtedly have rain.”

“Mayhap Father Christmas will bring snow with him,” Jane suggested with the stars of imagination twinkling in her blue eyes.

“It remains to be seen,” Miles agreed as he returned his focus to Emmaline. “If I had the power to control the heavens, I would give you the snow you desire.”

“Being with you and the children is enough.” She burrowed into his warmth and his arms tightened about her. “After everything we’ve been through, I couldn’t ask for more. I intend to enjoy every moment we’re afforded without drama or peril interrupting our peace.”

He slipped a finger beneath her chin and tilted her head until their gazes met. “It will be a glorious stepping stone to new adventures,” he whispered seconds before he claimed her lips in a series of gentle, teasing kisses.

Just when tiny flames licked through her blood and tingles played up and down her spine, Emmaline pulled away. “As much as I would like nothing more than to continue this interlude, we must conduct ourselves with some discretion. The children are nearby.”

“Hang discretion.” He took another kiss.

“Language, dear.” But she smiled and her heart beat a little faster.

“Perhaps later tonight then,” he said in a low voice that reverberated in her chest. “I do so adore unwrapping you, and I cannot think of a better gift.”

Emmaline shivered, whether from the chill in the air or his words, she couldn’t say. She pressed a kiss to the tip of his chin. “I would like nothing more than a midnight rendezvous.”

Yes, life was indeed as close to perfect as she could make it. 
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Chapter Two
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Miles Lawrence Hawkins, Fifth Earl of Archewyne remained content enough to continue holding his wife in his arms.

It was a brilliant winter’s day to be sure with the sun peeking out from between fat, gray clouds and a chilly breeze playing about the land. Here, amidst the rolling hills where Archewyne Hall was situated, with his family around him, he heartily enjoyed life as it was.

For many years, he had assumed he would pass the years with his daughter while tucked away in a townhouse on the fringes of Mayfair. Until Emmaline came crashing into his life over a year ago. She’d pulled him back into the actual business of living, and it had been like being caught up in a whirlwind ever since. Not only had they solved a murder case, but they foiled two plots against England together. And she’d graced him with a son.

What could he ever want more than he’d already been given?

Finally, he sighed and pressed a kiss to her hair. “Would that time could stop at this moment and we could enjoy it forever.”

“As lovely as this moment is, time does indeed march onward, my love,” Emmaline gently reminded him. She pulled away in order to meet his gaze. “Do you not wish to see where life will take us all next? No doubt there will be other, equally remarkable moments to experience.”

“This is also true.” He smiled and then lifted the hood of her cloak and settled it over her head. The brown rabbit fur trimming of the fabric framed her face, setting off her ivory complexion. “I suppose you are off to the house?”

“I am.” She brushed gloved fingertips along his cheek. Miles silently cursed the fabric that kept him from feeling her skin against his. “I have a scheduled meeting with Jane’s governess this morning. She’d indicated a possible desire to travel home to spend time with her family during the season. I wish to ascertain when she might return to us. I would like for Jane’s education to begin once we return to London for the sitting of Parliament.”

“What is your opinion so far of Miss Wickham?” He hadn’t spent enough time in her company to form definitive thoughts of the governess.

Emmaline shrugged. “Considering she has been with us scarcely a month, I cannot be certain. However, Jane rubs along well with her, or at least she hasn’t attempted to test the limits of Miss Wickham’s patience yet. Perhaps that relationship is still a novelty on both their parts.”

“Let us hope we don’t need to interview a long line of governesses. Once Charles is old enough to join Jane in the schoolroom, Miss Wickham will need to have nerves of steel.” But he refused to curb the children’s enthusiasm for life and for exploring.

She nodded. “For the moment, Mrs. Flagler is enough to look after the baby, but I am glad we renovated the nursery. Having the children together is easier on both ladies.”

“Yes.” Shortly after he and Emmaline had returned to England from a mission in France, they’d put forth plans to have the outdated rooms currently used for the children made into a large nursery suite. The open, airy room with floor-to-ceiling windows contained both Jane and Charles’ play areas, their sleeping quarters and attached rooms for the governess and nurse. When the children grew older, they would be moved into their own private rooms. “I’m afraid Archewyne Hall is rather more ancient than I’d anticipated.”

“We have a lifetime to make improvements.” Emmaline grinned. “But that is not to say I don’t find the Hall dear—drafty as it is and awkward in its layout.” She pulled fully out of his hold. “Will you return to the house with me?”

He glanced at their offspring and then back to her. “Not for a while yet. I’ll let them play a bit before joining you.”

“You are much like a child yourself, Archewyne,” she said with a laugh. “I halfway suspect you anticipate Christmas Day more than they do.”

“Can I help it if I want the celebration to be as magical and hopeful for them as it always was for me as a child? Or at least it was before we ushered in new traditions by removing to Egypt for the winters... where I eventually met you, and that was better than any Christmas.” He waggled his eyebrows.

A hint of a blush stained her cheeks. “Always so charming.”

“Indeed.” His grin was wide as he lowered his voice. “Plus, I have a few gifts for them and cannot wait to see their faces—and yours—when I give them.”

“Jane’s doll with china face, hands and feet? Did it arrive?”

“Yes. Yesterday. We are also giving her a new hair ribbon.”

“And don’t forget the smart pair of button-up boots we bought in France in the fall.”

“I could never forget.” Her smile was sweet and sent heat crashing into his blood.

“The fuzzy sheep toy—”it was on wheels and had a rope lead, “—for Charles is hidden away with Hudson as well as the ball you wished for too. I rather think your valet has played with both.”

“Of course, the toys must be tested. For safety.” He winked.

“So much cheek you have.” She gave an unladylike snort. “I should return to the house. This year there is much to be thankful for.” She closed the slight distance between them and brushed her lips over his. “Don’t linger too long. I’d rather the children not be kept in the chill.”

“It’s good to toughen their resistance to the elements, love. Who knows when they’ll need such training.” If he had his way—and undoubtedly he would—they’d need to buck up sooner than later. The thought kept his grin on his face. Wouldn’t Emmaline be surprised once Christmas Day arrived? He tamped on the excitement rising in his chest. The wait wasn’t long now.

“Perhaps.” She waved to him. “I’m off. Enjoy your outing.” After telling the children goodbye, Emmaline hiked back toward Archewyne Hall, the folds of her green cloak billowing around her.

Miles followed the brief path his children had made as they chased the ever-present geese. “Perhaps if we wish hard enough, it will snow,” he said by way of introducing conversation. “It won’t need to be that much colder, surely.”

“Papa.” Jane turned to face him. Her red bonnet was a cheery sight against the gray sky. “We have had rain, and we cannot see our breath.” She blinked as if her statement of explanation was obvious. “It needs to be very cold for snow.”

He stifled the urge to laugh. “This is so, but for your mama’s sake, we shall wish for it anyway. She has never passed a traditional English Christmas, and certainly not with snow.” As was typical in England, it wouldn’t take much for the chilly rain to turn to flurries. Not paying attention, he tripped over Charles and then tumbled into the tall grass beside his son. The geese crowded around him, staring down with heads cocked in question.

“Papa, you look ridicuwous,” Jane stated and then must have realized she’d slipped back into her old habit of mispronouncing her L-words. She huffed a tiny sigh. “Ridiculous.” Her expression brightened and she broke out into laughter. “Why are you lying there?”

He gave into a chuckle when Charles crawled over, and Miles lifted him onto his chest. The baby sat there, his eyes wide with delight. “Why not, Jane-girl? It is quite fun, and look.” He pointed into the sky. “We can contemplate the clouds and wonder which ones might hold snow.”

“Mama wouldn’t like it.” But Jane settled into the cold grass beside him.

“Don’t be so certain. Your mama loves adventure, and this is just the sort of thing she’d want to do.” Miles encouraged the baby to lay on his stomach over his chest. Drool slickened the boy’s chin, but as the lad settled down as his back was rubbed, Miles slipped his free arm around Jane. “Once, back when your mama and I were in Egypt, we’d spend nights looking at the stars while the adults took their evening meals.”

He’d been a young man and an earl’s second son with no expectations. No one cared what sort of deviltry he’d gotten himself into. Emmaline had been a schoolgirl with dreams of adventure, but they’d become fast friends in that far-flung land, bonded over antiquities, and it was rare that they didn’t spend their days and evenings together.

“Are the stars different there?”

“No, poppet. No matter the world over, the stars are the same.” He grinned at his daughter’s innocent question. “There was a night when we watched constellations until our parents made us retire. One of us procured an astronomy book, and we made it a game to see who could identify the pictures in the stars first.”

The little girl remained silent for a long while as the clouds scooted across the vast expanse of sky. Then she said, “Did you always watch the stars with her?”

“Not always.” When Emmaline had been sent home to England after her mother unexpectedly died, he’d never been lonelier, especially after he’d kissed her for the first time in a dark tomb. “In fact, after that time, I hadn’t stargazed with your mama until Christmas Eve last year on the mountain.”

Interesting that he’d not remembered such a thing. That night, once the earth had stopped shaking from the quake, he and Emmaline Darling—she wasn’t his wife yet—had come to a tentative peace after the misunderstandings that had separated them.

“That was scary and happy at the same time,” Jane admitted. She patted his side with a hand. “Do you think we’ll go away and adventure again soon?”

“Oh, I can guarantee that we will.” He didn’t look at his daughter for fear she’d wheedle the secret from him, and that would spoil the surprise for Christmas morning. “You enjoy traveling, don’t you?”

“Yes. It is exciting to see so much.” She stroked Charles’ head as the baby regarded him with drowsy eyes. “You and Mama are always smiling when we are on adventures. There was laughing. That made me happy.”

“You don’t believe we do that now?”

“Only sometimes. Now,” she waved a hand as if in dismissal. “It is ‘Jane, go with your governess so we can talk to our guest.’ Or ‘Jane, Mama and Papa have business to conduct.’” She’d deepened her voice, presumably to mimic him. Then she sighed. “That does not make me happy.”

“I don’t imagine it would.” His chest tightened. Did she think being in England made them both sad, dour creatures? Perhaps he hadn’t exerted the best of efforts in hiding his boredom. And, at times, conducting business with influential people was needed, over and above what he did for Parliament. Being in the service of the Crown often meant clandestine meetings where little ears couldn’t overhear, and the Duke of Rathesborne was much in attendance.

Miles stifled a sigh. Two of the geese moved closer and regarded him with cocked heads. Removing to the country meant high hopes for this holiday. They all needed to reconnect as a family. “I shall endeavor to smile and laugh more while we’re here. In fact, there will not be any meetings.” He contemplated his son as the boy laid a cheek on his chest and sucked on a fist. His big brown eyes filled with such trust that Miles’ heart squeezed. Would his children think him stodgy and boring, just another peer of the realm, consumed with ton business like he’d thought of his father? God, I cannot allow that to happen. Yet, already, Jane’s childhood was different than his had been. Which was why he couldn’t wait to announce his surprise on Christmas. His little family would change for the better. As for now, he needed a distraction. “You have never played in the snow, have you, Jane?”

“No, but I have played in mud and in sand. And once, I sifted my hands through ash in the kitchen grate before Mama lectured me. Is that the same?”

“Not hardly.” The last it had snowed in England had been when she’d been about three years old. At the time, his first wife had recently died in childbirth, and he’d been embroiled in missions for the Crown. Thus, he’d kept Jane inside and away from everything, in the care of her nurse. Never again. His children needed to experience the best and worst of what life offered; they would learn from it and grow in spirit despite it. He turned his head and pressed a kiss into his daughter’s hair. “When I was a small lad, not much older than you are now, my brother and I used to roll down these hills when they were covered with deep blankets of snow. We ran through it even after our legs were frozen with the cold and our ears felt as if they would snap off. Sometimes we had snow fights in which both of us would ball up snow and then throw it at each other.”

“Oh, Papa, that would be amazing.” Jane struggled into a sitting position. She looked down at him with a wistful expression. “Like a story book.”

“Yes, exactly that. When we were older, my parents spent their winters in Egypt. Then my brother and I rolled down sand dunes instead of snow-covered hills.” He hoped fate would see fit to grant her at least a tiny bit of that sort of precipitation. “Can you keep a secret, poppet?”

“Yes.” She nodded and her eyes twinkled. “Is it about me?”

“No. People rarely discover secrets about themselves unless they listen at keyholes.” He lifted a hand and tweaked her nose. “I have discovered something exciting on this property that I wish to reveal to your mama on Christmas.” It took all of his willpower not to whisk the children off to the back of his acreage where, quite by accident a month ago, he’d uncovered ancient ruins of a Roman mosaic when his horse couldn’t clear a jump. Upon further inspection, he’d deduced the piece was merely a portion of what might be the floor of a Roman villa—or domus—which meant a fancy home, dating back 1600 years, and had the makings of being a substantial find for archeology. A complete study and dig of the area was needed, but not until spring. “I intend to bring her out here on Christmas morning to show her the discovery, but you must not tell her.” Once the site was excavated in its entirety, he would dedicate the find to her as well as entering the artifacts in her name with the British Museum.

At the moment, keeping the site secure was his main concern, so if it did snow, that would be a temporary cover.

“I won’t.” Jane shook her head. “Will she love it?” She giggled when one of the geese nudged her foot with its bill.

“Oh, very much so.” That wasn’t the only surprise he had in store for his wife or even his daughter. Excitement bubbled through his chest. Would that Christmas came quickly.

His daughter frowned. When she poked a finger at her brother, the baby offered a silly smile before a yawn stole it. “Will you give me a present?”

“Of course.” He grinned. “But you must wait until Christmas morning.”

“There you are.” Relief flooded Hudson’s voice and it interrupted the cozy conversation.

Miles turned his head as his valet climbed the hill and approached their location. The geese scattered a few feet away with indignant honks. “I did tell you I’d be walking the grounds with the children.”

Though Hudson was also a King’s man and had come into Miles’ employment through appointment by the Duke of Rathesborne for security of sorts, he had also become a close friend. As such, Miles found personal enjoyment in slipping away from the man’s watchful eyes at times.

“I am aware of that, my lord. However, when I could no longer spot your form from my vantage point, I began to panic.” Hudson popped his hands on his hips and gazed down upon him. “Do you require assistance to your feet?”

His temporary freedom over, Miles nodded. He wrapped an arm around the drowsy baby on his chest and offered the other to his valet. “I suppose we should head back.” As he spoke, the skies spit out a light, cold rain.

Hudson tugged him to his feet. “That would be preferable, my lord.”

“Only for your comfort.” Miles snuggled his son beneath the folds of his greatcoat and then reached for his daughter’s hand. “Come, poppet. Mr. Hudson doesn’t approve of us lying on the cold ground.”

“I do not. Plus, there are geese milling about.” Yet his lips twitched with amusement as the feathered guards waddled closer to Miles while eyeing Hudson with suspicion.

Jane gazed at the valet as she slipped her hand into Miles’. “You should try it sometime, Mr. Hudson. It is brilliant fun.”

“I am certain it is, Lady Jane.” He cocked a blond eyebrow. “I assume the geese haven’t fallen out of love with you?”

“As you can see, they have not. The bloody things are always underfoot.” Both Miles and Hudson exchanged good-natured laughs as they all headed toward Archewyne Hall, the geese bringing up the rear of the procession. “I suppose I am stuck with them for the duration.”

“There is never a dull moment with you, my lord.”

When Jane insisted on running ahead, Miles cleared his throat. “Is everything secure at the house?”

“Of course, my lord. I expect nothing less.” Hudson clasped his hands behind his back. “Did you assume there was a cause for alarm?”

“I did not. However, now that I have a portion of Roman pavement unearthed, there is every possibility someone will wish to steal the discovery or destroy it.” He patted the baby’s back when he began to fuss. “I wish for it to remain in obscurity for as long as possible.”

The valet nodded. “The likelihood of persons unknown poking about your property for a half-excavated find is quite low.”

“While this is true, recent events have me on edge.” More than two months earlier, while searching out the legendary Lancelot Stone, he and Emmaline had discovered a sinister plot against England and the monarchy. More than that, the knowledge that foreign spies from the Bavarian region—the German Federation specifically—had infiltrated key households and businesses throughout the ton meant a man wasn’t safe anywhere.

“Understandable.” They walked in silence for a few minutes as the spitting rain continued. “At this point, there is no cause for alarm, at least not within your households. I have discreetly inquired into every servants’ background. If I had encountered an issue, I would have taken care of it myself.”

“Good man.” Though still disconcerting to have Hudson along as his own personal security force, he’d come to rely on the other man’s presence and assistance. “If I might ask that either you or someone you trust could make a few patrols out toward the southern boundary, it would set my mind at ease.”

“I’ll see to it myself.” Hudson nodded. He lowered his voice even though no one was around to overhear. “Shall I also procure someone to take care of monitoring it once you return to Town?”

“Absolutely. I won’t rest easy until the whole of it is uncovered and properly documented. I want every bit of that find catalogued and any worthwhile items sent to the British Museum unless we keep them here.”

Hudson snorted. “It will be a rather slow, long endeavor, my lord.”

“Yes, it will.” Miles sighed as the gray rooftops of the Hall came into view. The vivid red of Jane’s cloak provided a splash of brilliant color against the grasses as she skipped around the edge of a small pond. “I’m hoping a good portion of the site can be dealt with in the spring.”

“I shall do what I can to prepare before we leave.”

“Excellent. Also, do keep mum about the find around the countess. I wish to surprise her at Christmas.” Miles shifted the baby in his arms. The soft cooing from Charles made him smile. “If she discovers it beforehand, she will want to be out here, digging herself.”

This time the valet openly laughed. “Lady Archewyne is a... treasure.”

“Why do I suspect that wasn’t the first word you’d picked to describe her?” Miles grinned and clapped a hand on Hudson’s shoulder. “But I agree, to any word you’ve selected. Life has been interesting ever since she came back into my life.”

“I can believe it.” The valet unsuccessfully tamped a snicker.

“Do you not wish to go home for the holiday? I’m sure I can spare you for a week or so if you want to gather with family.”

“No.” Hudson shook his head. “This year, my sisters Lucy and Lydia, are otherwise engaged. They shall spend time at a house party in Derbyshire. Something about the younger one wishing to circulate where men are sure to be. And what better way to do that than at a duke’s party?” He rolled his eyes. “Wishes to be married, that one, and not getting any younger at three and twenty. Everything is urgent at that age.”

Miles chuckled. “Understandable. What of your other sister? Is she wed?”

“A widow, with two children. She does passingly well. Too proud for assistance. Too stubborn to accept another suit. Refuses any help I wish to send.” He glanced at Miles. “How did we become saddled with such headstrong women?”

“We were lucky, my friend. Take it as the gift, and the great responsibility, it is.” His spirits lifted once more, Miles whistled a jaunty tune. “How else are we to know we are alive if they don’t remind us?”

Christmas would be wonderful, exactly like he’d planned.
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Chapter Three
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Later that afternoon, Emmaline sat in the North Parlor—the room where the family tended to pass their leisure time when not entertaining—enjoying tea with Miles. Jane and Charles played on one corner of the Aubusson carpet nearby. Her giggles and Charles’ coos and occasional screeches filled the air.

“Anything interesting in the paper?” she asked as Miles flipped to a new page in The Times. Usually, he read aloud tidbits he thought she might enjoy. Today, however, he remained strangely quiet.

“Nothing except vague reports on unrest in Europe and the occasional laughing stock the king is making himself.” Miles folded down one corner of the paper and looked at her. “Quite dreary, really, and hardly conducive to holiday joy.”

“That sort of uplifting feeling will never be found in The Times, my love.” Emmaline smiled then made a silly face for Charles, who then giggled and slobbered while he grinned. “Joy must be discovered within your heart.”

“Perhaps you are correct.” Miles folded the paper and let it fall to the low table in front of him. He picked up a teacup, and once he’d taken a sip, he said, “How did the meeting with Miss Wickham go?”

Emmaline huffed. “Better than expected in many ways, and quite efficient, but she still has yet to share anything deeply personal about herself, no matter how I might ask.” What sort of woman didn’t enjoy telling another woman about her roots or her people or even her hobbies, maybe her hopes and aspirations?

One who has made it a point to keep secrets as if ordered to do so.

“Is that what is bothering you, or is it that your customary charms and tricks don’t have an effect on her?” He hid his grin behind the rim of his teacup. When she narrowed her eyes, he shrugged. “You pride yourself on the ability to draw people out in conversation. Before they are aware, they’ve given over secrets or shown the skeletons in their closets.” He snorted as she rolled her eyes. “I know from experience. It happened to me.”

“Well, I suppose when put in that light, I cannot be angry at you.” She took a sip from her own teacup and then set it down on the low table. “But mark my words. She is hiding something, and I don’t like it by half.”

“I shall bear that in mind if a nefarious plot comes against us.” He smirked. “The governess shall be my first suspect.”

Emmaline lowered her voice and glanced at Jane. The last thing they needed was the girl parroting back the conversation to the governess. “It is not just that, but since she came to us with impeccable references from Rathesborne, what am I supposed to think? Hudson arrived much the same way, and look how that turned out.”

“Splendidly, if you want to know the truth.” Miles beamed. “Great fellow. Trust him with my life.”

“Right, but he didn’t volunteer the truth of why he was sent to you. I have even asked Rathesborne point blank if she worked for the Crown.”

“And he said what?”

She huffed. “That she wasn’t one of his agents.”

“Well, there you go. Rathesborne doesn’t lie. In all my years of knowing him, he has never told me a falsehood.”

“Perhaps.” Yet that didn’t mean he wasn’t telling the whole truth. Her husband was losing his touch if he didn’t suspect everyone. “Besides, are we not supposed to be vigilant now?”

“We are, darling, but Miss Wickham is our governess. In the hiring of her, we have indicated a level of trust. Hudson has done the requisite checks, and no doubt so has the duke. How much trouble could she possibly have gotten into before coming to us?” When Emmaline cocked an eyebrow, he cleared his throat. “Don’t answer that. Also, if you really want to compare, the two of us aren’t exactly proper either.”

“Why must you twist everything around and trip me up with logic?” It was such fun bantering with him.

Miles grinned but was saved from further conversation by the arrival of Willoughby, the butler, and his preemptory knock on the doorframe.

“My lord, the Viscount Trewellain to see you,” the elderly man, twin to his counterpart in London, announced with an impassive expression. “He is quite agitated.”

“Which is his normal mood these days, my good man. Show him in.” Miles stood, beaming. He glanced at her. “What a pleasant surprise. Did you know he would visit?”

“I had no idea,” Emmaline murmured, but she also rose and smoothed the creases from her gown of sapphire satin. Even though the viscount was one of Miles’ closest friends, after events in France, they hadn’t seen much of him. No doubt he’d needed time to recover, and knowing the Duke of Rathesborne, he’d sent Jonathan out on missions. Or worse, the viscount had shut himself behind closed doors to nurse his battered spirit with drink. “I suppose he must have good reason to ride out here.” Cold fingers of anxiety played her spine. Surely he didn’t bear ill tidings. One never knew with a King’s man. “Mayhap he wished to spend the holiday us.”

“Instead of his own family?”

“I have the impression he doesn’t enjoy his relatives.” As third son of the Duke of Werthsbury, Jonathan hadn’t had many expectations put to him. Even though he risked his life time out of hand for King and country, the viscount’s father never seemed impressed.

“That is true enough. Perhaps he wants friends around him this Christmastide, people who will usher him into their midst and make him feel needed,” her husband suggested, and when his friend appeared in the doorway, he strode across the floor. “Welcome, Jonathan!”

The viscount advanced a few steps into the room. His broad shoulders and lean, muscled torso encased in a jacket of bottle-green superfine filled the empty spaces. His blond hair, though done in the latest style, curled damply at his collar. Mud splattered his Hessians as well as the lower portion of his tan riding breeches. Had the man decided to ride to Kent instead of taking a carriage? 

He was as larger than life as her husband, but he held a sharper edge, an air of mystery and danger that Miles did not. 

“Archewyne.” He shifted his gaze to her as he tightened his grip on the silver, lion head topper of his cane. “Lady Archewyne.”

“Uncle Jonathan!” Jane pelted over to him and threw herself against him, hugging his legs. “You have come for Christmas.”

“I, uh, I don’t...”

She smiled up at him, her blonde curls bouncing with her enthusiasm as he floundered with an explanation. “I am so happy.” The girl hugged him again. “You haven’t come around in forever, and I have missed you.” A note of accusation clung to her emphatic statement.

Emmaline grinned as Jonathan, his countenance one of extreme embarrassment mixed with pleasure, knelt on one knee—his good one, for his other leg was false—before the little girl. Solemnly, he took her hand in his free one and kissed the back of it. “Hello, Lady Jane. How is my favorite princess today? I hope you haven’t slayed any dragons without me.”

“Only one, for he tried to eat Charles,” she said in matching serious tones and then the two of them exchanged a secret smile. “I slashed at him with my sword.” She pantomimed the action for him. “In the end, he fell dead because Charles drooled on him.”

Jonathan was her honorary uncle. Ever since he was kidnapped with Jane nearly a year ago, they were as thick as thieves together and when the viscount allowed himself to enjoy life or not dwell on the ills that had happened to him, it was endearing to watch them. He always seemed to help them out when they needed him most.

He released her hand and pressed his to his heart while assuming a mock-hurt expression. “I suppose that is all right though I may never live past the disappointment.”

Jane gazed at him and patted his clean-shaven cheek. “There will be other dragons, Uncle Jonathan.”

“Yes, I’m quite sure there will be, especially with your family’s penchant for poking into the places such beasts reside.” Slowly, he stood and again his gaze went to Miles. “Deuced bad weather out there. Not beneficial to riding from London for ten hours. I’d rather have the snow, for I wouldn’t feel the need to come out here then.”

As Jane returned to the area where her brother played, Emmaline closed the distance between herself and the viscount. She placed a kiss to his cheek. The comforting scent of worn leather as well as the more pungent smell of wet horse met her nose. “I’m glad you’re here as well, though I am puzzled as to why you chose to ride in the rain. A carriage would have been more comfortable.” She resisted the urge to glance at his leg.

“It would, but then the journey would have taken much longer. The roads are deplorable in some places. Wheels would have most assuredly been broken.” Briefly, he availed himself of her hand, kissed her knuckle and then released it. “And besides, I wished for the exercise. Christmastide makes a man think about his mortality and his trajectory in life.”

Miles clapped a hand to the viscount’s shoulder and offered his other. “Or, if you realize what he’s not saying, you’ll know our friend here felt lonely and wished to spend time with us since he has no woman in his life to moon about or act the rogue to.”

Emmaline’s jaw dropped. “Not well done of you, my love.” The viscount’s bitterness regarding the murder of his ladylove nearly a year ago had faded only slightly.

“Do shut up, Archewyne.” Jonathan rolled his eyes. “I needed out of my own head, away from my empty townhouse where I have nothing to do except think. I’m not of a mind to do that, and my fellow bachelors on Brook Street are scattered for the holiday.” A muscle in his jaw ticked. “Besides, Rathesborne suggested I deliver a message, one that couldn’t wait until you returned to Town. I refused.”

Miles snorted. “And he then ordered you for the already spoken reasons.”

“He did. Said if I didn’t get my arse to Kent post haste and enjoy some leisure time, he would see to it that I would never again be given a mission on foreign soil, like I have requested.” Jonathan’s mouth was set into a straight line.

“Doing what instead?” Her husband glanced at her and he winked.

The viscount scoffed. “Patrolling Hyde Park after dark, searching for scoundrels and thieves.”

“Though imagine how interesting that could be,” Emmaline said on the heels of laughter, for she and her husband had made use of Hyde Park on more than one occasion during cases.

“Mayhap.” Jonathan’s lips twitched. He’d heard the stories. In fact, he’d become involved in one of them. “I don’t know how much I believed him, but I didn’t wish to risk his wrath, and I truly hope he’ll send me somewhere with warmth and sunshine this winter.”

“Italy is magnificent this time of year,” she said with a smile at her husband. Had it just been last year when they were there?

“Indeed it is, my love. Romantic, wouldn’t you say?” Miles replied with a twinkle in his eye that meant devilish things.

“Oh, do leave off with your shows of affection,” Jonathan said in heavy annoyance. “So, I stopped by your townhouse and collected any other missives Alfred could find that had been sent during the week, like I’m the damned mail post.” He reached inside his waistcoat and withdrew a stack of letters—perhaps ten—tied together with twine. “The last thing I wanted was to be confined to the interior of a slow-moving carriage.”

“Again with nothing to do but think,” Miles added with reflective tones.

“Exactly.” Jonathan nodded. “I shall be deuced glad when the holidays are over.”

Poor man. Still haunted by his past. “How noble of you to make such a sacrifice on our behalf.” Emmaline took the correspondence from him. “I trust you’ll stay through Christmas and celebrate with the people who love you most? Friends who are as close as family should be around other friends this time of the year.” It was adorable how much he wanted the companionship but fought against it. Perhaps the more time they spent it his company, the more he’d come through the grieving process.

He briefly closed his eyes then lifted them to the heavens. “I suppose if I must.”

Jane hooted with triumph. “Will you even dance with me, Uncle Jonathan?”

“Well, it would only be proper, wouldn’t it?” A flush colored his neck above his cravat. “Willoughby had my saddlebags taken up to a room. I suppose he was already under orders to do such a thing?”

Emmaline grinned. “Of course. Did you think we wouldn’t press upon you all the reasons you should stay? We shall have a cozy at-home with one of our dearest friends, and I’ll encourage Cook to make all your favorites.” 

That pulled a grin from Jonathan.

“Superior decision.” Miles slapped his friend on the back. “Come take tea with us.” He waved everyone over to the table. “Tell us the news from Town.”

“There is nothing to tell.” The viscount took a seat next to Emmaline on the settee, his movements as smooth as when he’d knelt before Jane. He accepted a cup of tea from her. “The German Federation continues to make veiled threats, as do other principalities and powers in Europe.” He shrugged. “The ton has been infiltrated, like Rathesborne has said. Finding the people who don’t have England’s interests at heart is much harder to pinpoint.”

“Do you feel the undercurrent of tension too?” Miles asked. He held out his teacup to her for a refill.

“I’m afraid so.” Jonathan selected a few seed cakes and a scone from the tray and then balanced them on his saucer with his cup. “I’ve also heard rumors there is unrest in all of England’s colonized areas.” He shook his head. “The world is expanding, experiencing growing pains, and chafes at its shackles of British oppression. It remains to be seen how that will play out for any of us.”

Silence descended on them for a few minutes. Desperate to lift the gloom that had fallen, Emmaline asked, “Your limp is less noticeable. Have you become more accustomed to the prosthetic?”

Miles snorted before Jonathan could answer. “How is that less gauche than me referring to his bachelor state?”

Both Emmaline and the viscount ignored him.

“As luck would have it, I’ve recently acquired a new one.” Jonathan laid his cup and plate on the low table and then turned fully toward her. “The hollow compartment is bigger, plus the buckles and straps are easier to manipulate in a hurry. Also, there is now an ankle joint of sorts, which affords me more freedom of movement.” He stretched out his leg, but a glance in Jane’s direction stayed his hand. “Perhaps I shall show you some other time. But suffice it to say there is a cushion now where the stump and the prosthetic meet. It’s why I was able to ride ten hours with wanting to tear the leg off.”

“Advancements in medicine will only make such things better.” Miles sipped at his tea. “Did the same man who crafted the first version do this one?”

“Oh, yes.” A faint smile curved the viscount’s lips. “I’ve come to discover the man works in conjunction as a weapon’s master for a different faction of King’s agents. I stumbled upon a piece of his work while in the field, and an inquiry through Rathesborne put me in touch with him.”

“Small world.” Miles grinned.

Emmaline fingered the stack of letters in her lap. “Are you off for a mission soon?” Receiving that all-important summons from the duke must be incredible. After the events in France, she was still awaiting her first mission for the Crown. The fact both disappointed and relieved her, but the delay would allow her time to spend with Charles and enjoy the delicious strides in babyhood he made.

“I am. Once Parliament reconvenes, I’m ordered to Spain. I cannot give you specifics, of course.”

“Of course,” she murmured.

“Rathesborne is sending me in search of a missing peer. There’s been scuttlebutt regarding his disappearance along with an artifact he is rumored to possess. I would have preferred to go to the Bavarian region, to plug the hole, so to speak, where spies are funneling through.”

Miles snorted. “As if that area is the one spot in the world operatives hail from.”

“True.” Jonathan grinned. The light of adventure twinkled in his eyes. “However, three men from the German Federation have been captured since the fiasco in France. It is a good place to start. A few of our men are already over there and hopefully have entrenched themselves deep into life.”

When the two fell to discussing tactics and the finer points of fieldwork, Emmaline’s mind wandered. She undid the twine binding the letters and then shuffled through them. Five were for Miles, three for her, one for Hudson and one belonged to Willoughby. Wordlessly, she handed her husband his missives.

“Ah, this one bears Rathesborne’s seal.” He held it up. Seconds later, he promptly broke it. A grunt followed. “Once we return to London, I’m to begin training—or re-training as it were—a junior agent.” He heaved a sigh. “Buggar that. I’d hoped it wouldn’t be so soon.” 

Jonathan rolled his eyes. “That’s child’s play, and you’re skilled at it besides. My orders, among other things, are to ingratiate myself to one of the king of Spain’s daughters...” His words trailed off.

“None better than a rogue to seduce secrets from one of the most attractive women in the world.” Miles laughed as he folded the letter, but Emmaline caught the pain that flashed across the viscount’s face.

She shook her head. “Tact, my dear. Perhaps you should practice it more before you needs must train someone else. What else did Rathesborne say?”

“Nothing other than the importance of attending more ton functions to observe a handful of people he’s listed in the letter.”

“I see.” Would their halcyon time together as a family be forgotten once they returned to London? In addition to his duties in the House of Lords, Miles would be busy with training and doing the pretty out on the town. Anxiety cramped her stomach, but she attempted to ignore it. She knew her husband. He’d make time for them all.

Turning her attention to her own correspondence, her anxiety vanished before a thrill of excitement when she recognized Rathesborne’s seal on a missive. After breaking the wax, she drew a single scrap of paper from the envelope.


Lady Archewyne,



I apologize for my silence. The state of affairs regarding England’s security is rather urgent at the moment. However, you will be activated to the Crown’s service this winter as soon as I can match your skills with a worthy assignment.



Yours respectfully,

Rathesborne



She glanced at her husband as he talked animatedly with Jonathan. Would that pull them in different directions? If she was assigned abroad and his duties kept him in London, would that strain their marriage?

A knock on the doorframe yanked her attention to the room around her. “Hudson, how fortuitous.” She waved an envelope in the air. “You have a letter. The viscount brought it with our post.”

The valet nodded as he came into the room. “Thank you, my lady.” He met her in the middle of the room and accepted the envelope. He glanced at Miles. “My lord, regarding the conversation we had earlier? Everything has been secured. I employed the services of Mr. Wiltshire, as well.”

“Ah, yes. My estate steward is trustworthy. Good show, Hudson. I knew I could count on you,” Miles said and a mysterious look passed between them. “Nothing like Christmas for keeping secrets, eh?”

What exactly did the men discuss and why couldn’t she be a part of it?

“Indeed.” With an air of distraction, Hudson tore open his envelope, unfolded the paper and read in silence. Then, a soft curse left him.

“Problem, Hudson?” Miles asked as he and Jonathan rested gazes on him.

“I’m not certain yet.” The valet rubbed a hand along his clean-shaven jaw.

“What has happened?” Emmaline took a few steps closer to him. “Perhaps we can help.”

When Hudson met her gaze, his expression reflected worry. “This letter is from my sister, Lucy. She has apparently been left with no choice but to travel to Derbyshire with Viscount Hartsford.” He shook his head. “I don’t like or trust that man by half. He’s selfish and a rake to boot.”

“Hartsford?” Miles stood. Jonathan followed suit. “Colin Rowley is every bit the bastard you think he is. How did your sister fall into his snare?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, my lord. She doesn’t say in the letter,” Hudson said in a quiet voice. “In fact, she doesn’t say much, but I have the uncomfortable feeling there is history between them.”

Emmaline felt the need to interrupt. “Is this Lord Hartsford a King’s man?”

Miles snorted. “Not bloody likely. That lazy layabout would have to climb out of a widow’s bed and show an interest in something other than himself first.”

Hudson’s expression tightened.

“I hope your sister has her wits about her,” Jonathan added. “The man is a womanizer and has dabbled in every vice known to man, if rumors are true. Selfish to a fault.”

“Oh, hush you two. Perhaps it won’t be as bad as you suspect. There are always two sides to a story.”

“Not always, my love,” Miles inserted. “There have been at least three members of the peerage who were rotten to the core.”

“Perhaps.” Though even as out of touch with ton news as she was, Emmaline had heard stories regarding Lord Hartsford. She quelled the urge to add to the valet’s discomfort. “Hudson, if your sister is anything like you, she can handle her own life.”

A faint smile curved the valet’s lips. “Let us hope you are correct, my lady. Though, I am glad for the fact I trained both girls in fisticuffs years ago. The man wouldn’t dare to lay a hand on her without significant personal injury.”

“Excellent.” That would be a great skill to learn. Perhaps Miles would consent to some lessons. She offered another letter. “Will you see that Willoughby receives this?”

“Absolutely.” With a slight bow, he took the letter and then exited the room.

Jonathan nudged Miles in the ribs with an elbow. “What is this mysterious thing your valet refers to?”

Miles cocked an eyebrow. “I shall tell you, but on the other side of the room. It is Christmas, after all.”

Men were merely grown up little boys. Yet excitement built in her belly. What could he have possibly gotten her for Christmas, if that was indeed what the two of them discussed? I cannot imagine. All the secrecy and intrigue was all so thrilling, and she intended to enjoy this time to the fullest. 

Emmaline smiled and turned her attention to one of her last letters. It was from her father, the Earl of St. Ives, and she sighed. No doubt he wrote about a new find or latest discovery he’d made.
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Chapter Four
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Before Miles could really warm to the subject of discussing the Roman pavement with Jonathan, another knock sounded on the door.

“Good afternoon, Miss Wickham,” he greeted as the governess stepped into the room.

“Good afternoon, Lord Archewyne.” Her melodious voice bounced in the air. How lucky indeed was Jane to be instructed by a woman with such a voice. Some of his tutors had been harsh or used dry, raspy tones. “I’m here to collect the children. Once I hand Charles into Mrs. Flagler’s keeping, Jane and I have a riding lesson to keep.”

“At this hour of day?” He frowned, but the governess didn’t rush to assure him. It was an annoying trait of hers to be sure, but perhaps she still wasn’t fully comfortable around them enough to relax into her personality.

Instead, she patted a tendril of wheat-blonde hair back into its chignon and gazed at him with her blue-gray eyes, the blue nearly indigo. “Of course, my lord. I specifically have Jane’s riding times altered during the week to account for the change in light, weather conditions, terrain issues and the like. It is my opinion that if you wish for her to learn, she should be able to sit her horse no matter what. I fully believe children should be prepared for any eventuality and should have as many skills as they can in the event something unexpected should occur.”

Sophia Wickham, the fourth daughter of an impoverished squire, hailed from the Lake District. Her father had gambled their fortunes into dust, and with three sisters and two brothers, there wasn’t enough coin to go around, prompting her need to find genteel work as many of her siblings had. One of her sisters and one of her brothers had married already. Understandably, they had both moved from the area and called London home now. As part of the gentry, they had opportunities where others, in just as reduced circumstances, might not.

No doubt she talked from personal experience. “Excellent logic.” Then he noticed she looked at Jonathan with askance and a hint of curiosity. For his part, the viscount stared back at her with an expression bordering on mistrust and shock. Botheration. I know that look. Trouble was brewing. “Uh, pardon me for not performing introductions.” Miles cleared his throat. “Miss Sophia Wickham, this is Viscount Trewellain. He’s visiting Archewyne Hall for the Christmastide.” Miles glanced at his best friend. “Jonathan, this is Miss Wickham, our newly hired governess.”

“I know who he is.” The young woman dropped a brief, shallow curtesy. “Lord Trewellain. I had wondered when I would run into you, but had assumed it would have been in London.” She paused slightly as they both stared at her. “My sister married the Earl of Salisbury. I live with them when I am not at a post.”

What the devil? Miles reminded himself not to gawk. She had intended or merely assumed she’d come into contact with the viscount sooner or later? For what purpose?

Jonathan’s expression didn’t soften. “Good afternoon, Miss Wickham.” When she didn’t extend a hand, he flicked an eyebrow at the slight. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” Though his tone sounded the farthest thing from it. In fact, it almost bordered on disgust. “How goes your father? It’s been an age since I saw him last.”

“No doubt he works to separate himself from the last of his fortunes, for his honor left him years ago.” Annoyance flashed in her eyes. “Outside of that, I have not seen him for several months.”

“Ah. Then you don’t plan to return to the family seat for the holiday?” Was that concern in the viscount’s voice?

Miles shifted his attention to his friend. Damn and blast. What was happening? He watched with the same fascination a play at Covent Garden held. He didn’t like it by half that there was an underlying mystery he had no part of.

“Not this year. My sister offered to share her holiday in London, but I declined that invite after much thought. Sent off my response just this morning. Since I have recently come to the Hawkins family, I didn’t feel it prudent to leave for weeks at this time. Bonding with Lady Jane is more important.” That little bit of insight revealed more of her character than anything else. She possessed integrity and a sense of responsibility.

All to the good, no matter what was occurring between her and the viscount.

“Fair enough.” Jonathan nodded. “Returning to the original topic, did you have need of me, Miss Wickham? If so, perhaps a note sent ‘round to my townhouse would have served you better than wondering or even contriving to find yourself in my company.”

Damnation. Did Jonathan know the governess before now? He hadn’t shown that sort of snap for a long time indeed. Oh God. Miles narrowed his eyes. Had Miss Wickham been one of Jonathan’s conquests during his days as a rogue? A tinge of mild alarm went through his gut. Why didn’t I do my own investigation before we consented to her post here? He looked for help in Emmaline’s direction, but she was fiddling with the seal of a letter and remained oblivious to the entire conversation happening around her

“Yes, well. I suppose we shall never know what would have transpired had I done exactly that, will we? Some things—people—are best ignored.”

“Or avoided out of fear?” Jonathan had lowered his voice and trained an intense gaze on her.

“Perhaps, or mayhap out of annoyance and anger.” Miss Wickham smoothed a hand along the front of her serviceable brown wool dress and darted her gaze back to Miles, clearly dismissing the viscount. “If there is nothing else, Lord Archewyne, I should see to the children.”

“Of course.” He stood aside so she might pass. “But please remember the celebration we’re planning on Christmas Eve, complete with mummers, wassail and the like. I should hope you’ll enjoy yourself, Miss Wickham, outside of your capacity of governess.”

“I shall think on it, but if I do attend, it will probably be with Jane. At present, my leisure time is spent doing... other things.” With that, she moved across the room, where Emmaline, having opened her letter but not unfolding it, detained the young woman for a moment.

What the devil did any of that mean? Miles frowned. “That was odd.” Now, more than ever, he couldn’t help but speculate if Rathesborne had contrived to put Miss Wickham into their midst for a purpose other than filling the open governess post, yet according to Emmaline, the duke had maintained the younger woman wasn’t one of his agents. He’d dispatch an inquiry at the first opportunity. “Do you previously have intimate knowledge of Miss Wickham?” he asked of his friend.

“I do not. The only facts I have on her are public knowledge. Everyone knows of her wastrel father. Every man at the gambling tables with him has won coin or property—or other things—off the man.” Jonathan crossed his arms at his chest and his gaze followed her across the room this time with an air of distaste. “However, I find it highly obnoxious she’s formed an opinion of me without ever spending time in my company.”

“Granted, you are gossip-worthy as a rogue, or at least you were before—”

“Before Lavinia.” His attention never wavered from the governess as she left Emmaline’s side and continued on toward the children. “Which is what makes this whole affair highly suspicious.” But with a firmly set jaw and a muscle twitching at the corner of his left eye, something was afoot

“Indeed.” Miles observed Miss Wickham. She picked up Charles and then ushered Jane through the room. The governess didn’t glance at him or Jonathan as she passed, merely kept her face averted and her eyes on Jane while they discussed evening plans. “And interesting. A mystery to be solved.” For whatever reason, the woman had snagged Jonathan’s regard. His best friend hadn’t had anything to do with a female since he’d lost Lavinia. Perhaps, as a gesture of goodwill for Christmas, Miles should encourage him to spend time with the governess.

Emmy is right. He needs to circulate again.

He cleared his throat. “Should I make certain you sit beside her at dinner tonight?”

“God no. Since you are not throwing a party, no doubt the intimate seating will be conducive to conversation if you insist.” The viscount stared into the empty doorway she’d just vacated. “I don’t like it by half though.”

“Don’t like what?”

“She’s too intelligent for her own good.” Finally, Jonathan looked at him. Annoyance dominated the depths of his hazel eyes. “Mark my words, that woman will be trouble.”

For me or for you, my friend? Miles fought the urge to laugh outright. “But those are the best of kinds of women, don’t you think?”

“Don’t be an arse, Archewyne. She is not the type I chase, even if she and I are...” He shook his head. “It matters not at this time. Besides, I’ll leave the country imminently. I have no time for an entanglement, especially one of this magnitude and mess.” 

“What are you not telling me?” His intuition flared along with his gut instinct. “Why the need for secrecy?”

“Some things are best left to obscurity, but suffice it to say, I refuse to be manipulated, least of all by a tart-mouthed woman or her circumstances.” Jonathan tapped the tip of his cane on the floor. “What did you mean to tell me before we were interrupted?”

Obviously, he wanted the matter dropped. Miles respected his wishes, for now, but once he told Emmaline of what had occurred, she’d hound the viscount until he spilled all his secrets. “I have discovered what I believe will be an ancient, Roman pavement, perhaps even the remains of a villa on my property. Right now, securing the site is paramount.” He spent the next several moments telling Jonathan about the find and what he planned to do with it on Christmas.

The viscount interrupted him. “Archewyne, your wife seems in some distress.”

“What?” Miles glanced across the room. Emmaline’s face had blanched. The hand holding the letter shook. 

“I shall retire to my room and give you privacy,” Jonathan said. “At the very least, I should change clothes. It was bad form of me to appear splattered with mud and stinking of horseflesh.”

“Thank you.” Miles nodded. “Don’t tumble into trouble,” he added as his friend quit the room. His chest tightened as he strode across the room toward his wife. “Dearest, what is wrong?” He guided her to a settee and sat down beside her. “Tell me. Who is the letter from?”

“My father.” She lifted wide, shocked eyes to his. “He has suffered an attack of the heart.”

“You have my condolences,” Miles murmured. His wife’s relationship with her father had been fraught with difficulties, the least of which being poor health from a mummy’s curse, but recently they had come to a peaceful settlement with her marriage and subsequently becoming a mother. St. Ives had taken to his grandparent role with great aplomb. His health had steadily improved over the year.

“No.” Emmaline shook her head. She shoved the letter at him and pointed to a passage written in a scrolling, spidery hand. “He lives. Read there.”

He cleared his throat and noted the date of the letter as being mid-November. “’Do not worry about me, my darling daughter. The attack was a mild one at best. There is no cause for concern or alarm. The incident occurred at the end of October. You and the earl had already left for the country, and since you were still recovering from your recent adventures in France, I didn’t wish to burden you with my news.’”

She stared at him with mixed emotions flitting over her face. “I would have stayed in London and looked after him until I was certain he was out of danger.”

“That’s probably exactly why he didn’t tell you. He didn’t wish to disturb our time together. Granted, both you and I were healing from our injuries.” Miles slipped an arm about her waist and hugged her. “We would have been more a hindrance than a help to him. Knowing him, he didn’t wish you to hover.” St. Ives was as stubborn as his daughter.

“I don’t hover,” she insisted with a little more of her customary spirit.

“Sorry, my love, but you do, to the point where a man wants to tear out his hair for a few minutes alone.” He softened the statement with a kiss to her temple and then encouraged her to sit with him.

“It’s a good thing you’re handsome to temper that cheek.” She bestowed a grin upon him that heated his blood. “Will you read me the rest of the letter? I hadn’t gotten through it once I read those first words.” She laid her head on his shoulder.

“Very well.” He settled his back against the velvet upholstery and rested an ankle on a knee. Emmaline nestled into his side, folding her legs beneath her skirts. He examined the missive once more. “’I was not alone in my recovery, however. Helen—the Viscountess Babbington—spent copious amounts of time with me. Her care was most attentive.’” Miles broke off and glanced at his wife. “Surely not.”

Emmaline waved a hand. “I think it’s true. They have been close for years.”

“Indeed.” Trying to reconcile his thoughts around the fact that St. Ives might have a lover, Miles continued, “’Her presence in my life over the last several months made me think, and this health scare put things into perspective for me. Even moreso when the doctor told me I had to stop pushing myself and spending long hours in study and with my books.’”

Oh, God.

“Here.” He handed the letter back to his wife. “It almost feels as if I’m prying into something intimate I shouldn’t.”

Emmaline’s laughter sent awareness rippling over his skin. “Never say you’re squeamish about romance between two older people?”

“I am not. I merely think you should read the rest.” Some things a man just didn’t need to know about his father-in-law, and certainly not to see it in Emmy’s father’s hand.

She smiled and took up where he left off. “’So, my dearest child, I have decided to marry the old girl since we’ve been fast friends for years. Helen has always been an admirer, and at times, a partner in crime. This is the next logical step.’”

Miles stayed her words with a hand on her arm. “Partner in crime? Does that mean they thieved together at some point?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t put it past either one of them.” Her eyes twinkled with humor. She continued her reading. “’I hope you will be supportive, for it has been years since your mother died. I figured it might be nice and peaceful to have a female’s touch about the place again, which I suppose was one of the reasons I had the townhouse renovated, though I didn’t realize it at the time.’” Emmaline paused and laughed again. “Men are so silly. They never know what their hearts are telling them until they’re well and truly snared.”

Miles snorted. “In our defense, life has a way of making arses of us. That’s why we don’t commit outright to what we’re feeling.”

“And that is why it’s so much fun to let you wallow in it at times.” She brought one of his hands to her lips and kissed it. Then she went back to the letter. “Dear Lord.”

“What?” Miles straightened his spine. Surely there wasn’t more shocking news in that missive.

“He says he and the viscountess will arrive at Archewyne Hall by Boxing Day. And they will bring a puppy for the children.” She sighed and slid her gaze to his. “Are we ready for this?”

“Doesn’t matter if we aren’t. It’s happening anyway.” On the one hand, it was thrilling to know the old pile of bricks that was his family’s country seat would be full of life and laughter again. But on the other hand, chances for enjoying his wife’s company alone would be more difficult. All part of the chase and challenge.

Emmaline read from the letter once more. “’All children should have some sort of animal, and since Archewyne hasn’t taken the initiative, I did. I would have secured a lion cub or a monkey if I hadn’t been distracted with this heart business. Perhaps next year.’” She carefully folded the correspondence and slipped it back into the envelope. “God help us if he does indeed bring a lion at some point.”

“Ah, then you can know that same terror I felt when you foisted your own lion cub upon me shortly after we met.” Gently he tugged the letter from her fingers and then tossed it to the low table in front of him. “Turnabout is fair play, sweeting.”

“Somehow, I don’t think that’s what the phrase means.” She smiled as she wrapped her arms around his waist. “It seems our holiday will see many happy times this year.”

“Indeed.” He settled her more comfortably in his arms, content to hold her. “This Christmastide will be the best I’ve passed in many years.” He pressed a kiss into her hair. “Are you content with our lot?”

“Quite. As long as you’re by my side, there is nothing much I’m afraid of.”

“I don’t anticipate that we shall find ourselves parted any time soon.” Regardless of the open parlor door or the fact Jonathan could return at any time, Miles cupped her cheek and tilted her face upward. “Thank you for turning my life upside down and bringing laughter and love into it.”

“I didn’t do anything extraordinary, Miles.” She slipped a hand to his torso. Slowly, she encouraged a button on his jacket from its hole. “I just knew you were what I wanted. Everything else you’ve brought me in return has been the real treasure.”

“Ah, Emmy,” Miles whispered and then claimed her lips with his. Several moments were spent becoming lost in the wonder of her mouth before she pulled away with kiss-reddened lips and passion-glazed eyes.

“What did you and Jonathan discuss with Miss Wickham? It appeared high emotion was ready to fly.”

His pulse kicked up a notch. “At this time, I’m not entirely certain, but let me tell you what transpired. Perhaps you can puzzle out the mystery.”
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Chapter Five
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December 22nd

“Are you quite certain you will be all right in the attics, Lady Archewyne?” Willoughby asked as Emmaline, Miles and Jonathan took a leisurely breakfast the next day.

“Oh, yes. I’ll take Jane with me, but thank you for your concern.” She dabbed her lips with her linen napkin as she looked at the butler. As if it were the most important duty, the older man carried a glass carafe of coffee to the table and refilled Miles’ cup. Then he moved on to Jonathan and finally her. She declined any more of the brew. “Actually, Willoughby, I might enjoy your company as well. No doubt you know where the decorations from Miles’ youth are stored.”

“Oh, I am afraid I couldn’t possibly accompany you,” the older man hedged as he returned to the sideboard.

“Capital idea, Emmy.” Miles cut through a piece of hamsteak. “Willoughby, it’s just the task for you. Then we will both stop worrying about the countess’ safety.”

With significant willpower, Emmaline stopped herself from rolling her eyes.

“Very well, my lord.” The butler’s smile took years off his face. His faded brown eyes twinkled. “I would be honored, my lady. Once my chores here are seen to, I’ll join you.”

As he quit the room, Miles nudged her leg beneath the table with his knee. Tingles of warmth raced up her limb. “You have quite a knack, my dear.”

She furrowed her forehead. “A knack for what?”

“For making everyone around you feel at ease and giving them a purpose.” Miles chewed a bit of ham, and after he swallowed, he forged ahead, “You do it all the time, and with such aplomb, I doubt you realize it.” He grinned and wiped his mouth. “It’s one of the first things I noticed about you upon renewing our acquaintance and one of the reasons why I love you.”

“Pish posh, Miles.” But she smiled from his praise. “I merely enjoy talking with everyone around me, and I do consider Willoughby part of the family, as is everyone on our staff.” It was a forward-thinking idea, to be certain. Where many members of the peerage didn’t give even a passing care to their servants, Emmaline rather thought things in life would come to a crashing halt without the work of those good people. And there was no reason to treat one man or woman better than another based only on class separation.

“You are a good woman, Emmy.” Miles continued to eat his eggs.

Jonathan nodded. He neatly cut his own hamsteak. “It is the truth, Lady Archewyne. Not many are as accommodating or caring as you in the ton. I have seen domestics treated horribly, regardless of the company present at a function. England would be a better place if you could but teach compassion.”

“I do what I can.” After pushing her mostly untouched plate away, Emmaline glanced at her husband. “Will you come with me to search out your childhood trinkets?”

“As much as I would adore such a mind-numbing errand, I do, fortunately, have other plans.” His smirk pulled another grin from her. “Hudson and I have important work to finalize before Christmas.” He held up a hand. “Don’t ask me about it, for I cannot tell you. It’s a secret I’m already hard-pressed not to tell you.”

“Ah, the mysterious project.” She wrapped her hands around her still-warm mug of coffee. “I understand, though I may try to tease it out of you later.”

A faint flush rose over his cravat. “None of that now.” He looked at Jonathan who studiously ignored them both in favor of shoveling food into his mouth. Then Miles regarded her, this time with an expression of concern. “Are you feeling up to snuff?”

“I am fine. Why?”

One of his eyebrows sailed upward. “Never say you’re increasing again.” Was that... hope winking deep in the dark depths of his eyes?

“Miles!” Heat jumped into her cheeks. 

“Good God, man,” Jonathan spat, wiping his mouth with his napkin. “Do you have an inkling of what proper meal time conversation should be?” He threw the linen square down. “There are other people present who have no desire to hear about your wish to expand your nursery. It should be discussed privately with your wife.”

“It’s not a wish, per say, since Charles was unexpected. It wouldn’t do to tempt fate overly much, but I wouldn’t begrudge the new life if it were to happen.” The earl calmly continued with his breakfast as though nothing untoward had occurred. “What?” he asked when they continued to stare at him with varying degrees of astonishment. “I assumed we were close enough friends that this topic wouldn’t be a shock.”

“I... You... It would always be a shock, Archewyne, and never proper with any sort of company, no matter how close.” Emmaline gawked at him as her mind spun. Did that mean he wanted another baby, now when their lives were finally settling into some semblance of a pattern? She sent an apologetic look to the viscount. He rolled his eyes. Finally, she huffed. “I am not increasing. Whatever gave you that impression?” She smoothed a hand along her stomach. Her figure might not be exactly what it was before she was delivered from Charles but it wasn’t hideous either. Dear God, did Miles want more children when she wasn’t certain she could bear another babe? Charles had indeed been a surprise miracle. And if she could not, would he forever be disappointed?

“The last time you were with child, you didn’t have an appetite early on in the process.” He shrugged and chased the last bits of food around his plate with his fork. “You did not eat much of your meal.” Miles pointed to her plate with his knife once he’d taken his final bite.

“Oh.” Emmaline pressed her hands to her flaming cheeks. “Rest assured, my appetite has fled this time around due to my excitement regarding Christmas.” She stood. “I’m going to find Jane and then adjourn to the attics.” And hopefully collect my wits.

Jonathan scrambled to his feet. “I believe I will accompany you.”

“You are not going with Miles on his mysterious errand?”

“Not a chance. I’ve had rather enough of the earl for one morning.” He grinned at Miles. “I cannot hear him wax romantic again over what he’s planning for your Christmas gift. He’s already nauseating enough with his lovesick musings.”

“Can I help it if I love my wife?” Miles drained the remainder of his coffee from his cup and then set it onto the table.

“No, but you can talk about your wonderful life together less in my presence.” The viscount came around the table and pounced, catching Miles in a headlock. “I fondly remember the days when I tried to coax you out of your townhouse and accompany me to the clubs. Before you went soft.”

“Soft?” Miles grappled with Jonathan, much like they probably had in their early days of friendship. “You are mistaken if you assume love doesn’t build a man up.”

Emmaline snorted as her husband pushed out of his friend’s hold. “Leave him alone, Jonathan. He’s adorable, and I like him that way. I love that he holds the spirit of Christmas in his person this year.” It was a big change from the man she met in that long-ago library.

Then she fled upstairs to the nursery, her mind crowded with confusing thoughts of expanding their family.
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“Mama, does Papa enjoy Christmas?” Jane wanted to know as Emmaline sorted through a trunk. Jonathan sat on the floor five feet away, looking through a chest.

“It appears, this year especially, your father is excited for the holiday.” There was nothing except clothing in the trunk, ancient, delicate things probably from the early days of Miles’ parents’ marriage.

“Is Papa Father Christmas?”

“No, pet, he is merely exuberant about the season.” Emmaline smiled as she drew forth a christening gown, now yellowed with age. Dear God, did this belong to Miles or to his brother? Perhaps both had worn it. A throb of longing went through her and her mind fell to the earlier conversation. I don’t know if another baby will be possible. None of her carnal couplings with Miles since Charles came into their lives had resulted in a pregnancy. Perhaps the boy was the only child she would carry. Would Miles resent that eventually? When she realized Jane waited on an answer, she sighed. “I think it’s because he feels thankful this year in light of everything that has happened to him—to us as a family.”

“Because of all the adventures and the men who hurt you and Papa?” Jane fingered the christening gown and then left Emmaline’s side for Jonathan’s.

“Yes, exactly.” She replaced the dress and closed the lid on the trunk. The memories contained therein were for another day. As would the concerns over their family keep. “Any luck over there, Jonathan?”

“I believe this box is but one you’re searching for.” He pulled out a brace of harness bells. Their ring and tinkle through the airy space immediately gave the impression of sleigh rides and snow-filled forests. “Perhaps this can be put on a door.”

Jane immediately delved into the box. “Let me look.”

Emmaline stood, shook out her skirts and then moved to a different leather-bound trunk. “I’m glad you’re here,” she told the viscount. “After that comment by my husband at breakfast, I’m feeling out of sorts and didn’t wish to be alone with my thoughts.” With something as simple—and complex—as the mention of another child, her perfect Christmastide season had dimmed.

“I wouldn’t worry about Archewyne, my lady. You know as well as I that he’s quite content in his life.” He tugged a glass ball from the box. Inside, spangles and glitter acted as snow upon a tiny painted couple who appeared to ice-skate. “Talks of nothing except how proud and fortunate he is with his children. That’s when he’s not making me ill with his doting upon you.” The viscount snorted. “Really, the man needs saving from himself.”

“Papa likes us,” Jane told the man with a pat to his knee. “If you would stop being a growly bear, you would like us too.”

Both the viscount and Emmaline laughed. Jonathan smiled at the girl. “How can you think I don’t like you, no matter if I’m grumpy or not?”

Jane didn’t answer. Her attention was occupied with a multitude of red satin bows she was removing from the box.

As Emmaline knelt beside the trunk and opened it, she asked, “Was Miles always such a devotee of Yuletide celebrations? I’m curious, for last year, even though we were Italy, he made certain Jane had a special day with what we had around us.”

“Archewyne has always been fascinated by Christmas.” Jonathan had no choice but to hold the countless tin bells and red bows Jane kept handing him from the box. “Once, the first year we’d signed on as agents just after the war concluded, we were holed up at Rathesborne’s country estate near Cornwall. He’d invited his team out for the Christmastide season as an introduction of sorts, but a damned storm blew up from the sea and put a damper on everything.”

“This was before he’d met Constance?”

“Yes.” A small grin curved Jonathan’s lips. “Actually, he would go on from that party to meet her shortly after, once we returned to London. I never thought he’d settle down so soon, but he was always one for romance.”

A twinge of jealousy speared through her even though she was married to the man in question and enjoyed a beautiful life with him. It was silly to feel thusly; they each had their pasts. “What happened during the storm?”

“Archewyne insisted we play a plethora of asinine games to dispel the gloomy atmosphere. After that, he cajoled the duke into wassailing about the village even though the rain was fierce.”

Emmaline’s jaw dropped. “Did you go?” She unearthed a stack of red linen-bound caroling books. Perhaps these were the very ones Jonathan spoke of.

“Oh, we went all right. Put enough rum and brandy-laced tea into a man and he’ll do anything anyone suggests.” He laughed as his eyes went soft at the memories. “We were so much in our cups, we barely noticed the chill or the wetness, but the villagers appreciated our efforts, off key as they were.”

“Miles sang?”

“He’s the only one of us who has control of pitch.” Jonathan shifted and one of the bells fell to the floor with a faint peal. “Now that I’m talking about it, I haven’t heard Archewyne sing since that night. A couple of years later, he and Constance were married. He resigned his position as an agent in order to spend time with her and Jane, who was an infant.”

“And then disaster befell his family. He became the earl.” She’d heard some of history directly from him already.

“Yes, but he never quite lost his love of the holiday. He and Constance made certain the residences were decorated and old traditions were held.” Jonathan accepted a few glass balls in varying colors from Jane. Her attention was absorbed with the treasures found inside the box. “After a fashion, she urged him to return to his life as a King’s agent, and the rest you know, I assume.”

“I do.” It would appear his choice in wives shared his enthusiasm for the season. “I’m glad to hear Miles has always been so light-hearted. I was afraid his life experiences had damaged him.”

“He’s made of stern stuff, Lady Archewyne.” Jonathan met her gaze. Compassion swam in his hazel depths. “Just like any of us, he’s suffered, but once Christmastide visits again, he tends to turn a blind eye and dwells on what he’s thankful for instead.”

“My husband is a good man.” She banished her maudlin thoughts. There was nothing to be sad or jealous over. “I want to make this holiday as special for him as it ever was.”

The soft clearing of a masculine throat at the door brought their attention around to Willoughby’s arrival.

“You have made an admirable start in that endeavor, my lady,” the butler added as he glanced about what they’d unpacked. “I believe the trunk next to the viscount also contains decorations as does the one to your left.” He gestured. “Shall I assist in bringing them to the parlor?”

“Oh, Willoughby, these are too heavy. Do summon a couple of the footmen.”

He cocked a feathery gray eyebrow but nodded. “Very well, my lady. Will there be anything else?”

“Yes.” She beckoned him farther into the room. “Tell me a story from Miles’ childhood. Did he gain his love of Christmas from his parents?”

“The elder earl and his countess didn’t mark the holiday as anything important, if I recall correctly, as was the wont of the ton at the time.” His dry chuckle rasped through the air. “He was dutiful and faithful to his title. Didn’t allow much to pull him away, even what he referred to as frivolity.” His faded eyes sparkled with memories. “The young Archewyne wasn’t deterred. A few years before the family began spending their winters in Egypt, Master Miles got the idea into his head that he would usher in the season in the hopes that Father Christmas would visit.”

“Papa hoped for presents?” Jane wanted to know with round eyes.

“No. In fact, the only thing your father wanted that year was for laughter to visit Archewyne Hall, and dancing. He was fascinated with the colors and pageantry of ton affairs when his parents threw them. And singing. He wished his home would ring with the sounds of revelry.”

“How adorable.” Emmaline’s heart skipped a beat. “He never grew out of wishing his home was full of laughter.”

“Except you and Papa don’t laugh because there are no more adventures,” Jane reminded them all. She stared at Emmaline. “And you never dance. Why, Mama? Do you not think Papa is dashing enough?”

Jonathan unsuccessfully stifled his bark of mirth. “Yes, Lady Archewyne, please tell us why you never dance with your husband.”

She glowered at the viscount. “You think to badger me after I saved your life this fall?” It wasn’t entertaining to be on the receiving end of his teasing.

He laid a hand over his heart. “You have cut me to the quick, my lady.”

“Do shut up, Jonathan.” Emmaline rolled her eyes. Then she looked at Jane. “I do not have a good answer for you, pet.” On the few occasions she and Miles had danced, it was either at a ton function or Miles’ birthday party wherein Jane was already abed. “It will need to be rectified swiftly.”

“I hope so, Mama.” Jane handed the viscount a length of gold lamé ribbon. “This house should be magical, like Father Christmas. I hope you look like a fairy princess.”

She’d had one gown made up, but was it as enchanting as her daughter imagined? Only time will tell. “I shall see what I can do.”

“In any event, my lady, I shall go downstairs for the footmen,” Willoughby informed her. He ambled toward the door and then paused, looking back over his shoulder at her. “There are times, Countess, when it is not a good thing to grow older and forget about the magic and faith you once had as a child. Thank goodness there are adults on this Earth who embrace such things—the earl included. Underneath his starch and title, he’s still that little boy waiting for the wonder of the holiday to find him.”

“Thank you, Willoughby,” Emmaline said in a soft voice. Why did it feel as if she’d been chastised? “I will remember that. I... I suppose it’s too easy to forget when I’ve never known a traditional Christmas like he has.”

“Indeed.” The butler exited and the ring of his shoes upon the wooden stairs echoed back.

Jane hopped to her feet. “May I go now?” She held up the bows and ribbons. “I want to decorate the nursery.”

“Yes, go ahead.” Emmaline, suddenly weary, waved a hand. “Please enlist Miss Wickham’s assistance.”

Jonathan gained his feet. “You have nothing to feel sorrow for, Lady Archewyne,” he murmured as he carefully placed the bounty Jane had given him into the box. “You have made a life with Miles and he’s been all the better for it. If you put too many expectations on a holiday, there will be disappointment somewhere.”

“Thank you.” When her chin wobbled, she busied herself in closing and latching the trunk. “I simply wish everything to be perfect this year—for Miles.”

“Perhaps the very fact that your celebration will be imperfect is the most important thing.” He hefted the box into his arms and gazed at her over the rim. “For me, Christmas has ceased to hold fascination. With so much upheaval and heartache, it is merely another day.”

“That is so sad.” She wiped her hands on her skirts as she struggled to her feet. “I shall not give up hope. For Miles, Jane and even you, Jonathan, I will do the best I can to encourage that magic and goodwill to find you all.”

How the devil was she to do such a thing when her expectations, and everyone else’s, seemed so far apart?
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Chapter Six
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December 23rd

Emmaline glanced around the North Parlor and sighed.

In this quiet time after dinner but before retiring, it was easy to feel flustered with the mess. Jane had been tucked into bed. So had Charles. Jonathan had retired to his rooms on the pretense of reading, but more likely, he fled over having to spend time in the governess’ company. Strange, that, but Emmaline hadn’t commented. She was simply too preoccupied.

Decorations she and Jane had cut out of colorful paper—including a few precious sheets of gold paper she’d brought to Kent from London—littered the floor, tables and any flat surface in the room. Doves, stars, bells, trees and hearts gave the area an air of whimsy and magic. So did the intricate white paper snowflakes Miss Wickham had shown them how to make by folding and cutting shapes. In addition, glass baubles and tin trinkets lay on the floor, all in readiness for the greenery Miles would bring in tomorrow.

While she tidied the room, another sigh escaped. Something was missing, and she couldn’t figure out what it was. Her heart squeezed. Had she lost the childlike faith of the season or had she never had it to begin with? Could a woman who’d never known a traditional Christmastide even think to provide one to her husband who knew what they should be? The sad fact remained: outside of a couple of popular carols, she couldn’t fathom the words to those songs Miles no doubt used to sing. She had no idea about plum pudding and neither did she realize the reasons why he’d booked so much entertainment for the villagers on the morrow. Was that something his father used to do?

The sad fact is I am ignorant of this time in Miles’ life.

And what of the baby issue? Emmaline had assumed their family was perfect as it was. Her stomach knotted. She couldn’t bear to disappoint the man who held her heart. One thing was certain. There was no way she could pass another night without talking with her husband and discovering exactly what he thought.

After exiting the parlor, she walked the halls. He hadn’t come upstairs when she’d checked on the children at bedtime, so where had he run off to? Knowing Miles, he’d no doubt spent the bulk of his time prowling his property with Hudson, seeing to his mysterious secret. Such a little boy deep down. Not even that thought could bring a smile, so great were the worries surrounding her. From Jane’s observations of how they acted while in England to Miles’ hints at expanding their family to wondering if her attempts at celebrating the holiday would be up to snuff, the urge to cry tightened her throat.

How had this week gone so far off course?

Pleasant surprise warmed her when she spied a faint light beneath the library door. Unless it was Jonathan who occupied the room, of course it would be her husband. He and she had a long history of being in libraries after dark.

The lightest touch of her hand on the door latch send the heavy oak panel open. Emmaline pushed it until she had enough clearance to slip inside, and then she closed the door behind her.

I’ve always loved this library.

This room in Archewyne Hall was comfortable and safe, as most libraries in the world are for those who find escape and knowledge in the books they held. This particular room was big and airy, made cozy with floor-to-ceiling shelves. The topmost ones only accessible by a wooden ladder attached to the wood by iron wheels in grooves. Thick Oriental carpets covered the dark hardwood floors that muffled sound and kept the winter’s chill from the feet. Cherry wood furniture, polished to a fine shine by Willoughby himself, coupled with buttery, dark brown leather lent a masculine touch one couldn’t find anywhere else in the house.

It was decidedly a man’s abode and retained the mysterious and delicious scents of leather, old books, parchment and a hint of tobacco. A trace of a long-ago resident, perhaps Miles’ father?

In addition, this library was where she’d finally ended her separation with Miles during those horrible days following the Bellini painting affair. Emmaline roved her gaze through the dimly lit room and it alighted on a particular leather chair. They’d reconciled on that piece of furniture...

Memories assailed her of that frantic, emotionally fraught coupling. She swallowed hard even as heat washed over her and awareness prickled her skin. There was something so wicked and satisfying about joining with one’s husband in places outside of the bedroom.

“Ah, Emmy, will you come into the room or do you plan to stand sentinel there at the door?” Miles greeted her with his usual aplomb. He gestured her over from his spot on one of the leather button sofas. A book lay open upon his lap. Though there was a fireplace nearby, it was seldom lit, for the smoke from such an endeavor would damage and even ruin some of the older texts and tomes ensconced upon the library’s shelves. In the times a fire did light the grate, the windows were always open to encourage smoke outside.

“I’m not certain what my next plans are. I suppose it depends on if you will retire soon.” She advanced into the room, the rugs making her passage silent.

“Eventually, I’ll come to bed, but not just yet.” He tapped his book with a forefinger. “I want to read a bit more.”

That tugged a smile from her. If it was archeology or other scholarly pursuits, nothing would convince her husband to leave it for something as pedestrian as sleeping. “What is it that holds you in such fascination?”

“Oh, probably dull reading for some, but to me it’s quite invigorating,” he said with a grin and then held up the book so she could read the title.

“Roman-era archelogy, specifically walls and floors found in England?” She furrowed her brow. If he still lusted after the thrill of the dig and he didn’t wish to leave his country of birth, it would make sense that he’d want to begin a search on Britain’s shores. How singularly... disappointing. She strove to hide her reaction. “When did you shift focus?”

“Only recently, and it is for a short time.” He moved the open book to the empty place next to him. “Worry not. I am intensely smitten with all things Egyptian or pertaining to other Old World treasures.”

“I see.” In recent days, he’d become more and more secretive. Had Rathesborne given him a new mission, and one that wouldn’t involve her?

“Don’t look at me with those sad puppy eyes, my love.” He grinned, which made all of her fears and worries intensify. “All will be well.” Miles stared at her without greater explanation. “Did you wish to talk with me about something specific?”

“Yes, actually.” Best to air her doubts now. It wouldn’t do to have them bubble up and grow. “The trip to the attics was a success. We found many amusing baubles and treasures, including what appeared to be a christening gown. Might have belonged to you or Nigel when you were babes.”

“I haven’t visited those attics for years, perhaps decades,” he said with an air of distraction, his gaze wandering back to the book beside him. He also didn’t mention anything about infants though she’d given him the perfect opening.

“Regardless, Jane and I have made paper decorations. All we need now is for you and Jonathan to bring in a tree and the evergreen boughs.” 

“And so we shall. Christmas Eve is the perfect time for such things.” He frowned and gave her his full attention. “You have that worried look about you, my dear. What is troubling you? Two days ago you were gripped with the same excitement I have.”

There was the rub. What if what excited her was night and day different than his interests? Yet, she hesitated. “Jane again mentioned that, in addition to laughing more, the two of us needed to dance.”

“Dance?”

Emmaline nodded. “It would appear, to her five-year-old self, that dancing with one’s partner is paramount to romance and enjoying oneself.” It seemed Jane had taken after her father in that respect, since he too had wished for dancing as a child. She sighed when Miles cocked an eyebrow. “I’m worried about Jane’s development.”

“How so?” Miles rested an ankle on a knee.

“Perhaps we should go ahead and take her on more travels with us. I feel something of the adventure is missing from her education at the moment, and if we don’t supplement her day-to-day life with something out of the normal and unexpected, she’ll wither.”

“At the moment, I feel we should wait and see what working with Miss Wickham will do for Jane.” He skittered his gaze from hers.

Why was he being so evasive? The muscles of her stomach clenched. The only reason he could want to remain in England was for her health... in the event she became with child again.

Tear stung her eyes. “Miles, I fear you and I have gone off course. I’m not sure what to do about it, and...” A drop of moisture fell to her cheek. “And it hurts me.”

“Aw, Emmy. You know I cannot bear it when you cry.” Miles sprang up from the sofa. He swept her into an embrace and held her close. “There is nothing at all the matter between us. However, you must trust me.”

She gave herself over to the strength of his arms around her and the soothing timbre of his voice. “But—”

“Perhaps we should begin following one of Jane’s dictates now; let us indulge in dancing.” Without explanation, he resituated himself, taking one of her hands and moving them both into the proper position for a waltz. “Ready?”

“You cannot mean that we’re going to—”

“Yes. We are.” Miles began humming a popular waltz tune and set them into motion. “Jane is correct. One should always make time for dancing.” His whispered words resonated in her chest and sent tremors down her spine.

Despite her worries, Emmaline relaxed. She matched him step for step. His hummed notes infiltrated her brain and eased the worries from her mind. Her hand, held securely in his, felt right, as did the brush of her thighs against his as they whisked around the furniture. Light flickered from the few candles lit around the room, lending the location a mysterious, romantic air. When he tugged her closer into his body, she glanced up and met his gaze. Those dark coffee depths twinkled, but it was the gold flecks deep down that held her attention.

“I know that look.” When she attempted to pull away, he tightened his grip.

“Then you should also know what the eventuality of the look means.” Again he guided them around a grouping of furniture. “Do you take issue with that?”

“Of course not.” She slid her hand from his chest up to his nape. Tiny fires erupted in her blood. “Shall we adjourn to our rooms?”

“Hmm. Our rooms. The place where we’ve made love countless times since arriving at Archewyne Hall.” He shrugged and gave them yet another turn. “Does our bed still hold the same thrill, the same charm? I wonder. Perhaps we’ve grown stale after a fashion.”

Her breath caught. “Then where?” It had been so long since they’d taken advantage of a stolen moment. Gooseflesh popped along her arms. This was the man she loved. This was the man she’d fallen for all those years ago in Cairo when she’d been a schoolgirl and he’d been a young man, the second son of an earl with the world at his feet. Oh, how I’ve missed this man.

“Let me think.” He gave them another turn and then abruptly halted. Her skirts swirled around their legs. “Right here will do nicely.” Miles walked her backward until her body connected with a bookshelf. He lowered his head and claimed her lips in such a searing kiss that her whole being throbbed with need. Over and over again he drank from her, fenced with her tongue, claimed her mouth and left no doubt as to his intent.

When he allowed her a moment to catch her breath, Emmaline sagged into him, staying upright by gripping his shoulders. “You’ll hear no argument from me.”

“Excellent.” He stepped forward, trapping her between the shelf and the hard wall of his body. “It’s been an age since we were spontaneous.”

“Yes. Our lives have become... predictable.” She returned his kiss with abandon, but insidious worry crept in and stole the newfound joy of being in her husband’s arms. No matter what, she couldn’t move forward without knowing his mindset.

“You are not attending me as I’d hoped,” Miles mentioned in a quiet voice. He loosened his hold and peered down at her. “What troubles you? It is something and has been since breakfast.”

Her chin trembled. “What is your stance regarding having more babes?” Her words tripped over themselves as she rushed on. “If this is something you desire above all things, and my body doesn’t cooperate with bearing another child, will you...” She forced a swallow into her tight throat. “Will you resent that from me?”

“Oh, sweeting. This is because of what I said at the table?” When she nodded, he continued, “I spoke without thinking and only out of concern since I remembered how difficult it was for you with Charles.” He held her close to him and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “As for expanding our family, I leave that entirely to fate. It matters not to me, for the two children we have now make our numbers complete.”

Relief swept through her. She clung to him. “Truly?” Her word was muffled by his cravat.

He nudged her chin up. “I speak the truth.” Miles teased her lips with a series of quick, nibbling kisses. “As much as I adore Jane and Charles, I will still be the happiest of men if we have no more children.” He stopped her protest with a longer kiss. “Yet, if fate graces us with another babe, I will be equally as ecstatic.”

“It makes me glad to hear.” Emmaline lifted up onto her tiptoes and claimed his lips in a proper kiss she hoped conveyed all that she felt. It took little effort to tease his mouth open, even less to find his tongue with hers.

And it wasn’t enough contact.

“How is it possible to want you, my wife, the mother of my children, even more now than when I met you?” He tugged at the filmy, lace-edged bodice of her gown, grunting when her breasts popped free of the fabric.

“Perhaps I am like fine wines or cheeses,” she whispered, gasping when he took one of her tightened nipples into the warm cavern of his mouth. “I improve with age.”

“Ah, mayhap that is it.” He switched attention to her other nipple, and when she cried out and arched her back to give him greater access, he captured her lips.

The more he took from her, drank from her, made love to her mouth, the more the frenzied heat of passion coiled and built within her. Emmaline wound one hand around his nape to hold him close while she slid the other between them in an effort to manipulate the buttons on his trousers. If he was consumed with her, she was even more so with him. There was something both comforting and thrilling with enjoying intercourse with one’s husband.

“Miles, I want you.” Devil take it! Why wouldn’t those stubborn buttons come undone?

“I exist to fulfil my lady’s wishes.” He drew up handfuls of her skirting and bunched it at her waist. Then he encouraged one of her legs upon his hip and she curled it around him, drawing him even closer. The dagger she always wore strapped to her thigh lay fully revealed. Miles chuckled as he glanced his fingers along the leather of its sheath but said nothing.

She finally yanked open the flap of his trousers while his exploring fingers sent prickles of awareness over her skin. His erect cock sprang into her hand and she laughed. Was that throaty sound really her? “Where are your small pants?”

He snorted. “I hate wearing those things. The wool itches.”

“I’ll order you more in a different fabric.” She brushed her fingers along his firm length and giggled when he hissed. “It would appear, my love, that you are beyond ready.”

“Always.” He batted away her hand only to delve his fingers between her thighs. Easily, he encouraged the few buttons on her drawers from their holes and strummed his fingertips over her swollen nubbin.

“Mmm.” Shivers played her spine as tremors throbbed through her core. “Don’t dawdle tonight. I don’t want teasing; I merely want to feel you inside me.” Where her husband was concerned, she was shameless.

He didn’t answer with words. Instead, he fit the tip of his hard member to her opening and then caught her hands in one his and pressed them to the books above her head. With his gaze holding hers, he thrust into her and didn’t stop until he was fully seated. “Bloody hell, I enjoy this moment way too much.”

“Me too,” Emmaline gasped out as her body adjusted around his length. Already, the snaking, curling need was in danger of breaking and he’d barely penetrated her. She attempted to tug her hands from his, but he merely held tighter, holding them more firmly to the books. There was something wickedly delicious knowing she couldn’t use her fingers to help the act along. “Miles, please.” Her plea rasped loud in the quiet of the library.

Again, he said nothing, but he did begin moving in and out of her passage, anchoring her more securely with his free hand clutching her thigh. Slowly at first, and then after a groan, he increased his pace. Over and over he speared her, stretched her core. The scrape of the coarse hair at his base against her nubbin provided additional friction and stimulation, and soon Emmaline squirmed with need.

She canted her hips as best she could to meet his thrusts that grew more forceful as seconds passed. Her breath became little pants, and with every stroke, her back knocked against the bookshelf. “Yes, like that,” she crooned as she gave herself up to his expert care.

Miles grunted. He played her body with all the skill of a master, and so he should since they had been together for over a year. Every joining was a new adventure, made ever sweeter for the fact they both tried to keep the romance alive in their marriage. “Damn. Sweeting, I’m coming already.”

And still he drove into her. Faster. Harder. Deeper. Over and over. Until she was fairly sobbing with the desire to fly. Books tumbled down around them: Charlemagne, Keats, Shakespeare, Byron, Dante. Only too fitting for the scene.

“Oh!” The bands stacking low in her belly and core shattered. She sucked in a breath, and when she would have cried out as her body fractured, Miles claimed her mouth in a frantic kiss, taking the sound into himself. Wave after wave of pleasure crashed into her as her inner muscles contracted around his length.

Miles clenched his fingers around her wrists, dug them into her thigh, while he pumped twice more and then fell into his own release. His cock twitched as the warmth of his seed flooded into her. He ground his hips against hers, and another quick round of tingling bliss zipped along her limbs. Finally, he released her to wrap his arms around her, his cheek fitted to hers, his ragged breathing echoing in her ear.

The rapid beat of her heart slowly subsided and she lowered her leg. His now-flaccid length slipped out of her and still he held her. Emmaline looped her arms about his shoulders. She lightly nipped the side of his neck above his cravat. “Once more, my love, we’ve utilized a library for our own carnal purposes. Perhaps we should speak to a professional about that tendency.”

“Books and bed sport. It is a good pairing.” His tired laughter blended with hers. He pulled slightly away, his dark eyes twinkling in the candlelight. “At least we’re consistent.”

“We are that.” She smiled. Truly, he was the balm for her soul.

“And we did promise each other trysts no matter the location.”

“We did.” He always knew how to lift her spirits. She smiled, but it wasn’t as wide as it could have been.

Miles cupped her face and then pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You and I are quite well in our relationship, Emmy.” He dropped a fleeting kiss to her lips. “Do not worry yourself anymore. Enjoy the Christmastide season. It is for joy and thankfulness, nothing else. Things will be, as you say, perfect. We have everything we need. There are no threats against us. Nothing can mar our happiness.”

“Perhaps you are correct.” She laid her head upon his chest. The strong, fast beat of his heart reassured her. She closed her eyes with another smile. “Let us retire upstairs. I find myself quite fatigued. You wear me out, husband.”

“Only in the best of ways.”
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Chapter Seven
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December 24th

“Are you quite certain you don’t wish for Jane and I to accompany you?”

Miles smiled at his wife’s inquiry. At the moment, his daughter was finishing up a riding lesson with Miss Wickham. Jonathan was spying on said governess from the study windows and Emmaline, it would appear, had nothing to do except enjoy her leisure time.

Which meant she was bored, and would try her level best to worm her way into his outing. Ordinarily, he would welcome her company, but, bloody hell, he wished to keep her present a surprise.

“Quite, my love.” He crossed the entry hall and accepted his gray kid gloves from Willoughby. While she patted Charles’ back and cooed to him until he smiled, and subsequently drooled, Miles donned the gloves and then shrugged into his matching greatcoat. The two capes would be greater protection against the cold. He then ran a knuckle along the baby’s chubby cheek and grinned when the boy smiled wide, showing off his first tooth. “Since I’m taking Charles out with Hudson to gather the greenery, I want you to recline and relax, for once I return, you’ll be busy with the decorations. Later this afternoon, the Christmastide entertainers arrive and we shall enjoy their offerings as a family.”

He was especially looking forward to the acrobats as well as the carol singing. Did his wife know he adored wassailing, but hadn’t done so for years?

“But Miles, what do you expect me to do while you’re gone?” A trace of a whine lingered in her voice. Even the baby looked askance at him while she fussed with putting on a knitted hat and tying it beneath his chin.

“What do ton ladies do when they have nothing that requires their attention?” He accepted his top hat from Willoughby, who exchanged an amused glance with him. “Perhaps, if you haven’t already, you could have Sarah assist in choosing your gown for this afternoon’s festivities.” Procuring a bright green muffler from a pocket of his coat, he wound it about his neck.

Emmaline rolled her eyes. “I suppose, since I am waffling between two.” She handed him the baby, who kicked his legs, making the white gown flutter around his feet, which were ensconced in white knitted socks. A smart, knitted overdress would keep the worst of the nip from his skin. “Please don’t stay out too long. I don’t want Charles to catch a chill.”

“I’ll be sure to tuck him beneath my coat most of the time.” Though it wasn’t in the fashion for a father to take notice of any of his children while they were in the nursery, Miles believed any time spent with his offspring was better than nothing. In order to change the course of things in England, children needed to be reared differently than tradition dictated. “While we’re out, I shall tell him about mistletoe and instruct him on the best ways to steal a kiss from a young lady so he’ll be prepared when he’s older.”

“Miles, I do not think—”

“Let me do this, sweeting. My father never let me go on this errand until I was a few years older than Jane. I found it highly unfair that Nigel could accompany him but not me.” He shook his head. “I’m training our boy up differently.”

“I understand, but mayhap I should keep Charles here with me anyway.” Doubt lined the statement. She frowned and reached for the baby, but Miles took a few steps out of her reach.

“You promised you weren’t going to worry anymore this holiday. Remember?” He cocked an eyebrow. Surely she wouldn’t have forgotten what was a memorable coupling over twelve hours ago?

A faint blush colored her pale cheeks. “I remember.”

Willoughby cleared his throat. “If you do not require anything else, I have duties. Much still needs overseen for this afternoon.”

“Nothing else, my good man.” Miles glanced past the butler’s shoulder. “Ah, there’s Hudson. Punctual as usual.” He nodded at his valet, who drew on a pair of black kid gloves as he approached. A beaver felt hat, in the old-fashioned clerical style, graced his blond hair. It suited him. Once Willoughby moved off down the hall, Miles greeted his valet turned bodyguard turned friend. “Ready to conquer the wilderness?”

Hudson snorted. He adjusted the folds of his own muffler. The jet black blended with his equally dark greatcoat. “Your acreage is hardly wilderness, my lord.” He regarded Emmaline. “Good afternoon, Lady Archewyne. You have my word I shall protect both the earl and your son on what should be a straightforward jaunt for holiday greenery.”

“Thank you.” She briefly touched the man’s forearm. “I suppose I should trust you and leave my husband to his rambles.”

“You have no reason not to, my lady.” Hudson’s grin was more amused than mysterious.

Miles bounded over to her and caught her up into his arms despite holding Charles close. “Go put your feet up. Have Willoughby bring you tea.” Into her ear, he whispered, “Once midnight falls and we’ve retired, I shall be happy to provide you comfort or put you through your paces.”

She giggled and swatted his arm. “Miles, not in front of Hudson,” she said in a low voice.

The long-suffering valet rolled his eyes when Miles met his gaze over Emmaline’s shoulder. “There is nothing that will shock me, Lady Archewyne. Least of all your husband’s lack of tact.” Yet, he did the gentlemanly thing and turned away, allowing a modicum of privacy.

Good man. Miles cupped the side of Emmy’s face. “Promise me you’ll practice at being a lady of leisure. I’d say go embroider something, but we both know the truth about that.” He’d lay odds his wife had never set a needle to a piece of finery a day in her life. That wasn’t Emmaline’s forte. Before she could say anything, he leaned in and briefly kissed her lips. “If you grow very bored, help Willoughby place the entertainers. No matter what you do, stay out of trouble.”

“I should say the same of you, Archewyne.” When a genuine smile curved her kissable lips, the urge to call off the outing grew strong, but he wanted those fir boughs and mistletoe so Emmaline and Jane could decorate. The hall needed its traditional holiday greenery. He could almost smell the sharp scent of pine.

Not to mention the Yule log he’d promised.

“I will return soon, love.” Miles tapped Hudson on the shoulder. “Let’s go. Adventure is in the offing.”
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“Evergreen boughs will be easy to find, but I’m worried about locating a decent Yule log,” Miles commented to his valet once they’d hiked the property for half an hour. The breeze had turned chilly and it scudded the fat, gray-swollen clouds across the sky. “It needs to be large and able to give off a brilliant flame. I have a feeling we’ll want a cheerful fire, for snow is definitely in the offing.”

“Never fear, my lord. I’m certain we can procure something to fit your standards.” Hudson slid a glance his way as he reordered his grip on the handle of an axe he’d retrieved from the entryway before they’d departed. “Except, we are not heading toward the forested areas.”

“No we are not,” Miles said with a grin. He snuggled his son close, much to Charles’ annoyance. The baby squirmed and fussed, but when Miles turned him around so that he could see the landscape, the boy quieted. “What we are doing is going to visit the dig site.”

Hudson snorted. “It’s hardly a dig site yet. Excavation hasn’t begun in earnest.”

“This is true; however, I merely wish to check on my pavement piece.” He bounced his son until the boy squealed with delight.

“It’s just as well, my lord. You’re fairly vibrating with excitement.” The valet chuckled. “Best clear your system of it now, else you’ll give yourself away before tomorrow.”

“Exactly.” Another half hour saw them near the rear of the property. A collection of slight hills shielded the area from a prying neighbor’s eye should they happen to be riding close by. In the flat land in front of the hills, a six-by-three-foot section of earth had been disturbed. Digging tools lay waiting in a pine box fashioned to resemble a plainly made coffin if someone came snooping. To all outward accounts, the area had the look of a quick burial, one that would cause enough rumors in the village to keep curiosity seekers away. Miles would rather have that than the truth that it was an archeological site for the moment. 

If they were lucky, further investigation would reveal it to be a villa. If they were exceedingly fortunate, it might have been part of a church.

“Ah, Daniel. Pleasant surprise,” he greeted a young man of not more than seventeen who sat on the ground with his back against a hillock. One of the stable hands if he wasn’t mistaken.

The tall youth shot to his feet. He dusted his hands on his natty wool trousers. “Lord Archewyne.” He ducked his head as red colored his face and neck. “Mr. Wiltshire told me to guard this area. Will send someone else to relieve me near dinner. Said no one was to come through here without either his accompaniment, or with Mr. Hudson, or even you.”

“Excellent to hear. And true. This area is to remain a secret for a while.” Miles approached the hole. “No one came by to poke around?”

The young man shook his head. His scraggly brown hair fluttered in the breeze. “Not since I came here after breakfast.” He scratched his head beneath his slouch cap. “Begging your pardon, my lord, but what’s in there?”

“Hopefully, something amazing.” Miles peered down. The mosaic tiles were still there, dirt covered and muddy, but blue and green coloring peeked through the grime. God, I cannot wait to clean it up and find out exactly what I have. He glanced at the youth. “Carry on your good work.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“You will come to the celebration, won’t you Daniel?” The mummers and assorted other acts he’d booked had been a particularly fond memory of Christmases with his parents. Though the choice might be slightly old-fashioned now, the villagers would appreciate it, and bowls of wassail punch would be abundant. It was an excuse to mingle with his tenants and provide gaiety and food. A time to express his gratitude for everyone on his estate. That was something his father didn’t do well.

I’m trying my best to forge new paths with the title.

The boy nodded vigorously. “Oh yes, my lord. I’m escorting my sisters. We’ve been waiting ever so long for today.” Again, a flush rose up his neck. “I’ve been dreaming about all the vittles we’ll have.”

Miles laughed. Charles kicked his feet. “You and me both. Well, we’re off to pick out the Yule log and some fir branches for the Hall.”

“Best wishes, my lord. I’ve spied some bloody good logs in the east stand of woods a few days ago.” His grin was decidedly mischievous. “If it’s mistletoe you’re after, you’ll have to look close. It’s sparse this year, but there’s a tight knot of wild apple trees in the east woods that I’ve seen those berries on.”

“That’s good to know. Thank you, Daniel.” Miles exchanged an amused look with Hudson. “I’ll be certain to check the east woods then.” With a wave, Miles set out. 

Once they’d quit the area, he walked alongside Hudson, moving in the direction of the woods. The breeze whistled through the trees and grasses, and it brought with it a pointed chill. And wonder of wonders, the overcast sky spit snowflakes.

“Well, Christmas appears to be shaping into the perfect holiday Lady Archewyne desires,” Miles said. He laughed when a few of the flakes landed on Charles’ nose and the boy more or less froze, his forehead scrunched in concentration.

“It would seem so, my lord.” The valet grinned. “No doubt she’s ecstatically happy.”

“No doubt.” Miles turned the baby around in his arms. “Up into the sky, my lad. Fly through the snowflakes.” He tossed the boy a few feet into the air and easily caught him. Charles screeched with delight and then uttered a hysterical string of laughter that only a baby can. “Enjoyed that, did you?” Once more he repeated the action and then he cuddled the child close. “It is good to be home, Hudson.”

Although, if he were being honest with himself, wherever his family was felt like home.

Hudson didn’t answer. Instead, he rested the axe head on his shoulder as they proceeded into the forested area of land.

“Speaking of home, what do you think of Miss Wickham?” If anyone knew covert information, it would be his valet.

“I... I beg your pardon? You’re asking my opinion on your governess?” Hudson slowed his steps until Miles was forced to stop. The hush of the forest fell all around them. “In what capacity, my lord?”

Ah, I suppose he does require some clarification. “I’ll be blunt. Is Miss Wickham a King’s agent?”

Hudson’s jaw hung slightly open. The shock in his expression was too genuine to be contrived. “If she is, I certainly haven’t been informed of the fact.”

“Rathesborne didn’t plant her in my household as he did you?”

The other man rolled his eyes. “Still bringing that against me?” When Miles grinned, the valet continued, “The duke didn’t mention anything about Miss Wickham beyond the fact she came from reduced circumstances, is a dedicated worker and her references are impeccable.”

“How did Rathesborne come to be involved in her life?” Though, knowing the duke, his influence stretched far and encompassed many things and many people.

“I am not certain, my lord. Perhaps he genuinely wishes to help her better herself.” The valet slid an inscrutable glance to him. “What did Rathesborne tell you about her?”

“Nothing more than he knew of her. She came with his references in hand, so that makes her true origin suspect.” Was it as Emmaline had said and they needed to be wary around her? “Though he swears that she is not on his team.”

“Which doesn’t necessarily mean anything, for the duke is but one agent in charge of moving operatives about the field.”

Silence brewed between them, broken only by the slight swish and hiss of snowflakes as they impacted with the tree branches and leaves that hadn’t yet fallen.

“True. I know no more now than when I started out this morning.”

The sharp snap of a twig from behind them captured Miles’ attention. Before he could do much more than turn about, Hudson groaned and then crumpled to the ground. The ax fell with a dull thud beside him. When Miles took a step toward the fallen man, the sound of a woman’s voice halted him.

“If you know what’s good for you, Lord Archewyne, you’ll stay right there. Don’t move.” The female held a pistol leveled at him.

He narrowed his gaze upon a woman, probably his junior by a few years. A well-worn cloak of navy wool whipped about her body. A young man stood watch near Hudson’s unconscious form. He couldn’t have been more than thirteen and possessed a head of flaming red hair. “Who are you?” In normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have revealed his identity, but since she apparently already knew who he was, there was no need for games. Still, he cradled Charles closer. Whatever happened, his first responsibility was to protect his son.

“You don’t know?” Her eyes narrowed to thin slits.

“If I did, do you think I’d ask your name, madam?” Every bit of the earl rang in his response. On the off chance this woman was a foreign operative, he wanted to know sooner rather than later. When Charles began to fuss, Miles gently patted his back.

“You should, but then, you probably could deign to lower yourself to care about anyone not of the ton.” She shook her head. The hood of her cloak fell away. She could have been a fetching blonde except for the hatred blazing in her blue eyes and the pistol in her hand. When he said nothing, she huffed her exasperation. “I am Cynthia Peterson.”

The name didn’t jog a memory. “Should I know you?”

Before she could respond, the boy spoke. “Mother, we should leave. This will not turn out well. It’s not right.”

Her gaze flicked to the youth. “Hush, Thomas. I must do this.” She readjusted her grip on the pistol and pinned Miles with her ire. “I am—was—Casper Peterson’s wife.”

Shock ricocheted through him. “You’re Peterson’s wife? My Peterson?” Immediately, his mind went to his former valet and friend who’d been found guilty of treason against England a year ago. He’d since been incarcerated in Newgate, given a trial and eventually hanged for his crimes. “I had no idea he was married.” He glanced at the boy. “Let alone had a son.” Of course, now that he really looked, the red hair and hazel eyes were Peterson’s.

Oh, God.

“Why am I not surprised?” Mrs. Peterson scoffed. She waved the pistol before raising it and training it on the baby. “And he is my Peterson. My husband. He owed nothing to you. Why he lowered himself to work in your service, I’ll never know.”

Miles shook his head. Now was not the time to try and explain their friendship.

She didn’t appear to notice his silence. “Thomas, remove the baby from the earl.”

“Mother, I—”

“Do it!” She glared at her son. “We’ve already talked about this. We have no choice.”

The youth closed the distance between him and Miles. “The baby, Lord Archewyne.” He held out his arms.

“I refuse to surrender my son.” Anxiety rose the statement. Charles began to fuss. He clutched at one of the capes on Miles’ greatcoat.

“We are beyond caring what you think, my lord.” The cock of the pistol rang in the eerie silence. “If you do not, I won’t hesitate to kill the baby and leave you mortally wounded as well.”

What to do? Miles peered at the boy in front of him. “What will you do with him?” Was giving the child over the lesser of two evils?

“I don’t know.” His eyes implored Miles. “But I do know she’ll kill you both if you don’t follow instructions.” He dropped his voice. “Since Father... died... she hasn’t been well.”

“Thomas! He does not deserve your compassion. This man killed your father.” The woman stamped her foot. “Give him the baby, Lord Archewyne.”

Against his better judgment, Miles handed Charles to the youth. If he could overpower the woman, all would be well.

“Since I had to watch as my husband was hanged, my son is fatherless. Now your son will know that same agony and your wife that same grief.” She gestured with the pistol. “Put the baby beneath the body of my husband’s replacement. Perhaps he won’t freeze before someone finds him.” She nudged Hudson’s form with the toe of her boot. 

At least she had some gumption of what was right. It didn’t align to the state of her mind. Miles took a step forward but halted when the woman brought the pistol around and pointed the nose at his heart. “This is careless.” He held up his hands, palms outward. “Reconsider.”

“So is what you allowed to happen to my husband.” Her glare didn’t lessen while Thomas carefully placed the baby against Hudson’s side and rearranged the valet’s arm about him.

“Here.” Miles unwound his muffler and tossed it to the youth. “Wrap this around him, give him more of a chance for survival.” His stomach clenched. Please, God, let someone come looking for Hudson.

“Shut up!” The woman’s screech echoed through the trees. “You could have pardoned my husband, looked the other way due to your friendship and influence. You could have let him come home to me, ordered us all to a penal colony so we could be together, but instead you saw him in Newgate.”

Miles rolled his eyes. “Whatever else your husband was, he was a traitor to this country. He attempted to kill my wife. I do not take kindly to such things.” Not to mention Peterson had violated his marriage vows by seducing Emmaline’s maid, Sarah, last Christmas in Italy.

“No!” She shook her head. The wind clawed at her hair. The snow came down harder. “You and your contemporaries in the peerage, you high and mighty lords think you can do anything, and everyone below your station will dance to your whims. Every one of you have my husband’s blood on your hands.”

He couldn’t explain that he was a King’s agent without revealing his cover or endangering other agent’s lives. It was doubtful she had even known of Peterson’s employment with the Crown. Finally, he said, “Perhaps.” But he stood by his decision to see Peterson hanged. Actions had consequences. And, in his defense, he didn’t know that his former friend had a family.

Not that it would have made a difference.

“You bloody bastard.” She closed the distance and then slapped his face—hard.

Without the recourse of explanation, Miles said nothing, not even when she slapped his other cheek. His skin warmed with pain.

“Say something,” she dared him.

He didn’t and when she spit on his chest, he stood silent, taking it with all the dignity he could muster. The woman was still grieving and those emotions guided her actions now. There was nothing he could do or say that would make that journey any easier, and he certainly couldn’t bring Peterson back.

“Mother, we should go.” The sound of Thomas’ voice snapped the woman from her rage.

“Yes.” She nodded. “Did you bring the rope?” When he produced a length of it from a coat pocket, she gestured with the pistol. “Tie his wrists behind him. Tight. We don’t want him to escape before I’m ready to kill him.”

As Thomas came close and Miles obliged him by putting his arms behind his back, he caught embarrassment and hopelessness in the boy’s eyes. There was no anger, no ire like with the mother. Perhaps I can appeal to that. And thereby avoid violence.

He refused to let a rage-filled, grieving widow destroy his family.
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Chapter Eight

[image: image]


[image: image]

Where is he?

Emmaline paced the length of the North Parlor. At the window, she glanced out but saw no sign of her husband or even Hudson. When she wheeled about, her gaze alighted on Jonathan, who calmly sipped from a teacup, a copy of The Times in his other hand. “Where is Miles? I don’t know how long it takes to gather greenery, but I can assume it shouldn’t have taken hours.”

His rumbling laughter calmed her for a few seconds. “Do not fret, Lady Archewyne. Your husband merely wished to surprise you and Jane with his bounty. And knowing him as I do, he probably became extremely picky regarding the perfect Yule log. He’ll want his friends and family gathered around a large fire.”

She flashed him a tiny, tight smile. “While I do understand that, I am still worried. He has the baby with him, and it grows colder as time goes on.” Emmaline reached the window again. Not even the sight of the much-anticipated snow could lift her spirits. “The snow is worrisome.” Why had she ever wished for such precipitation? What if Miles and Hudson grew lost on their return and couldn’t find the house? “Did they take horses?”

“I rather doubt it. Archewyne likes to do things the old-fashioned way.” The clink of china indicated he’d set his teacup into the saucer on the table. “However...”

“Yes?” She faced him.

“I will mount a search for him if it would ease your mind.”

“It would.” She crossed the room quickly and stood before him with her hands tightly clasped. “As Miles would want me to remind you, I did save your life.”

His guffaw and the amusement dancing in his eyes only brought her peace for a few seconds. “Yes, you did, and I suppose Archewyne will never let me forget it.” The viscount rose smoothly to his feet. Nothing in his movements gave away the fact he possessed a false leg. “If my best friend is missing, it is my duty to find him.”

“I would appreciate that, and in the event he wishes to continue to gambol about, at least bring back my son. Charles is far too young to remain in this cold.” When she would have continued, Willoughby appeared in the doorway.

“Pardon the interruption, my lady. According to the housekeeper, the afternoon’s entertainers are beginning to arrive. If you wish, due to the weather, I can have them set up in one of the ballrooms, or would you rather them continue into the inner courtyard as originally planned?”

Oh, good heavens. How can I think of anything at the moment? At least the flurry of activity would serve as a distraction. “For the time being, put them in the Fiona Room. If the snow stops or the gathering grows too large, we can open the glass doors that connect to the courtyard and utilize that space.”

The Fiona Room was the largest of the two ballrooms and rarely used since she and Miles seldom hosted enormous ton events. It had been named after one of Miles’ ancestors and contained beautiful crystal chandeliers, gilded mirrors and a gorgeous white marble floor and massive marble fireplace.

“Very well, my lady.” As the butler turned to leave, Jonathan hailed him.

“Willoughby, my good man, if you have a minute, I will need my outerwear. The countess is sending me after her wayward husband.”

Nothing in the older man’s expression gave away his thoughts. “At once, Lord Trewellain. The afternoon’s entertainment won’t be as gay without him.”

“Thank you, Jonathan.” Emmaline briefly laid a hand on his arm. “I hope you find him without incident.”

“So do I.” He quit the room and followed Willoughby down the hall.

“Is Papa in trouble?”

Emmaline jumped with a tiny squeal. She whirled around to face Jane, who had a smear of jam on one cheek and a wealth of cake crumbs stuck to her skirts. “Where did you come from, pet?” She frantically went back over the conversation she’d had with Jonathan. How much had the girl heard?

“I was playing with my rabbit behind the settee.” She rested an unblinking gaze on Emmaline. “Remember? You gave me a plate of treats.”

“You’re right. I did.” With Miles missing, she was on edge. “And no, your papa isn’t in trouble. He’s merely late. If he doesn’t come home soon, he will be disappointed to miss all the entertainment.”

Jane stuck out her tongue and tried to lick at the jam. “Will Uncle Jonathan bring him back?”

“No doubt he will. Your uncle is brilliant at finding people.” Ignoring the knots in her stomach, Emmaline urged the girl over to the settee. “Come. Let’s finish our tea. Then we’ll complete our paper chains and hang them about the room as a surprise for your brother.”

“Will we watch the people even if Papa doesn’t come back?” She licked jam from the inside of a sponge cake and then returned the molested pastry to the tray.

“We will, after we decorate. And dress.” After all, if Miles didn’t return in a timely manner, it was Emmaline’s duty to represent the Archewyne family when the villagers arrived for the entertainment and dinner. Her breath caught. What if there was no Yule log to light this evening?

“In our fancy clothes?” Jane hopped off the settee. Her big blue eyes twinkled. “I can play in my new dress?”

“Yes, you may.” She smiled. Life was for living, even amidst chaos. It was also best to keep Jane occupied in the event something unsavory occurred. “No doubt your papa will adore seeing you and me bedecked in our best when we welcome him home.”

There was absolutely nothing to worry about, of course. Her husband was merely out on an errand. He probably was carried away, doing something mysterious with Hudson and would waltz through the door any moment. Once he found out about her fears, he’d laugh them off and cajole her into a smile.

Yet... Please hurry, Jonathan.
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More than an hour had passed since the viscount left. The sun had set. Emmaline and Jane had made their chains with strips of silver and gold paper. They’d even gone upstairs and dressed with care.

And Miles hadn’t made an appearance.

Now, she and Jane were back in the North Parlor. She hung the paper chains over the doorway and throughout the room, and Jane scurried about, singing snatches of songs and generally talking to herself about what she’d see tonight and what would happen tomorrow.

Standing on a wooden chair one of the footmen had brought in, Emmaline finished with the last brass tack. The red satin of her skirts flowed over the edge of the chair and rustled every time she moved. As she glanced back at Jane, the long tails of a red bow shot through with gold thread fluttered where it rested at the bottom of the deep, ivory vee of her open back and caught the corner of her eye. Miles adored her gowns cut that way, and it was the first time she’d worn one since before Charles was born. “It’s done, pet. What do you think?” The young footman stood nervously by, his arms outstretched in the event she topple from the chair, his expression one of terror. She’d declined his assistance, wishing to distract herself. “Do you think Papa will like it?” She heard the catch in her own voice and sincerely hoped Jane did not. It was imperative she remain calm—for the girl’s sake.

“It looks lovely, Mama.” Jane gazed upward at the other chains already festooning the room. She threw her arms wide and twirled in a circle that made her ivory skirts flare about her legs. The bright red, velvet sash about her waist provided a slice of holiday cheer. “When will Papa come? May we go downstairs now?”

“I suppose we should.” They couldn’t delay any longer. “No doubt Willoughby is frazzled.” From all reports, villagers had been arriving for the last hour. The numbers of guests would swell until late into the night. Emmaline forced a swallow into her tight throat. Miles had been away too long to assume he’d become distracted on a mission for greenery. She addressed the young footman and held out a hand. “Please help me down.”

“Of course, my lady.” He clutched her hand in his gloved one and put another at her waist. “Forgive the familiarity. There is no other way.”

She said nothing, and the moment her slippers hit the floor, the footman whisked away the chair. Emmaline smoothed a hand along the front of her gown. There was nothing else to serve as a distraction. Where was her husband?

The sound of rushed footsteps in the corridor brought her attention to the doorway. Seconds later, Jonathan swept into the room, Charles clutched in his arms. A jaunty green, woolen muffler was wrapped around the baby—Miles’ scarf. His chubby cheeks were brilliant pink, and he was more subdued than she’d ever seen him. Miles was not with them.

“Oh, dear heavens.” Emmaline’s knees wobbled. She closed the distance and gently accepted the baby from the viscount. “What happened? Where are Miles and Hudson?” As she removed the scarf, she pressed kisses to the baby’s face. “He’s so cold.” Her stomach clenched. “Please don’t tell me the baby was abandoned.”

Jonathan removed his top hot and then shoved a hand through his hair, leaving it in blond furrows. Snowflakes fell from his clothing. “I apologize for the delay. I spent copious time searching the property. The snow made slow going of it, for footprints were covered.” His voice was winded. He took a few deep breaths and once he’d gotten control of himself, the viscount escorted her to a settee. “Finally, I came upon what appeared to be the scene of a struggle.”

“The snow didn’t obscure that evidence?” She cuddled Charles to her as Jane crept close and slid onto the settee beside her.

“No, but Hudson’s body indicated there had been an attack.” Jonathan paced, his frame tensed for flight. “He was just coming to when I found him, laid out on the ground. The baby was shielded from the weather by the valet’s form. It was the baby’s cries that alerted me to their location.” He replaced his hat and rubbed a hand along his jaw. His eyes roiled with annoyance and anger. “I doubt Hudson could have been unconscious for more than two hours. Two and a half at the most.” The viscount shifted his glance to the baby. “Is there any harm to the boy?”

“It doesn’t appear so, though I do need to warm him.” She forced a swallow into her dry throat. “Please ring for Willoughby. I need...” Her voice broke. “I’m not sure what I need at this point beyond Miles home safe.”

Jane patted her leg. “Don’t cry, Mama.” There was a decided plea in her little voice.

“I’m trying, pet.” As with everything concerning her family, the more she attempted to stifle the tears, the more they welled in her eyes. When the first drop fell to her cheek, Jonathan cursed.

“Damnation, what a coil.” He strode across the parlor and busied himself with building the fire into a renewed, cheerful blaze. “Lady Archewyne, bring the baby closer and be sure to keep him there until he returns to a normal color. Ring for Willoughby and request a lukewarm broth for the lad.” With a determined set to his face, he marched to the door. “I’ll return shortly with Hudson.”

“Thank you.” Emmaline wiped at the moisture on her cheek as she stood with the baby in her arms.

“He is already gone, Mama. He cannot hear you,” Jane said with such matter-of-factness that Emmaline laughed.

“Of course.”

By the time Jonathan returned, Charles’ color was back to a healthy pink. He’d drunk the broth she’d asked for. All the excitement must have worn him out, for he slept like an angel against her chest.

“Sit in front of the fire, man. It’ll do you good,” he encouraged Hudson, who stumbled more than walked across the room, his lips blue. The viscount more or less pushed the valet onto the settee Emmaline stood up from.

“Is he all right?” She gently pressed the man back down when he attempted to rise.

“No doubt he’s suffering from exposure. He also has quite a sizeable lump on the back of his head, which was the cause of his unconsciousness.” Jonathan yanked the gloves from his fingers and then beat them against his thigh. “I should have gone with them.”

“This isn’t your fault, Jonathan,” Emmaline said in a low voice. “In fact, had you been with them, this might have been you.”

A preemptive knock sounded on the doorframe, and then Miss Wickham came into the room. “I apologize for the interruption.” She swept her bright gaze from Emmaline to Hudson to Jonathan and back again. “I wished to take Jane down to the festivities as you requested, my lady.”

Jane raced across the floor. Her expression boded no good will. “I cannot go with you at this moment, for I need to find my sword instead.” She glared at the governess. “My papa is in need of rescue.” The girl tugged on Emmaline’s skirt. “I have practiced for this, Mama.” Before anyone could stop her, Jane dashed from the room.

Emmaline let her go. Her mind wasn’t up to the task of arguing with a five-year-old. But she smiled nonetheless. She readjusted the baby in her arms. “I apologize, Miss Wickham. We are in a bit of turmoil just now.”

Confusion lined the younger woman’s face. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.” She bounced her blue-gray gaze between Emmaline and the viscount.

“The only thing you need to remember while working in this household, Miss Wickham, is that this sort of thing happens to the Hawkins family with alarming regularity,” Jonathan said by way of explanation. He narrowed his eyes. “It is nothing to concern yourself with, though perhaps you should go after the child.”

Miss Wickham propped her hands upon her hips. She stared the viscount down. “From what I’ve been aware since taking this post, I do not answer to you, Lord Trewellain.”

“Then it is a good thing you are not in my employ, for if you were, I would expect your utmost cooperation with no argument.” He stood to his full height. “I cannot abide anything less than obedience from women.”

Emmaline’s eyes widened as she stared at the both of them. When she opened her mouth to speak, Miss Wickham talked over her.

“Then you will certainly be disappointed in the future. Times are changing, my lord, and women are slowly realizing they are worth more than what arrogant, posturing men allow them.” She took a step closer to the viscount. “Obedience, as you so cavalierly require, is a multi-faceted thing, and given if respect has been proffered beforehand.”

“In order for respect to be given, one has to realize their role in certain situations and then come forward and take the consequences instead of cowering in the country.” One of Jonathan’s hands curled into a fist. His eyes held the glint of interest even if they flashed like glass.

Dear heavens. Surely that wasn’t a spark between them? Regardless, now was not the time. Emmaline cleared her throat. She addressed the governess. “Please take the baby upstairs to Mrs. Flagler. After that, escort Lady Jane. Both of you should enjoy the festivities. Once things are cleared up here, I will join you. I refuse to have another family member put into danger, so keep Lady Jane occupied. Under no circumstances should she go haring off after her father. No matter how strenuously she might protest.”

“Yes, Lady Archewyne.” She accepted the baby, and he roused enough to look about with drowsy eyes.

“Also, while it is encouraging to see fierce independence and backbone in a woman these days, I would caution you to hold your tongue when you are around guests in my home.” She raised an eyebrow. What would the governess do now?

Miss Wickham bowed her head and gave a slight nod. “Forgive me. I temporarily forgot my station.” With a brief curtsey, the young woman fled the room with red cheeks, whether from her contretemps with Jonathan or the dressing down, Emmaline couldn’t say.

“My God.” The viscount whipped off his hat and threw it onto the settee at Hudson’s feet. His gloves followed. “The woman is a horror.” He shoved his hands through his hair. “I detest being made to feel useless, and this situation is beyond trying. I should be out there searching for Archewyne instead of arguing with a well-endowed governess who doesn’t know her place.”

For the second time that evening, Emmaline gawked at the viscount. “I think she does know her place. And I also think you deliberately goaded her into flying into the boughs.” Why, she couldn’t fathom. Was there a history between them? The fact he’d noted anything about Miss Wickham was hopeful. Perhaps he was coming out of his self-imposed bitterness from the death of Lavinia if the young woman could so affect him. It would bear watching in the future.

As much as she cared for the viscount, right now, she had other more important matters on her mind.

She knelt on the floor and tapped Hudson’s cheek until his eyes fluttered open and he focused on her, his light blue gaze disoriented. “Do you require immediate medical assistance?”

“No.” He shook his head and then groaned. “I shall be all right.” When he attempted to sit up, Emmaline gently pressed him back into a reclining position against a round pillow, regardless of the trace of blood he left there. The valet cast a glance around. “Where is Lord Archewyne?”

“I had hoped you could tell me, Hudson.” She explained how he’d come to be there. “What happened?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed over his cravat when he swallowed. Jonathan, with stiff, aggravated movements, brought over a cup of tea. The amber liquid in the cup was no doubt stone cold by now.

“I was attacked from behind.” He nodded his thanks to the viscount as he took the cup. “One moment the earl and I were discussing Miss Wickham. And then there was intense pain here.” He touched the back of his head with his free hand. “The next thing I recall was seeing Lord Trewellain looming over me with the baby.”

Jonathan snorted. “I was not looming. In fact, I was hovering, deciding my next course of action.”

“I apologize.” Hudson took a large swallow of tea. A tiny smile split his lips. “Cold tea. Not bad, but I wouldn’t make it a habit.”

Relief flowed through her. If he could joke, things were not as dire as she feared. “I shall order you a fresh pot.” She rose on shaky legs.

“I need to search for Lord Archewyne.” This time Hudson was successful in sitting up. He deposited his teacup on a side table. “He is my responsibility.”

“Actually, he was mine long before you came into his life, Hudson,” the viscount inserted gently as he resumed pacing. “You are in no shape to go off into the weather.”

They are both wrong. He is my responsibility and I am his.

“Every second we delay puts the earl into greater danger,” Hudson warned in protest.

The words grew muffled and muddled in her mind. Where is he? Does he live even now? As the two men softly yet politely argued, Emmaline crossed the room with determined steps. As she passed a rose-inlaid table, she collected a pair of elbow-length white silk gloves, pulling them on as she went. I cannot stay here and do nothing while my husband is out there in peril. She fingered the hilt of her ever-present dagger on her right thigh, hidden by the folds of her skirt. Life couldn’t be tolerated without Miles. She’d survived being parted from him twice; she wasn’t strong enough for a third time.

Tamping the hysterical tears that threatened, she quickly and quietly made her way out of the parlor, through the corridors and down to the main hall on the ground level. When Willoughby couldn’t be found, she persuaded a passing footman to fetch her cloak and rabbit-fur muff. Once the garments were brought, she whisked them on and ran through the halls until she gained an access door that led to the back gardens.

She left the cheerful light and the distant echoes of mirth and gaiety of her own home. No matter what it took, she would find her husband. 

Emmaline’s bravado gave out somewhere near the duck pond between Archewyne Hall and the Hawkins family graveyard. There was no sign of her husband, and with the growing darkness and steady precipitation, she didn’t know which direction to turn. Her toes grew cold, for beaded satin slippers weren’t the best choice when tramping through an inch or two of freshly fallen snow.

“Miles, where are you?” Tears flowed freely down her cheeks, further chilling her. She dropped to her knees without care to her Christmas finery. Emmaline lifted her face to the heavens. The cold kiss of snowflakes stung her skin. “Please God, help me find him before it’s too late.” When there was, of course, no answer from the velvety midnight sky, she screamed in frustration. Her stomach twisted with knots. Then she bowed her head, sobbing in earnest.

This cannot be happening.

A few minutes later, a gaggle of geese waddled up the hill toward her position. They tramped around her, honking as if their lives depended upon it. When she did nothing but look at them, they fast-walked away in the direction of a wooded area. As a unit, the five of them glanced back at her. The leader gave a loud, authoritative honk and they set out again, pausing after a few steps only to stare at her once more.

“Of course!” Laughing, Emmaline struggled to her feet. She shook the snow from her skirts. “You know where he is, don’t you? You always know where he is.” With a sense of renewed hope and hilarity, she grabbed her skirts in one hand, lifting them as she ran after the fowl. “Lead on.” It wasn’t sheep and she wasn’t a shepherd on this lonely Christmas Eve night, but the animals and what they represented renewed her faith.

I’m coming, Miles.
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Chapter Nine
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Miles stared at the meager flames flickering in the hearth. The rich, robust scents of stewing meat simmering in a pot over the fire filled the small cottage. Despite the fact he had been kidnapped and taken prisoner, his stomach rumbled.

His wrists ached. Not only were they tied together, but he was bound to a high-backed wooden chair, his arms pinned behind him. He attempted to wriggle his ankles, but the boy had done his task too well. The ropes securing his feet to the chair legs didn’t budge. Both ankles and wrists stung without proper circulation.

And so he’d sat. How much time had passed? An hour? Two? Perhaps three? His thoughts dwelled on the fate of Hudson and Charles. His throat tightened. Could the baby survive in the cold temperatures, especially if no one came upon them? Oh, God. If the baby died—his son and his miracle child with Emmaline—would she ever forgive him? Buck up, old man. Start thinking like an agent and find a way out.

He ran his tongue along the corner of his mouth. The sharp metallic taste of blood met his palate from where Mrs. Peterson had hit him with the butt of her pistol upon arrival at the cottage. Right. Think like an agent. At the moment, the one thing he had in his favor was his ability to charm with his words.

Miles cleared his throat and addressed the son, who had remained in the structure while the mother had gone outside. “What now, Thomas?” His voice sounded raspy from his parched throat, but he gazed steadily at the youth. “Somehow, I doubt I’m here to share your Christmas Eve festivities.”

“Mother told me to watch you.” His shrug lifted his slight shoulders, but he didn’t move from his perch on a rough-hewn stool near the door. Neither did he release his death-grip on the pistol he held.

Miles gestured at the weapon with his chin. “Do you know how to fire a gun?”

The boy gazed at the pistol. “No.” He returned his focus to Miles. “Father always said...” He softly cleared his throat. “...always said a man of worth didn’t need a weapon to make his case or persuade.”

That was true enough. At one time, Peterson had strong negotiation skills. And he knew how to fight with his fists. Drawing a weapon was the last resort.

Obviously, Thomas still thought about his father and felt his loss keenly. “Will your mother kill me?” How odd it was that the boy resembled Peterson so closely.  Both happiness and a trace of sadness cycled through him. No matter how the former valet’s life had ended, Miles would always remember him.

And miss him.

“I think so.” He glanced at the window to the left of the door. When he swung his gaze back to Miles, fear and worry clouded his eyes. “She means to hang you, Lord Archewyne.”

Nothing says Christmas like killing a peer and then sitting down to a hunter’s stew afterward. He bit back the urge to speak further sarcastic commentary aloud. “Ah, so I will suffer like your father did.” Miles continued to hold Thomas’ gaze while his stomach muscles cramped. This was quite the coil. Yet he firmly believed that talking—perhaps even understanding—was the way to peace. “When I knew him, your father was a fine man.” 

That, at least, was the truth. The years Peterson had been his best friend and associate, both in the military and in the field as agents, the former valet had been without reproach. He had trusted the man with his life. Hell, he’d even sent him to guard Emmaline when she’d returned to Cairo. He and Peterson had defended England’s interests together, fought on the same side, done whatever it had taken to keep king and country safe.

Before Peterson’s ideals were compromised and his world slid sideways.

Thomas nodded. “I didn’t know him very well, my lord.” He drummed the fingers of one had on his knee. “I... wish he would be remembered as that man instead of...” The boy gestured a hand in dismissal.

“Instead of the traitor he became,” Miles finished in a whisper. He glanced around the simple room. As cottages went, it was a decent place to live, bigger than other tenant houses, modest for a man who’d made his living as an earl’s valet. Nothing in the personal effects indicated Peterson had ever spent time there. Had it always been that way, or had the widow cleared all traces of him from the home out of grief or anger? “How often did he visit?” Hell, he never knew Peterson was married with a child, let alone lived on his own damn property. I should have paid closer attention, or at the very least asked more questions. And he couldn’t blame it on being distracted by Emmaline since she’d only been in his life for a few months before his former valet went rogue.

The fault was his own, and it would haunt him until he took his last breath. Ironic, that. He was regularly visited by the ghosts of innocents who’d died while he’d pursued a criminal, of specters of the men and women he’d personally killed in defense of the Crown. Why would his former best friend be any different? All of those demons he’d never shared with Emmaline, not even to purge his own soul. Sometimes, a man shouldn’t forget what he’d done—so he wouldn’t make those same decisions... or mistakes.

“Every Sunday when he was in England.” The drumming ceased. “Months before he, uh...” The youth swallowed hard. “Months before he left to go abroad that last time, he kept telling me he wished things were different, that he was trying to make things better for us, that he knew I would do him proud someday.” His voice cracked. “That he hoped life would be easier for me than it had been for him.” The boy sent a hopeless look to Miles. He shrugged again and laid the pistol in his lap. “I didn’t understand what he meant.”

Miles heart squeezed. Damn you, Peterson! If you were having second thoughts, you should have talked to me about it. Which proved the man hadn’t wanted, deep down in his heart, to make those steps he had. Small comfort now. “He knew he would betray England... betray me. Betray you and your future.” Peterson had tried to tell his son, in a roundabout way, that there was a chance he wouldn’t come back from that mission. “He was telling you goodbye.”

“Father wasn’t affectionate much.” He shook his head. “How could he do something like that?” Thomas asked in a hushed voice. “I pretended he was a hero, and when he went with you he was keeping us all safe.”

“He was a hero, many more times than he wasn’t. Do not ever forget that.” Surprised at the almost savage tone in his voice, he attempted a more modulated timbre. “I’m sorry.” Miles frowned. “It’s never comforting when we find out the truth of the people we are close to, the ones we idolized.” He knew from experience. “My own father held ideals that were at cross purposes to mine.” After blowing out a breath, he said, “He wasn’t a kind man, thought more of tradition and outward appearances than if his sons were happy or even content.”

They both jumped when the thick oak door opened abruptly and swung inward. Cynthia Peterson stood in the frame, a lit lantern in one hand. Her accusatory gaze darted between them. “You are talking to this murderer? Why?”

Thomas slipped off the stool and pointed his gaze to the wooden floor. He set the pistol on his abandoned seat. “No reason, but there is something about him that makes me feel better.”

She blew out a frustrated breath. After setting the lantern down on a nearby table, she slammed the door. Little eddies of snowflakes blew like a whirlwind around her. “He killed your father. Best have no soft feelings for one such as him.” The widow dropped a hand onto her son’s shoulder and then gave him a little shove. “Find your coat. The tree is ready.”

“Mother.” The boy dug in his heels, and with a furtive glance to Miles, he rushed on. “Why must we do this?”

“You know why.” There was no room for argument in her tone.

Thomas took a step toward her with a hand extended in entreaty. “It makes us no better than criminals.” His swallow was audible. He lowered his voice. “No better than... Father.”

“How dare you.” The widow pounced. She slapped the boy’s face. He fell to his knees with a whimper. “Your father was everything good and kind in this world.” She turned and trained her anguished stare onto Miles. “This man, this peer, is the reason your father—my husband—is dead.”

“Enough.” The authoritative ring in the command captured their attention. Miles strained at his bonds. They didn’t give, and neither did the pain in his wrists and ankles lessen. “The both of you, listen to me.”

“No. You had time enough to say your peace.” The widow shook her head. A lock of blonde hair fell loose from the knot at the back of her head. “The one sound I wish to hear from you is a death rattle.”

“My dear Mrs. Peterson,” he began.

“I am not your anything!” With quick, angry steps, she crossed the floor and closed the distance between them. She raised a hand and he steeled himself for the sting of her next slap, but when Thomas shot to his feet, she hesitated. “I have lived months for this moment.”

Hope sprang into Miles’ heart. She was at odds with herself. He still had a chance at escape. “Cynthia.” When she retreated a step, he continued, “There was a time in my life when I thought things, motives, decisions, were always a black and white issue.” He frowned. Interesting, that. When had his opinions changed? His heart squeezed again. When Emmaline arrived. Now was not the time for inward musings. “I suppose I have the tendency to think that way still.”

The widow merely stared at him, confliction warring in her eyes and expression.

Miles sighed. “I had assumed that a man—or woman—could either be this or that, good or bad. Nothing between one of those two options.” Once more he lapsed into reflective silence, choosing his words carefully. They would either disarm or enrage. “Ever since Peterson’s betrayal—”

“He was betrayed by you,” she interrupted.

“—I have struggled,” he sailed on as if she hadn’t cut in. “My thoughts on the matter have tortured me too many nights. My own feelings regarding your husband—my friend—have made me doubt what happened and why.” He glanced at Thomas, who stood watching with wide, round eyes. For the child, he would do his deuced best to diffuse the situation. “Did your husband do right by his family? I have no idea, for he never mentioned either of you to me, never told me you lived on this property.” He swallowed as his mind spun. “Did Peterson do right by his country? There were times when I would never have questioned his loyalty, so at the end, it is not for me to say.”

“What exactly are you trying to tell me, my lord?” Cynthia crossed her arms over her chest. “Time grows short.”

“Oh, it does indeed. For all of us,” he agreed. “Which is why it is important never to waste those precious moments on hate.” He wriggled his wrists. God, they ached. “Did I do right by Peterson and my country?” He looked at Thomas and then at Cynthia, these two hurting souls whose lives had been torn apart by matters beyond their control. “Yes, to a certain point I believe that I did, but perhaps I could have done more. I could have offered to see your husband rehabilitated had the powers-that-be in government let me.”

She stifled a cry with a hand to her mouth.

His gut cramped. Damnation, such a thing was difficult. Too many pieces had been at play, and none of the men involved considered the lives they destroyed with events after a suspect was sent to Newgate. Even a traitor. “Would the chance at rehabilitation have worked? I don’t know.” He shook his head. “We will never know at this point, but if you let me, I will attempt to atone for what happened.”

“How?” The widow snorted. “My husband is dead. You cannot bring him back.”

“I cannot, this is true.” Miles took a deep breath and let it out slowly. At least she hadn’t dragged him out of the cottage yet. “Consider young Thomas there.” He flicked his gaze to the boy. “He’s a fine lad, yes? Brave and determined, that one. Much like his father was when I first met him.” He cleared his throat as emotion choked him. “It’s not your son’s fault his father made the choices that he did.”

“No, it isn’t.” She retreated another step. “He was always strong-willed.”

“It isn’t my fault either.” He blinked away suspicious moisture from his eyes. Finally, he believed that. A man made his own choices and had to live with the consequences. “Do not punish Thomas for what your husband did. A man has to stand by his own decision in life. Period. They belong to no one else. Another man—another woman—should not carry that burden.”

Thomas crept forward, but neither of the Petersons spoke.

“In an effort to make whatever I can right between all of us and to honor the memory of my friend—your loved one—I am willing to offer Thomas a position in my household here at Archewyne Hall. He can apprentice for a footman, stable hand, or wherever his skills lie.” Such a thing had worked out well for Alberto, the Italian youth he’d hired while in Italy. Now, the young man was a footman-in-training. In two years, he would work inside the London townhouse based on his looks and ability to utilize languages. Each time he checked in on Alberto, the reports were glowing from all sides, including the young man’s.

“There is much to think about.” He sought out the widow’s gaze and held it, willing her to understand and know he was sincere. “It is my fondest wish that I haven’t offended you, but that this arrangement will prevent you and Thomas from struggling financially. It will help guide the boy and keep him out of trouble, make him into the image of the man his father would be proud of.”

“No.” Cynthia vehemently shook her head. “No. You cannot fix everything with words and empty promises. That’s exactly what you lofty lords do, and when it comes time to deliver, you are nowhere to be found.”

“I’m not that sort of man.”

“Look what you did to my husband!” Panic and hysteria had returned to her voice as she began to pace. “How can I trust you now?”

Miles stifled a sigh. “You can’t.” This wasn’t going well. He shifted the best he could while bound to the chair. “You may take my word. I keep my promises.”

“Mother, I think—” Thomas was interrupted by his mother spinning about and yanking her pistol from his abandoned stool.

“No more talking.” She trained the weapon at Miles’ chest. His pulse accelerated. Would he die in this cottage, without his loved ones around him? “My husband needs to be avenged. Only then can I rest.”

Thomas shot a frantic glance to Miles before darting in front of his parent. “Listen to me, Mother.” He held up his hands in entreaty. “I want to go into the employ of Lord Archewyne.”

“I knew you were an intelligent lad,” Miles said with enthusiasm. He had one last chance to convince the unstable woman to turn him loose. “If you do well, Thomas, you can advance into other positions, on any of the Archewyne properties. If not with me, I shall be happy to write you references for employment elsewhere. I have many connections throughout the ton.”

Perhaps, if the youth did well enough, he might be groomed for Rathesborne’s service, but trust would have to greatly be extended, for he would always be the son of a traitor. Still, it was hope—for all of them.

“Please, Mother. Let me do this.” Thomas slowly lowered his hands and faced his parent. “I think Father would endorse this decision. He always told me the earl was an honorable man.”

Cynthia didn’t relax her stance with the weapon. “Sending my son into your service won’t bring back my husband,” she said in a quiet voice.

“No, it won’t, but it will give your son hope and a future, so that he might make his father proud. What else does he have to look forward to?”

Her hand shook. “He is all I have left to remember Casper by.”

“I know.” Miles held her gaze for long, agonizing moments. “I will see that he’s well taken care of. Thomas can visit you every Sunday.” His attempt to roll his shoulders didn’t bring cessation from the pain. “If your boy isn’t content with me, I will do everything in my power to place him in a household where he will be.” His attention never wavered. “I failed your husband, Cynthia; I won’t fail his son.”

It was the best he could offer. She would either accept it or she wouldn’t.

Long silent moments passed before she spoke again. “He may go, Lord Archewyne.” Tears pooled in her eyes and she lowered the pistol to her side. “I apologize for the horrid treatment here.” Weakly, she waved the pistol to presumably encompass the kidnapping. “I miss Casper so much. I knew not what to do.”

“Understandable.” He kept his voice low and even. Emotions were a volatile thing.

“And I hate...” Her voice broke. “... that he did what he did.” She scrubbed at the tears on her cheek. “Regardless of what happened, you have been affected too.”

“I have.” He bowed his head in the face of her palatable grief. Her emotions triggered his own response. Tears welled in his eyes, and he let them fall unchecked. Now was not the time for a stiff, upper lip. “It is part of life.” He didn’t know if he spoke to her for to himself.

A forceful knock on the cottage door prevented further conversation.

Miles brought his head up. “Wassailers, perhaps?” The evening grew late.

“They never come here.” When Cynthia swung open the door, he gasped.

“Emmy.” My wife is here. Never had he seen a more beautiful sight.

She stood in the frame with her dagger in hand. The skirts of her crimson and ivory gown were a brilliant puddle against the stark white of the snow. The black of her cloak was like an extension of the dark, velvet sky as it rippled in the breeze. But it was the determination and hellfire burning in her emerald eyes that held him captive.

God, she’s magnificent.

Unfortunately, the gaggle of geese at her feet destroyed the vengeful goddess image she owned. As soon as the water fowl caught a glimpse of him, they surged ahead of her into the cottage and gathered around his chair, honking with jubilation. A few of them flapped their wings. Snowflakes and downy feathers floated on the air. One of them bumped a bill against his knee and peered up at him with an unblinking black eye.

“Miles!” His wife rushed inside, and when she saw the pistol in Cynthia’s hand, she uttered a cry of anguish. “You did this.” Emmaline was a flash of scarlet, so fast did she move. She shoved the woman against the still-open door, which crashed the panel into the wall. “Release him this instant or I will kill you.” She pressed the tip of her blade to the widow’s throat. Two of the geese, sensing danger no doubt, ran squawking and honking to Emmaline’s location. Their webbed feet slapped against the floorboards.

Fear sprang into Thomas’ eyes. “My lady, stop—”

“Emmaline, hold—”

Both his and Thomas’ entreaties were cut short by the appearance of Jonathan, who jogged to the gaping doorway, his expression that of a particularly violent storm. He sucked in lungfuls of air. “What the devil is wrong with you, Lady Archewyne?” Anger mottled his face. “You could have been running headlong into danger. And leaving without a word?”

Miles couldn’t help his grin. When would Jonathan learn that trying to prevent Emmaline from doing anything she set her mind to was near impossible? “Stand down, Lord Trewellain. Enough, Emmaline. Sheath your weapon. All is well here.” He cocked an eyebrow while attempting to ignore the goose standing on one of his boots. He couldn’t even shake off the bird due to still being tied. “Jonathan, your assistance on these ropes please.”

The viscount eyed the feathered protectors with a slight grin. “Do you suppose they’ll allow me to come close enough to free you?”

Embarrassed heat slapped Miles’ cheeks. “Shut up and help me.”

The next few minutes passed in a blur as activity filled the cottage. By the time the bonds were released, explanations were given. Thomas, acting as the man of the house, offered a meal of their stew, which Miles declined. The geese milled about, hunting beneath the furniture for bits of dropped food.

“I’m sure your dinner tastes as wonderful as it smells, but why don’t you accompany us back to the Hall? There is plenty of food there as well as entertainment and celebrations.” He groaned as he stood and then grunted when Emmaline embraced him without thought as to the company around them. The geese, spying his movement, flocked back around his boots as if worried he would desert them.

“Dearest, your hem is sodden.” He’d spied that evidence before he’d been released. “I’m sure your slippers are wet and your feet frozen.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She covered his face with feather-weighted kisses while two of his feathered guards stamped upon his boots and occasionally poked his knee with their bills. “You are unharmed?”

“Yes.” He humored her while she traced his face and body with her gloved fingertips, no doubt searching for wounds. She tsked her tongue when she came upon the chafed and reddened skin on his wrists. “I am fine. Stop fussing.”

“Is there something you would say, my love?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye when she finally returned her attention to his face.

Other than you are a force when you are angry? As much as he wished to kiss her senseless, he pulled away. “Not in front of these fine people.” Miles glanced over her shoulder and caught Jonathan rolling his eyes. “I merely wish to spend the evening surrounded by my family and those I love.” He met Cynthia’s sad gaze. “And with new friends.” When one of the geese honked an overly loud note, he snickered. “And perhaps with my flock.”

Jonathan snorted but said nothing even as his lips twitched.

“Are you certain that’s wise? I mean, with the people, not the birds,” Emmaline asked with heavy skepticism. “In light of everything—”

Miles rested a finger against her lips which were chilled. Really, the woman required copious amounts of kissing, if only to warm her through. “Yes, quite certain. Jonathan will escort you and Mrs. Peterson to the Hall. Thomas will help me gather the greenery I am still in need of.” When she would have voiced a protest, he grinned. “I promised you the fir boughs and mistletoe. And a Yule log. I must not forget that.” He looked once more at Cynthia, whose eyes glimmered with moisture. “My word is my bond.”

Christmastide was a time to practice forgiveness and acceptance. And it started with him.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Ten
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Midnight

Christmas Eve

Emmaline hid a yawn with her hand as she made her customary, end-of-night rounds through the nursery suite. Charles lay on his back with one arm flung above his head, his chubby cheeks flushed pink, the dark arc of his eyelashes stark against his ivory skin. He’d suffered no ill-effects from his adventures earlier in the evening, and he’d thoroughly enjoyed the boisterous antics of the entertainers. Now he slept like a peaceful angel.

She smiled. How wonderful it was that children were so resilient when it came to obstacles and fears on their path. As well, their curiosity knew no bounds. After stroking her fingertips over his satiny cheek, she readjusted his blanket and then moved to the other side of the large, airy room.

Jane, after having forgiven Emmaline for rescuing her father without her, had enjoyed the festivities hugely with Miss Wickham at her side. Once the governess was left to her own devices, the girl had talked non-stop to Miles and Emmaline about all she’d seen. She’d also done justice to the enormous feast that had been ordered, spending an inordinate time sampling desserts and sweets.

Now, the girl lay on her belly, the tangled masses of her golden curls flowing over her pillow, a smile gently curving her cherub’s lips, her rag rabbit tucked under one arm. Only in slumber was she innocent; upon waking, her mischief would begin again. As it should be in childhood.

Bending over her, Emmaline pressed a light kiss to the child’s forehead, straightened her quilt and then softly wished both of her children a Happy Christmas.

Upon leaving them to their sweet, tender dreams, her heartbeat kicked into an excited flutter when she encountered Miles in the corridor as he came up the stairs. “I assumed you had already retired,” she said quietly and waited for him to catch her up. She hadn’t seen him by the time she’d made her way to the nursery.

“Not yet,” he whispered, and once he had closed some of the distance, he held out a hand. “I had a few things to do in preparation for tomorrow.” When she arched an eyebrow, he continued, “Someone has to encourage and assist the spirit of Father Christmas, after all.” His smile was as enigmatic and mysterious as it had ever been.

“You should be in bed, resting.” She slipped her hand into his, and when he curled his fingers around hers, tendrils of warmth slid up her arm. “You have had enough excitement for one day.” When he’d finally arrived at Archewyne Hall, the greenery had been hung, the Yule log had been set up in the ballroom’s fireplace, and he’d cleaned himself up, he’d insisted on joining her for the entertainment. Even dragged Hudson down with him. She drew the fingers of her free hand along the side of his face, gingerly touching bruises he’d sustained as a hostage.

Even now her heart pounded with remembered terror, the same as it had while she rushed into the snowy night in an effort to rescue him. When she’d come upon that cottage and had seen him bound and beaten... Her stomach muscles tightened. That hadn’t been able to rival the shock when she’d found out that Peterson’s wife—he’d been married? —had meant to kill Miles by hanging. 

And he had forgiven the woman. Let her go free without answering for her crime. Her husband was nothing except remarkable, though she would always wonder why. There had been no time for in-depth conversation.

The sound of his voice brought her back to the present. “Oh, I intend to find my bed, sweeting, but it will be with you and we will most definitely not rest... and least not right away.” Wicked promise glimmered in the dark depths of his eyes as he tugged her along the corridor.

Chill bumps raced up her arms. “Do you feel well enough for such exertions?” Her husband was vital with unending enthusiasm for bed sport. It never failed to flatter her even if it amused her. “I don’t wish for you to tire yourself.”

Miles snorted. “I am not in the grave yet, wife. Compared to other injuries I have sustained over the years, a few lacerations and contusions will not greatly slow me.” At the door to his bedchamber—or rather the bedroom they shared—he quickly ushered them both inside. No candle or lamp burned; the only illumination was the silvery glow of a three-quarter full moon reflecting upon the blanket of fresh snow. “The wounds are temporary, and your attention is but a balm for my soul.”

She rolled her eyes and slipped from his grasp. “Ah, now I know you’re having me on. You are not the poetic sort.” He was a man of action. “I assume you’ve ordered Hudson to rest?”

“Yes, and the aggravating man refused to retire until he saw us both abovestairs.” He shrugged. “The man takes his position seriously.”

“As seriously as he does your friendship. You are a special individual, Miles.” She had never been more grateful for Hudson’s protection of their family than she had been this night. Without him, even in an unconscious state, the baby would have succumbed to exposure.

“I’m not certain of that, love. Hudson and I are merely men of determination and high ideals.” He stood with his hands propped on his hips, his form resplendent in his dark evening clothes featuring the military lines he favored, his expression pensive. “I am also a man of changing thoughts. That has been shown to me clearly today. Many people make up our world, many different sides of an argument, many conflicting emotions. There is nothing wrong with revising one’s point of view in favor of compassion.”

“You speak of Mrs. Peterson.” She clasped her gloved hands before her.

“Yes.” He sought out and then held her gaze in the shadows. “It was not my decisions that reduced her circumstances, but my actions afterward were partially to blame. I attempted to do right by her and her son, as an apology of sorts, a new start.” He shook his head. “Will she find peace with what we’ve decided tonight? I am not sure, but then we all must walk our own path, find our own way. It will take time.”

“You’re a good man, Miles. Not many would have forgiven the trespass against you.” She wouldn’t have. In fact, had Jonathan not escorted the boy and Mrs. Peterson back to the house ahead of them, Emmaline was certain she would have neutralized the threat.

“Perhaps, but it was necessary. For my growth and hers. To set a good example for her son... and mine.”

“Oh, Miles.” She stifled a sigh. “Will you now find peace for yourself in the matter of Peterson?” He’d rarely spoken about the betrayal, and even less about the trial and subsequent hanging of his former friend, but occasionally she caught the sadness in his eyes and his moods ran maudlin when he let down his guard. She’d never inquired, not wishing to cause him additional pain and heartache. If he wished to speak of if, he would. If not, then that was his cross to bear.

“I think I will.” He crossed the floor and followed her to the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the rear of the property. “I feel that Peterson, and his ghost, has finally been laid to rest, and that we are, once more, square. I... I have given up my resentment toward him for what he did.”

“That is good to hear.” She didn’t look at him, didn’t need to. His face would be as alight with conviction as his voice.

“Christmastide is for peace and granting our fellow man forgiveness when we can.” He slipped a hand to the small of her back, his touch warming her bare skin above the festive bow of her gown. “It is also for hope and love. Without those two, a man has nothing.” His whispered breath tickled along her nape and sent waves of awareness crashing through her.

“England will be all the better with men like you guiding her and changing her.” Tears stung the backs of her eyelids. She didn’t blink them away but let them fall. Every day that went by she was shown how much integrity and honor her husband possessed, and she was exceedingly grateful to be at his side, learning from him. “We somehow manage to fall into scrapes with little provocation these days.”

“Indeed, we do.” 

“I love you, Miles. I’m glad I have the chance to continue to tell you that.”

“No more than I love you, Emmy.” He enfolded her into his arms as they both peered out at the winter scene below. “Without you, none of what I am would be possible. You rescued me that long-ago day and you continue to do so.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Never would I have thought you could look like an avenging goddess of old as much as you did when you arrived at that cottage. You quite took my breath away.”

Emmaline smiled. “I’m afraid I have ruined another gown, and the slippers are certainly too soiled to salvage.” She pulled slightly away and lifted the hem of her dress with one hand. He held her opposite wrist as if he feared she’d fly away. 

“It is a beautiful frock.” He peered down, his gaze intense. “I appreciate that you have returned to your customary daring cut of gowns.”

“Made an impression on you, did I?” She toed off her slippers.

He shrugged out of his evening jacket and then let it fall to the floor. “Unforgettable as always.” His laughter rumbled in her ear and loosed tingles down her spine. “Shall I give you my gift?”

Emmaline laid a hand on his chest. “What do you have on your mind, besides mischief? You’ve been fairly bursting with it since we arrived at Archewyne Hall.” Perhaps now she would finally discover the secret he’d gone to great lengths to hide.

“It has been deuced difficult to keep it from you.” He released her and moved across the room. While he opened a drawer in a tall chest, she took off her gloves and tossed them in the direction of an ivory-inlaid table near the window.

“You beguile me still after all this time.” Excitement shook her voice. “I enjoy that, of course, but knowing you are safe is the best gift of all.”

“Nonsense, my darling.” As always, he snickered like he did every time he made that joke, for her surname, before she married him, had been Darling. “That is not a proper gift.” He came toward her with a small box in his hand. A green satin bow was secured around it. He held an equally small envelope in his other hand. “Open it. I am quite certain this will be the best Christmas you’ve had in a long while.”

She snatched the box from him as a sense of giddiness bubbled inside her. The ribbon fell away and soon she had the nondescript lid off. A gasp escaped her. “Oh, Miles. It’s wonderful.” The box fell to the floor as she pulled an oval-shaped pendant from it. “I do adore scarabs.” This one was done in lapis-lazuli, caught in fine gold filigree and suspended on a long chain. “A copy?”

“Bite your tongue, woman. This is completely genuine.” His aggrieved expression would have been amusing if he hadn’t been serious. “Before we left for the country, I rooted around Crispin Herrick’s pawn shop.” He paused, hopping from foot to foot as he tugged off his Hessians. “We both spent copious amounts of time examining it. He claims it’s from a newly discovered tomb in the King’s Valley. I couldn’t let it fall into someone’s hands who wouldn’t truly respect it for the relic it is.”

“I shall wear it tomorrow.” The delicate chain was cool as it slipped over her fingers. “Would you like your gift now?”

“And cheat me out of the joy I’ll reap as I reveal the rest of yours?” He held up the envelope with a cocked eyebrow. “Unless you’ve tired of opening—”

“Rogue,” she interrupted and plucked the vellum from his hand. Once she’d rested the necklace on the nearby table, she broke the Archewyne seal and tugged a single card from the envelope. Her hand shook as she held the stationery up to the window and read. Emmaline gasped. Her heartbeat thumped into a rapid rhythm. “What does this mean?” She didn’t dare to hope yet until she had confirmation.

His grin looked as silly as hers felt. “It means that next fall, once Parliament closes, I am taking you and the children to Egypt for the winter. It’s time they were taught about the world beyond what they can see.” He gestured to the card in her hand. “We’ll spend our time digging and cataloging and exploring, my love. I have secured the proper paperwork as well as financial backing.”

“From whom?” She could scarcely believe what he was telling her.

“The newly minted Duke of Litton, of course. We both agree we can only change the future by understanding the past and saving it for future generations.” He winked and tweaked an escaped lock of her hair. “Why else do you think I paid Herrick a visit before we left? He is giving over the running of his shop, for his attention will now be with the title.”

She opened and closed her mouth. Words failed her. This man had given her everything she’d ever wanted. And still he continued to give.

“You would say nothing after such a spectacular gift?” A tinge of concern hung on the question. “You don’t wish to go?”

“I do!” Emmaline tossed the papers in the general direction of the table, and then she threw herself into his arms.

He grunted and held her steady. “And?”

“This is the most wondrous gift anyone has ever given me.” She rose up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “The opportunity to adventure—with you—and our children is beyond amazing, and in Egypt no less!” When she looped her arms about his shoulders, he folded her into an embrace.

“Where our romance began so many years ago,” he whispered, and lifting her off the floor, he carried her over to the bed. “Before I ever knew how much I needed you.”

Her heart squeezed with love for him. “When fate was set into motion.”

“And our adventure began.” 

Emmaline tugged handfuls of his shirt from his trousers. When her fingertips glanced along his warm, flat belly, tendrils of desire curled through her insides. “As much as I adore your gifts, the only thing I want this Christmas is the same thing that I want every day—you.” She gazed up into his eyes and smiled. “Everything else is...”

“...like snow at Christmastide,” he finished quietly for her. With gentle, determined movements, he tugged the gown from her shoulders. Holding her gaze, he pushed the fabric over her hips until it fell to the floor with a soft sigh. “Perfect.”

The chill in the room sent gooseflesh along her skin and tightened her nipples as she stood naked, except for her stockings and garters, before her husband. “Sometimes life doesn’t have to be perfect to be exactly what is best for me.” She undid the buttons on his waistcoat and then sent the garment to the floor at their feet. “I wouldn’t trade it—every little imperfection included—for anything.”

“That is good to hear.” He urged her down on the bed and covered his body with hers. “For I feel the same way.”

Emmaline surrendered into his care with a sigh and answering kisses. No words were exchanged. Instead, communication came in the form of nips and nibbles, caresses and licks. As soon as she manipulated the buttons of his trousers and the front flap fell away, she encouraged his rigid member until it had grown sufficiently hard for her needs.

“At least let me remove my clothing,” he said around dueling with her tongue.

“No.” Before he could say anything else, she straddled him, fitting the tip of him to where she wanted him to be. “We do that too often. This way I can keep you guessing.” She held his gaze and slowly, oh so slowly, took his length into her body until he’d fully impaled her. Tremors of pleasure circled through her. Her eyelids fluttered.

“There is nothing wrong with tradition, love.” Miles tugged her down over his body. He claimed her mouth with a searing kiss, and then his body tensed, and seconds later, her back was pressed between the mattress and the unmovable wall of his chest. “It’s as comforting as a well-worn boot.”

She rolled her eyes even as she clutched his upper arms and drew her legs up to cradle his hips between her bent knees. “And you must be in control at all times?”

“Not at all times.” Miles flexed his hips and she answered with a gasp. “However, in this instance, yes.”

“Why?” Her eyes crossed when he moved and his strokes were deep, fast and exact. God, I love it when he’s like this.

Forceful. Direct. In control.

It meant she didn’t need to be.

“Because sometimes I like being the one to protect you, to provide you with everything you want, everything you need.” He increased his pacing and their breathing quickened. He put his lips to her ear. “It’s what a man does for the love of his life.”

“Oh.” His words, combined with his intent at pleasure, shattered the dam holding back her release. Waves of pleasure rushed through her so intense that she couldn’t cry out, couldn’t form words, couldn’t do anything except clutch him to her body while she rode the crests.

“Happy Christmas, Emmy.” Another two thrusts had him falling into his own bliss and when he collapsed on top of her, he nuzzled her skin where her neck joined with her shoulder. “This is, by far, one of the best I’ve experienced while at Archewyne Hall.”

As her heartbeat returned to normal, she placed a palm on either side of his face and then kissed the tip of his nose. “Happy Christmas, Miles. It has been the best one I have ever had anywhere in the world.”

He rolled to his side and took her with him. For long moments they lay silent. The strong, steady beat of his heart beneath her ear that rested on his chest marked the time. Finally, he stirred and traced abstract designs along her hip. “I do have one other gift for you.”

“I don’t need anything else.” She slid a hand down the length of his back and traced her fingers over the play of his muscles.

“You’ll like it.”

“Mmm? What is it?” The only thing she wished to do was fall asleep in his arms.

“I have found what I think is the beginnings of a Roman pavement, perhaps a floor, on the property here.” Excitement threaded in his voice and he stilled his fingers on her skin. “Once it’s fully excavated, I shall dedicate the find to you. Any artifacts we locate will be donated to the British Museum in your name.”

“What?” She squeezed one of his buttocks to emphasize her point. “What?” It bore repeating.

His chuckle ramped her still-buzzing awareness. “Just what I said. It is quite amazing, no?”

Emmaline struggled into a sitting position. She looked down at him as a thousand questions swirled through her head. “This is what you’ve been secretive about?”

“Yes.” His lazy smile held a wicked edge. He tweaked one of her nipples. “Are you pleased?”

She ignored how her body awakened anew at his touch. “I’m properly amazed.”

“Since I’m already mostly dressed, do you wish to see it? No doubt what I’ve uncovered is hidden by the snow, but it would be easy enough to brush away.”

“Now? In the dark? In the middle of the night?”

“Why not?” He shrugged and then slipped from the bed, working his trouser buttons as he went. “You said we need more adventures in our life. Why not start straightaway?”

Why, indeed? Her nerve endings tingled with anticipation. “Allow me the time to dress in something warm and we can be off.” She smacked his hand when he would have touched her breast again. “No more of that unless you wish to be distracted from your mission.”

“I never consider you or your charms a distraction.” He blew her a kiss as he went in search of his boots. “An enhancement, quite so. Never a distraction.”

Emmaline slid from the bed. “I appreciate that, but don’t you want to open the gift I have for you?”

“Haven’t I already had my gift from you this night?” The glitter in his eyes sent heat into her cheeks.

“Behave yourself. I had a new pocket watch commissioned for you in London. One side is engraved with our wedding date while inside I’ve glued a tiny painting of us as a family. Remember, we all sat for it shortly after you and I returned from France.” She headed toward the dressing room door.

Miles intercepted her with one boot on, the other in his hand. “It sounds delightful, Emmy. I shall unwrap it after I show you the pavement.”

“Because your gifts are more impressive than mine?” She didn’t protest when he snaked his free arm about her waist and tugged her against his body.

“No, because I’ll want to show you how thankful I am for that gift, and I cannot do that while in the snow—”

“Or run the risk of waking your adoring geese and having them cluster about you?” she interrupted with a trill of laughter.

Miles continued on as if she hadn’t spoken though his cheeks were stained a faint red, “—for the next time you and I are naked, I fully intend to slowly and erotically tease you until you cry mercy.” He kissed her, and though it was a fleeting display it didn’t fail to flood her with heat. “I rather doubt we’ll see much sleep this Christmas night.”

Emmaline patted his cheek as her mind spun over what he had planned. “There is no better way to celebrate the season than surrounded with gratitude and love.” Then she wriggled out of his hold and sought out the dressing room.

This life, all the good parts and bad, was indeed perfect for her. She wouldn’t have it any other way.
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The End
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Continue the adventures with Miles and Emmaline in Caught with a Stolen Diamond, releasing in March 2018. To read about their previous quests and how their romance began, purchase Captivated by an Adventurous Lady, Engaged to a Scandalous Earl, Married on a Wicked Morning as well as Intrigued by an Ancient Pedigree.

If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on the retailer’s site where you purchased the story. I’d love to hear what you thought of it!
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Colors of Scandal series

Dressed in White

Draped in Green

Trimmed in Blue

Wrapped in Red

Graced in Scarlet

Embellished in Mauve (coming March 2021)

Clad in Midnight (coming May 2021)

Garbed in Purple (coming June 2021)

Resplendent in Ruby (coming July 2021)

Cloaked in Shadows (coming September 2021)

Decorated in Christmas (as part of a Regency holiday boxed set) coming November 2021

Storme Brothers series

The Soul of a Storme (coming June 2021)

The Heart of a Storme (coming August 2021)

The Look of a Storme (coming October 2021)

A Storme’s Christmas Legacy (coming November 2021)

The Sting of a Storme (coming January 2022)

The Touch of a Storme (coming March 2022)

The Fury of a Storme (coming May 2022)

Willful Winterbournes series

Romancing Miss Quill (coming June 2022)

Pursing Mr. Mattingly (coming August 2022)

Courting Lady Yeardly (coming October 2022)

Teasing Miss Atherby (coming late 2022)

Thieves of the Ton series

Captivated by an Adventurous Lady

Engaged to a Scandalous Earl

Married on a Wicked Morning

Intrigued by an Ancient Pedigree

Beguiled on a Christmas Morning: Christmas novella

Caught with a Stolen Diamond

Tortured by a Horrible Secret

Delighted on a Summer’s Evening

Trapped in the British Museum

Charmed at a Yuletide Ball

One Silent Night

Redeeming a Tarnished Lord (coming April 2021)

Lords of Happenstance series

What the Stubborn Viscount Desires

What a Wayward Lord Needs

What the Dashing Duke Deserves

Lords of the Night series

Devil Take the Duke

Bitten by the Earl

Adrift with the Viscount

Treasured by the Earl

Transformed by a Christmas Star

Scandal in Surrey series

Lady Parker’s Grand Affair

The Bride’s Gambit

Misfortune’s Lady

Miss Bennett’s Naughty Secret

Standalone Regency romances

Lady Isabella’s Splendid Folly

Wagering on Christmas

Magic in Mayflowers (coming April 2021)

Act of Pardon

Angel’s Master

Storm Tossed Rogue

Claiming His Wife

Scoundrel’s Trespass

On a Midnight Clear

A Fowl Christmastide 
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Sandra Sookoo is a USA Today bestselling author who firmly believes every person deserves acceptance and a happy ending. Most days you can find her creating scandal and mischief in the Regency-era, serendipity and happenstance in Victorian America or snarky, sweet humor in the contemporary world. Most recently she’s moved into infusing her books with mystery and intrigue. Reading is a lot like eating fine chocolates—you can’t just have one. Good thing books don’t have calories!

When she’s not wearing out computer keyboards, Sandra spends time with her real-life Prince Charming in central Indiana where she’s been known to goof off and make moments count because the key to life is laughter. A Disney fan since the age of ten, when her soul gets bogged down and her imagination flags, a trip to Walt Disney World is in order. Nothing fuels her dreams more than the land of eternal happy endings, hope and love stories.
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Sign up for Sandra’s bi-monthly newsletter and you’ll be given exclusive excerpts, cover reveals before the general public as well as opportunities to enter contests you won’t find anywhere else.

Just send an email to sandrasookoo@yahoo.com with SUBSCRIBE in the subject line.

Or follow/friend her on social media:

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/sandra.sookoo

Facebook Author Page: https://www.facebook.com/sandrasookooauthor/

Pinterest: https://www.pinterest.com/sandrasookoo/

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/sandrasookoo/

BookBub Page: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/sandra-sookoo
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