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A Delightful Romp Through Regency England. .
.

Something Wild

 Lady Madeline's first and only
London season lasts one month before a family emergency forces her
home. The memory of one gentleman remains with her, in particular
his face and eyes.

 


Six years later Lady Madeline has the keeping of her
sister's four children. She approaches Lord Baylor, a neighbor, to
ask a favor, but with Lord Baylor is the gentleman she remembers
from her one, short season; he is now the Earl of Spode. Her wild
nature is intrigued.

 


Robert, the Earl of Spode, immediately recognizes
Lady Madeline. She was the lovely young girl with the eyes—big,
beautiful green eyes. He hopes to get close to Lady Madeline —and
make sure she doesn't disappear from his life again.

 


 


 


Sweet Sauerkraut

 


Nick, Viscount Wharncliffe, has sold his commission
so he can raise his five nephews—hellions all. Deciding he needs a
wife, he comes to London where he meets a fellow officer. Major
Reese tells Nick he has a sister who loves to cook, and comes with
a substantial dowry.

 


Nick knows this is his prayer answered. He'll woo the
girl and wed her with her brother's blessing. She can cook her
heart away and fill the bottomless pits of the five little monsters
while he uses part of her dowry to continue repairs to the
house.

 


What Nick doesn't count on is falling in love with
Beth. His conscience won't allow him to offer for her—the five
little beasts would surely see her to an early grave.

 


 


Joy’s Christmas Wishes

Eleven-year-old Joy wishes her
father to marry Lady Emily so he'll remain at home instead of
leaving her and her three brothers months at a time while he
captains his ship.

 


Captain Geoffrey DeBohun never
intends to give up the sea. Nor does he look to remarry. But when
he feels his blood thrum when close to Lady Emily—as it used to do
with his first wife—he decides to pursue this woman.

 


Lady Emily doesn't want to be drawn to Captain
Geoffrey DeBohun. She believes her brother, the Earl of Spode, has
Geoffrey DeBohun's brother in mind for her, the Earl of Wickerdun.
When Joy's first wish comes true, Emily wonders if perhaps the girl
might get her Christmas wishes after all.

 


 


The Passage To Summer

 


When the normally formal and proper Earl of
Wickerdun enters an enchanted forest, his world turns upside down.
Songs from wood nymphs, and an aqua-eyed faery make him think he’s
on his way to Bedlam, yet he never felt so alive. Is she mortal or
has she truly enchanted him?

 


 


Only and Always You

 


 


Ten years ago, two hearts
were broken. Will Viscount Seton and Lady Claire be able to set
aside their hurt and betrayal to have a second chance at love with
each other?

 


 


 


A Chorus Singing Love

 


 


Lady Melody Bruin knows Trevor Wilde, the Earl of
Ardmoor, is the other half of her soul. Due to The Unfortunate
Incident of the summer of 1807, Ardmoor wants nothing to do with
her. When an invitation arrives for Melody to spend the Christmas
Holiday with the Earl and Countess of Spode, Melody knows this is
her last chance to win Ardmoor's heart.
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”I love you not only for
what you are, but for what I am when I am with you."

 


~Elizabeth Barrett
Browning

 



 


Contents

 


 


 


Something Wild. . . . . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .08

 


 


Sweet Sauerkraut . . . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33

 


 


Joy’s Christmas Wishes . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

 


 


The Passage to Summer . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

 


 


Only and Always You . . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 134

 


 


A Chorus Singing Love . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .164

 


 


 



 


 


 


 


Something Wild

 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter One

Lady Madeline Marches
Forth,

Seeking Aid

 




Madeline tied the ribbons of her black bonnet
securely under her chin, carefully buttoned her gloves, adjusted
her shawl just so and then studied her reflection in the mirror. A
very proper looking woman stared back. With a satisfied nod she
called for her nephews.

 


When Larkwing, their butler, appeared, she
informed him she and the twins would be visiting Highspot.

 


“I don’t expect to be long. But if my brother
should awaken and ask for me . . .”

 


Larkwing nodded and held the door. Madeline
grabbed her twin nephews by their collars as they dashed past.

 


“We will walk briskly, not
run,” she told them. “You will escort me and offer your arms, if
you please.” She nodded when their arms were linked. “You are ten
and four, therefore no jumping in puddles. Nor walking through puddles. I wish to
arrive at Highspot in as immaculate a state as possible, if you
please.”

 


“Do you think Lord Baylor will help?” Simon
asked.

 


“That is what I hope to
determine. Which is why you both must be on your best behavior
whilst I’m inside.” She gave her severe look to each in turn. “No
sneaking up on grooms or servants, no screams, nor
behind-closed-door noises. Not only is my future in peril, but
yours as well if Sir Insufferable the toad-face, shite-breath,
chinless scoundrel has his way.” She blinked rapidly. “Ignore what
I just said.” She shook her head. Her
wildness was escaping again.

 


“Why doesn’t Uncle Trevor deal with Sir
Insufferable?” Hunter asked. “He’s a hero.”

 


Madeline harrumphed. “My brother has yet to
reconcile himself to the fact that, although he returned home
alive, he returned home minus a leg.”

 


“Half a leg,” Hunter corrected. “Well, gone
from below the knee. About—”

 


“Since I’ve had the care of
my brother, I know how much of his leg remains.”

 


“She meant metaphorically, dolt, not
literally,” Simon said.

 


“You’re the dolt!”

 


Madeline halted, perforce
bringing her nephews to a halt. “We will not engage in fighting,
verbally or figuratively, if you
please.”

 


“He’s a hero,” Hunter muttered once they
resumed walking. “Doesn’t matter if most of his leg is gone.”

 


Madeline nodded once. “A hero and
well-respected officer. Unfortunately, so lost in self-pity he
doesn’t realize his life hasn’t ended. Merely changed.”

 


Hunter grinned at his aunt.
“I would never
stay abed all day and drink brandy. I would learn how to ride again, and
help—”

 


Simon stopped. “You can’t know that! Our
uncle was a hero, an officer, and now he’s nothing! How would you
feel if all you knew was taken from you?”

 


Madeline’s eyes brimmed over. Whether from
Simon’s surprisingly compassionate speech, or the fact his words
echoed her fears, she didn’t know.

 


“He is too something! He’s the Earl of
Ardmoor!”

 


The twins stood nose to nose.

 


“Well . . .” Madeline could see Simon strived
for a retort. “His own brother had to die for him to become
earl!”

 


She lifted her chin. “Enough of this, if you
please!”

 


* * * *

 


Simon and Hunter remained where their aunt
left them for perhaps all of two minutes. Then they wandered about
the circled drive, kicking at the gravel.

 


“What if Lord Baylor doesn’t help?” Simon
asked. “Or believes, as the vicar does, she should wed Sir
Insufferable?”

 


“She was nervous,” Hunter said. “She always
walks fast when she’s nervous.”

 


“And says, ‘if you please’
as if it didn’t please her to say so.”

 


They looked back at the house. “I wish we
could do something,” Simon said.

 


“I think our idea of using the longbow on Sir
Insufferable worth pursuing.”

 


Simon shook his head. “We might kill him. Our
aim isn’t as good as hers.”

 


“If father were here—”

 


“He’s not, and we never know when he’ll put
back in.” Simon frowned. “There must be something we could do. Once
father returns he said we’d be old enough to join him on ship.”

 


“What about Henry and Joy? Aunt Maddy would
still have them.”

 


“Henry’s only twelve, so that’s two years
before she’d have to worry about that silly longbow law. Joy’s a
girl, so it doesn’t apply to her.”

 


“Aunt Maddy should get herself a
husband.”

 


Simon snorted.
“That’s what
started this debacle.”

 


“How come you know so many more words than I
do?”

 


“I’m the eldest.”

 


Hunter rolled his eyes. “By minutes.”

 


* * * *

 


Madeline’s stomach plummeted when her planned
audience with Lord Baylor was postponed. Lady Baylor came upon her
and insisted she greet their guests, going so far as to link her
arm through Madeline’s arm so Madeline couldn’t escape.

 


She cringed. She would have
avoided Highspot if she’d known the baron and his wife had returned
with guests. Now her requested audience would have to wait. Even
worse, she would have to pay particular attention to what she said.
And how she behaved. Did other women have this problem?
Only wild women, a little
voice inside answered. Madeline wanted to jump up and down on that
little voice.

 


There were two couples
inside the drawing room with Baron Baylor. All looked with interest
when she and Lady Baylor entered. Madeline heard Lady Baylor’s
laughter, heard her say something witty about finding her in the
hall. Madeline supposed it was witty; her mind ceased to function
as soon as she had seen him. People laughed.
He laughed. Then began
the introductions. Madeline could feel her heart beat faster. It
was him! The
gentleman from her short season. He was an earl? The Earl of Spode?
She didn’t think he was an earl six years ago.

 


“I remember Lady Madeline,” he said as he
smiled and bowed over her gloved hand.

 


What was she to say to
that? I remember you as well? Yours is the only face I recall from
my short, happy season? His dark hair had a
mahogany tint and a bit of curl. She pulled her gaze from the
intriguing implications of his hair, and focused on his eyes. Ah,
yes. His eyes were a dark amber in color, edged with thick lashes.
Many a night she’d sighed over the memory of those eyes; what might
have developed between them had she remained in London.

 


His voice was low. “I regret we never shared
the supper dance you promised me,” he said.

 


Ah, but you have no idea
how much I have regretted that as well. Madeline smiled and said nothing. Did he really remember her?
The others were introduced. Lady Emily was his sister. Baron
Whiteleaf and Lady Diana were brother and sister. How many minutes
must pass before she could excuse herself? She couldn’t help but
look in the earl’s direction. Which caused a blush to rise because
he always met her stare.

 


“Are you related to the new Earl of Ardmoor,
Lady Madeline?” Baron Whiteleaf asked.

 


“My brother.”

 


“Ah. Yet isn’t the principal holding in
Surrey?”

 


Madeline inclined her head. “I prefer
Cornwall.”

 


“Is your brother with you? I believe he was
wounded at Orthez?”

 


“Yes.”

 


“You were in London, Lady Madeline?” Lady
Diana asked. “Some years ago, I presume?”

 


Madeline looked at Lady Diana. Although
grateful for the change in topic, she didn’t care for the way Lady
Diana eyed her outdated clothes. “Six years ago, yes.” Madeline
smiled.

 


Lady Diana leaned forward.
“The ton can be
cruel when one doesn’t take.”

 


“I’m sorry, Lady Diana, I wouldn’t know. I
took. My season was cut short.”

 


Lady Diana drew back and narrowed her eyes.
“You are in mourning?”

 


“Lady Madeline,” Lady Baylor said as she gave
Madeline a sharp look, “should be out of her mourning, but refuses
to don color.”

 


“Yes,” Madeline agreed. How to explain she
used her black and grey clothes as a defense against unwanted
attention?

 


All looked up when the doors opened. Madeline
rose. “Such a lovely visit, but we—”

 


“Nonsense. Stay where you are,” Lady Baylor
said. With a large smile she ushered the twins inside.

 


“Sorry,” Simon said, though he didn’t look
the least bit sorry.

 


“It was beginning to rain,” Hunter said. “Is
there tea?”

 


* * * *

 


Robert Baideson, the twelfth Earl of Spode,
gave silent thanks to whom or whatever had brought Lady Madeline
back into his life. She was as lovely as he remembered. More so.
Well, what he saw of her. Her bonnet covered her hair, but he
assumed it was still red; a pretty sort of red streaked with gold.
Her figure impossible to determine due to the shapeless gown and
drab shawl she wore. The girl he recalled had a figure that showed
promise of developing into something a man might never tire of
loving. That he would have to determine. Robert remembered her eyes
in particular. Large eyes a shade of green that brought to mind
deep woods and moss and wood nymphs, and dappled sunshine on naked,
white skin.

 


Robert was content for the nonce to watch and
listen. He believed he’d found his countess, but six years had
passed, after all. She might have changed, but he didn’t believe
so. She’d recognized him when they were introduced. There had been
awareness when he’d looked into her eyes; her fingers had trembled
in his; her lips had parted, as if in invitation. That certain
something had been present when they touched—six years ago and
again just minutes ago. Now he’d found her, and if she proved to be
all he thought, he would woo her.

 


Robert was not pleased by Lady Diana’s
questions, but admired Lady Madeline’s refusal to be insulted; she
showed herself to good advantage. But he could tell his future
countess was uncomfortable by the questions asked by Whiteleaf. A
poser. Why should such questions make her uncomfortable?

 


When her nephews entered the room, Robert
thought she might swoon. But his future countess was made of
sterner stuff than that. She gave them each a look, promising
severe retribution—though he was pleased to note she managed such a
feat with none but he the wiser. Although one might argue the boys
too young to participate in afternoon tea with adults, Robert was
impressed by their maturity. Lord, he remembered himself at that
age. Her nephews conduct and conversation were exemplary. As it
appeared Lady Madeline had their raising for the past six years . .
. his future countess acquitted herself well on that score.

 


Robert’s attention focused on the
conversation when he saw Lady Madeline’s lips press together. Saw
her ram-rod back inch higher; he wouldn’t have thought that
possible. Whiteleaf had said something to the boys about ships.
When he saw her rise, he stood, and pulled up his sister as
well.

 


“Emily and I will be pleased to accompany you
and your nephews, Lady Madeline.”

 


His sister turned to him in
question. He looked at her, trying to convey with his eyes what he
couldn’t say aloud. Do this or surrender
your allowance for the next century.

 


“Wait until I get my bonnet,” Emily said, and
gracefully exited the drawing room.

 


* * * *

 


Robert learned a great deal from the twins on
their walk home. Some of which was useful to him. Most important,
he learned the reason for Lady Madeline’s visit to Highspot.

 


“I’ve heard of sillier laws,” Robert said to
the twins. Lady Madeline and his sister walked ahead, and he
enjoyed watching the sway of his future countess’ hips, but the
presence of her nephews precluded more acute observation. “I
shouldn’t think it too difficult to change the law; I could
introduce legislation. Or find a more sympathetic clergyman, for
that matter. You say the way the law is now, all males over the age
of fourteen must practice the longbow two hours a week under the
supervision of a clergyman?”

 


“Local clergyman,” Simon said.

 


“And your vicar refuses?”

 


“That’s why our aunt wanted to talk to Lord
Baylor, to see if he could talk to the vicar, or talk to Sir
Insuf—Sir Basil,” Hunter said.

 


“Why does Sir Basil pursue this? To my
knowledge our country no longer depends on bowmen for her
defense.”

 


“Aunt Madeline says it is his way to plague
her into accepting him as husband.”

 


Robert pursed his lips and glanced at Simon.
“Does your aunt pine for another? Is that why she is unwed?” He
wondered at the glance the twins exchanged.

 


“She says she has enough just with the four
of us.” Hunter smiled at him. “But we’ll be going with our father
when he sets sail again. He captains his own ship! Only Henry and
Joy will be here, and then soon they’ll be gone. Our aunt won’t
have anyone.”

 


“She’ll have Ardmoor, our uncle. But I expect
he’ll marry and then our Aunt Maddy will be all alone.” Simon
sighed loudly.

 


Robert nodded. “No doubt it would ease your
mind to know your aunt happily wed.”

 


He saw them look at one another as if to say
they hadn’t thought it would be so easy. Robert smiled. “I think I
should tell you . . .”

 


* * * *

 


Emily didn’t want to walk
with Lady Madeline, for she thought the woman cold, more concerned
with propriety than conversation. But as it was obvious her brother
had developed an unaccountable interest in the woman, Emily would
oblige his request. As their walk progressed, Emily changed her
mind. Lady Madeline was all that was pleasant, pointing out flowers
and shrubs, birds familiar to Cornwall, even speaking of local
legends and myths. She asked Emily about her season, and told
amusing stories of her own, short season. They conversed amiably
until they reached Ardmoor House, where both seemed loath to end
their speech.

 


Lady Madeline invited them in, but her
brother declined, and instead asked if they might visit on the
morrow.

 


When it looked to Emily as if her new friend
was unsure whether or not to agree, her brother said he thought he
might have a plan to thwart Sir Insufferable. Might he speak
further on the subject when he and his sister visited on the
morrow?

 


Emily saw Lady Madeline’s face turn red. But
then Lady Madeline burst out in laughter, as did everyone else.

 


Lady Madeline’s eyes still held laughter when
she spoke. “Very well, Lord Spode. I look forward to seeing you
both.”

 


* * * *

 


“I thought her cold in the beginning,” Emily
said as they walked back to Highspot, “but she is not; merely
reserved, let us say. Her fire is hidden. I like her.”

 


“Good. I intend to make her my countess.” He
smiled when Emily turned to him in surprise. “What? You said you
liked her.”

 


“I do! But . . . but isn’t this sudden? You
would wed her after an afternoon’s acquaintance?”

 


He shook his head. “That would be foolish,
indeed. No, Em, I’ve wondered about her for six years. Though she
was one of many, she stood out from all the other debutantes six
years ago. It took me weeks to get up my courage to speak to her.
When I did, I asked her for a dance for the next evening’s ball.
But it was too late. She was called home and I never saw her
again.”

 


“Oh!” Emily held her hands to her chest.
“That is so romantic.”

 


“Romantic? No, it was foolish of me to waste
all those days and weeks.”

 


“But think, had she remained, you might even
now be wed.”

 


Robert shook his head. “Remember, I was the
third son six years ago. She an earl’s daughter. Her family would
never have countenanced the alliance.”

 


“But now,” Emily said with a smile, “now you
and she—”

 


“I have to woo her, Em. She’s no young miss
with thoughts only to snare a husband. Six years she’s had the
raising of her three nephews and niece, making them a home, and
she’s done well. She might not want to wed.”

 


Emily wrinkled her nose. “Not wed you! Don’t
be silly.”

 


Robert smiled. “You’ll have to help me with
this, Em.”

 


Emily nodded. “Of course I shall help you. If
you’re sure. Lady Baylor might assist as well, for she appears fond
of Lady Madeline.”

 


“Then too, there’s that silly law . . . I’m
sure I can use that to my advantage.”

 


* * * *

 


Madeline grabbed each twin
by an ear, ignored their howls of outrage, and walked briskly into
the drawing room where she released them and stood with her hands
on her hips. “You will explain to me why you entered Highspot. Why
you conversed about your father with Baron Whiteleaf. How Lord
Spode came to call Sir Basil, Sir Insufferable. If you please.”

 


* * * *

 


The arrival of more guests postponed Robert’s
planned questioning of Lady Baylor. Not wanting to draw attention
to Lady Madeline’s name, he hesitated speaking to their hostess
unless tête-a-tête. Lady Diana solved his dilemma by speaking of
Lady Madeline later that evening. Lady Baylor took exception to
Lady Diana’s words and tone, and admiringly defended Lady Madeline
to one and all.

 


Robert was pleased by what he heard. Nothing
to disqualify her as his countess.

 


* * * *

 


“He thought being the third son would exclude
him as a suitor?” Madeline looked from Simon to Hunter. “He spoke
to you of this?”

 


The twins looked at one another and back to
her. “We were talking,” Simon said, and kicked his shoe against the
carpet.

 


“We talked about many
things,” Hunter said. “He said his
father didn’t object when one of his brothers went
into trade. Well, it was the East India Company.”

 


“You talked about that?”
Madeline sat and fanned her face. “You know not to draw attention
to yourselves. You know
your father’s family is looking for you.” She put
her hands to cool her cheeks. “I despise that silly law. If not for
that law and Sir Basil—”

 


“We didn’t tell him who our father is,” Simon
said.

 


“We’re not
dolts,” Hunter
said.

 


Simon put a hand on her shoulder. “He said he
could help.”

 


Hunter put his hand on her other shoulder.
“We like him, Aunt Maddy. He talked to us like we were adults.”

 


“We think you should allow him to help. What
could it hurt?”

 


Madeline closed her eyes and
pictured Lord Robert Baideson, Earl of Spode. With her fingers
running through his hair. Even worse, she could picture herself on
his lap, pulling his head back so she could kiss him. Where did
such thoughts come from? Your wild
nature, a little voice replied.

 


“Wild nature to the devil!” she cried as she
rose. She looked at her nephews, aware she had spoken aloud.
“Ignore what I just said.”

 



 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

The Earl of Spode Makes
His Move

 


 


Lady Baylor told Robert to avail himself of
the Baylor carriage when he and his sister visited Ardmoor House,
remarking not everyone enjoyed Lady Madeline’s enthusiasm for long
walks. Sitting in the carriage, Robert brooded over what his sister
had just informed him.

 


“I can’t think why Lady Diana should say I
was set to offer for her. She may have been in the back of my
mind—along with many others—but had I any firm thoughts in that
direction, her manner of speech to Lady Madeline yesterday clearly
showed her in an unfavorable light.”

 


“I told Lady Baylor I thought Lady Diana was
speaking more from hope; that you had never indicated your
affections were with her.” Emily smiled. “I did say I thought you
hoped to renew your acquaintance with Lady Madeline. And if your
affections were to be engaged, one should look in that direction.
Lady Baylor was pleased.”

 


“Good.” Robert smiled. “You will look for my
signal?”

 


Emily frowned. “Yes. I’ll count to five
hundred, but that’s all the time alone you will have! I cannot in
good conscience leave you alone any longer.”

 


* * * *

 


Madeline thought the grey of her gown washed
out any color from her complexion. It was also baggy. She tied the
white cap under her chin and looked at herself. Perfectly
horrid.

 


What would it hurt to keep
off the cap? Wear a pretty gown? He wants to help you, not ravish
you. Madeline sighed. The trouble was, she
thought her wild nature might want
him to ravish her. Well, not ravish—she wasn’t
clear on what that was exactly, but knew it must be avoided.
Certainly she wanted him to kiss her. And her kiss him. She could
feel her wild nature rising up and embracing all those thoughts of
kissing. What would it hurt to have him look at her in admiration? She removed her
cap and studied her head. Her braids were coiled neatly at her
nape. There, that would do. She hated the cap, after
all.

 


* * * *

 


Simon and Hunter were on their knees before
Joy, their ten-year old sister. “Just don’t mention Aunt Maddy’s
wild side. Anyone’s wild side. Please?” Simon asked.

 


“We want him to marry her, Joy. Don’t you
want Aunt Maddy to marry?”

 


“No. I don’t like Spodes,” Joy said. “I don’t
want to move away. I want to stay here.”

 


“But if Aunt Maddy married Lord Spode, they
might take you to London,” Simon said. “Think of all you’ll see.
The animals at the Tower Zoo, the shops.” He looked at Hunter.

 


“They have everything in London,” Hunter
said. “Dolls! They have about a thousand doll shops in London.”
Hunter grinned at Simon.

 


Joy looked at her brothers with narrowed
eyes. “They do not.”

 


“We’re begging you, Joy,” Simon said. “Don’t
say anything to scare Lord Spode away, or Aunt Maddy might have to
marry Sir Insufferable. Then Father’s family might take us away.
But if Aunt Maddy marries Lord Spode, he’s powerful enough to
protect us until Father returns home.”

 


Joy stuck out her lower lip. “Why can’t Papa
come home and stay?”

 


* * * *

 


Robert shifted unobtrusively in his
chair—again—and steered the conversation from polite small talk to
the problem at hand. Anything to keep Lady Madeline’s eyes off of
him, since he had the oddest notion she was mentally ravishing him.
Not that he minded, but since they weren’t alone, nor betrothed, he
couldn’t do anything about it, could he? Most disconcerting.

 


“I can introduce legislation
to have the law changed.” His eyes followed the movement of her
bottom lip as she brought it between her teeth. “Or I could ask
Lord Baylor to urge the vicar to do his duty.” More biting. He
shifted yet again. “I could speak to Sir Insufferable and declare
his suit is unwanted.” Her lips opened and her tongue made a brief,
wet appearance. He groaned, imagining where on his body he would
like those lips and tongue. “Or you could marry me.”
Zounds! Had he just blurted out his proposal of
marriage?

 


Lady Madeline stared at him, her eyes wide,
her mouth open in surprise. He hoped it was surprise and not
distaste.

 


“Oh, that would be lovely!” Emily cried,
hopping twice in her chair. “Do say yes! Ignore my brother’s
impetuous, ignominious proposal and say yes!”

 


Lady Madeline blinked. “I wouldn’t say it was
an ignominious proposal.”

 


Emily laughed and clasped her hands together.
“You do say yes?”

 


Lady Madeline shook her head and looked
between him and his sister. “I can’t . . . the children . . . I
gave my word.”

 


Robert arched a brow. Well. She appeared to
have some reservations about becoming his countess. “I apologize
for blurting out in public what should have been done privately.”
He frowned. “If you would accompany—”

 


“Robert,” Emily broke in. “Shouldn’t you
first speak to Ardmoor? I’m aware Lady Madeline is of age, but
there are proprieties to observe.”

 


Robert wondered what his sister was about. By
her expression, he could see she wanted him out of the room. No
doubt to exchange words female to female. And he’d be a fool to
object. “Indeed, Em, you have the right of it. Lady Madeline? If I
may speak to Ardmoor?”

 


“Oh, but my brother . . .” Lady Madeline
stopped and Robert saw her brows rise. “Yes. Yes, see him, ‘tis
about time Ardmoor took note of what is transpiring about in the
world.”

 


* * * *

 


Madeline didn’t mind Lady Emily holding her
hands. Nor did she object to the pleasant prospect Lady Emily made
on her becoming the Countess of Spode. She appreciated Lady Emily’s
honesty when speaking of her brother, for although she spoke
glowingly of him, she admitted he had faults and spoke of them.
Madeline didn’t consider being short-tempered in the morning much
of a fault.

 


When Lady Emily spoke of how marriage to her
brother would alleviate any concern over her nephews having to
abide by that silly law, Madeline did admit to being tempted. In
fact, she knew if she hadn’t promised to keep her sister’s children
safe from their in-laws, she might be inclined to say yes. Madeline
thought something of her thoughts must be showing in her eyes, for
Lady Emily leaned closer, her smile wide, her grip almost
painful.

 


“Do say yes! Make my brother the most
happiest of men!”

 


* * * *

 


Robert stood outside Ardmoor’s chamber door,
where Watkins, Ardmoor’s valet—although Robert would wager a year’s
rents it was Ardmoor’s former batman—had bid him wait whilst he
ascertained whether or not the earl was receiving. From where
Robert stood, apparently the earl of Ardmoor was awake and bloody
didn’t want to bloody see any bloody, bleeding, friggin’
sonofabitch he’d never heard of.

 


It was a tricky situation. Ardmoor a
potential brother-in-law. The man obviously didn’t want to see him.
He couldn’t barge in and demand an audience. Yet how could he
return to the drawing room and admit defeat? He needed all the help
he could get to win his future bride’s favor. Watkins opened the
door and said the earl was feeling better and would see him.

 


Robert entered and stated his business. That
the man was still abed, his room dark and reeking of alcohol was
Ardmoor’s concern, not his. The man was a hero. Missing a leg, but
still a hero. And now an earl.

 


“You want to marry Maddy?” Ardmoor lifted his
arm off his face and looked at Robert. “Who are you?”

 


Robert repeated his name. He explained again
the problem Lady Madeline was having with the silly law concerning
longbow practice and Sir Insufferable. He stated his desire to wed
Lady Madeline, and started to give his worth, but Ardmoor waved him
off.

 


“She want you?”

 


Robert hesitated. Did she?

 


“She doesn’t want you?”

 


“Possibly. I’m not
sure.” Zounds, could he sound more
pathetic?

 


Ardmoor cursed. And took his time about it
before calling for Watkins. “I expect this is a sign,” he said with
a loud sigh. “A sign for me to move my arse from bed.”

 


Robert waited.
Was that a yes? A no? What did the man
mean? “I have your permission to court your
sister?”

 


“Court her, marry her, as long as Maddy is
happy.” He looked up at Robert. “She tell you about the
children?”

 


Robert knew this an
important question. What was the correct
answer? “She mentioned a
promise.”

 


Ardmoor grunted. “Wickerdun.”

 


Robert smiled as relief filled his chest.
Finally, a point of reference they could agree upon. “Wickerdun is
a particular friend of mine.” Robert’s stomach clenched at
Ardmoor’s expression.

 


“Bloody hell. Bloody, friggin’ hell. Sorry.
Can’t have Maddy.”

 


“But—”

 


“Promises to be kept. No. My last word on the
subject.”

 


* * * *

 


“Who is Wickerdun to you?”

 


He saw Lady Madeline’s welcoming smile fade,
her face whiten. “Where did you hear that name?”

 


“Your brother.” He made so bold as to grab
her arm when she attempted to flee. He cast a look at his sister.
“You will remain here whilst Lady Madeline and I peruse the
gardens.”

 


* * * *

 


Well, Lord Spode certainly knew how to kiss.
Madeline drew back and studied his face with single-minded
attention until she knew each bit of him. She wanted to kiss it
all. And use her tongue. Lord Spode had shown her what exquisite
delights could be had with using one’s tongue to good advantage.
She moved to kiss him again, but he held her back. Drat! He was
talking again. How did he expect her to concentrate when her wild
nature was running amuck?

 


“Just say yes, Maddy.”

 


Maddy? When had they gone
from Lady Madeline to Madeline to Maddy? “Yes?” She stepped back. “Yes to what?”

 


“Yes, you will marry me. Yes, you will trust
me. Yes, you believe I will protect you and respect whatever
promise you made concerning your nephews and niece. Yes, you will
tell me why the name Wickerdun puts you in a panic.”

 


She would have returned to the house, but he
kissed her again. Only the sound of Joy’s giggles reminded her
where she was, and helped pull her from Lord Spode’s lascivious
embrace.

 


“Robert!” Lady Emily’s voice trilled from
beyond the roses.

 


Madeline and Lord Spode were
a respectable two feet apart when his sister and her niece came
into view. Madeline had to refrain from touching her lips,
smoothing her hair, and straightening the bodice of her gown. She
felt her eyes widen. The bodice of her
gown?

 


“Robert, you
must speak with my new
little friend. Her name is Joy.”

 


Madeline could see Lord
Spode had about as much interest in talking to her niece as he had
in ripping out his fingernails. But he smiled and bowed and said as
how his sister had such fine taste in friends, he was delighted to
meet Miss Joy. At the sight of Joy’s delighted smile, Madeline’s
heart turned over. He really was a fine
man.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

The Family
Nemesis

 


 


After hearing from Ardmoor
that Lord Spode was a particular friend of the Earl of Wickerdun,
Madeline was all for packing up the family and heading for a
distant Ardmoor estate. Ardmoor’s declaration that he’d use his
saber to cleave a head or two should any dare intrude upon his
family’s solitude made Madeline anxious to begin the journey. Then
Ardmoor would decide to try the wooden leg Watkins had procured. And
Ardmoor would insist on negotiating the stairs with his new peg leg.
Madeline knew if she survived this day she would survive anything.
Never did she expect Lord Spode to appear the next day with a man
claiming to be Wickerdun.

 


Just as well Ardmoor decided the gardens were
a more comfortable place to accustom himself to his new peg.
Although his inventive curses were heard in the drawing room, his
saber was stashed safely away in his locker.

 


Madeline narrowed her eyes at Lord Spode. The
man had offered marriage only the day before. Kissed and licked her
senseless. Now he appeared with the family nemesis.

 


“Lady Madeline, may I make known to you,
William, DeBohun, the Earl of Wickerdun. William, this is Lady
Madeline Wilde. The woman I hope to wed.”

 


Madeline reluctantly curtseyed.

 


“It is good to meet you,” Wickerdun said
as she raised her eyes. “Can’t wait to meet the nevy’s and niece.
Bad ton, bad ton, for
m’father to cut off old Geoff. Never could see Geoff as a curate.
Never understood what difference if m’brother captain’s his own
ship rather than join the navy. Seems to me he made the better
choice. Mean to tell him that, but the man is elusive. Well,” he
said with a large smile, “it is good to finally meet
you.”

 


* * * *

 


“I am forgiven?” Robert asked after he had
kissed Maddy. “Are you curious as to how I came to arrive with
Wickerdun?”

 


“You are forgiven, and yes, I am
curious.”

 


Robert grinned. “I am a clever man, as you’ll
come to appreciate once we’re wed.” He gave her a quick kiss.
“Wickerdun, as I’d told your brother, is a particular friend of
mine. He was one of Lord Baylor’s guests, and arrived yesterday
afternoon. When I asked what he knew of the Earl of Ardmoor, he
relayed the sad story of his father’s casting out his younger son
because he chose to captain his own ship. And the subsequent
scandalous marriage—scandalous because they traveled to Gretna
Green to marry—of the eldest daughter of the Ardmoor house to his
brother. And his father’s determination to raise his son’s children
as befitted the grandsons of an earl. So I, being the clever man
that I am, deduced that your hiding here in Cornwall was rooted in
the fear someone might recognize your nephews and take them from
you. Wickerdun has no inclination to take on his brother’s
children. But I would be happy to share your duty. Now, you have no
reason to refuse my offer of marriage.”

 


He thought Madeline looked tempted. “My
sister once warned me,” she whispered, and he leaned close. “She
said be careful whom I favored, for there is a wildness in our
blood, a wildness not often matched in those we favor. It can prove
disastrous when our . . . wildness is not returned.”

 


“Your niece bemoaned something about the
Wilde wild nature. Apparently she hopes to inveigle Emily into
wedding your brother-in-law.”

 


He saw Madeline’s eyes widen and her lips
part. He didn’t want her to think about that, so he nuzzled her ear
before whispering to her. “Tell me more of the Wilde wild nature.
Wild as in sharing the blood of . . . Shenti? Dennene?
Pelldari?”

 


She pulled away and looked him in his eyes.
“How do you come to know those names? Are you . . .?”

 


“I am the Earl of Spode. Don’t you know your
own history?”

 


She shook her head. “But I’m gladdened you
do.” His blood stirred at the sight of her smile. “That means we
share the same wild blood.” Her eyes roamed his face hungrily, and
then she laughed.

 


“What is so funny?”

 


“That silly law. Now I’m thankful it
exists.”

 


“As it helped bring us together once again,
so am I.” And then he kissed her.

 


~~~
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Chapter One

To London to Seek a
Wife

 


 


“Major! Ardmoor!” Nick hailed, recognizing
the man attempting to climb the steps to White’s. Ardmoor’s wooden
leg didn’t appear cooperative.

 


Ardmoor turned and gave a brief nod. “Bloody
peg has a mind of its own.” He made another attempt up the steps,
this time using his walking stick to aid him.

 


Nick knew better than to offer assistance.
“I’ve got your back, major.” He heard a bark of laughter from
Ardmoor as they made their way up.

 


“Surprised to see you in London,” Ardmoor
said when they stepped inside. “Bring the bloody monsters with
you?”

 


“Yes.” Nick ran a hand through his hair.
“Couldn’t find anyone to stay with them. Can’t keep a cook or
housekeeper. They slip away in the night, never to be seen.”

 


“Sure the bloody beasts haven’t done away
with them?”

 


“They say they only tie them up, never harm
them.” He ignored Ardmoor’s snort. “Decided I’d come to London and
hire from here. Thought a woman wouldn’t be as likely to flee if
she had to travel all the way to London from Yorkshire. I’m looking
for a wife as well. A woman with a large dowry.” Nick met Ardmoor’s
grin with a scowl. “I’ve gone through most of the funds I’d set
aside for renovating Gorse Grange. Didn’t count on a new roof!”

 


Ardmoor grunted. “Find a wife first, a bloody
rich wife. Let her do the hiring. And remember, a wife can’t run.
Ah, there’s Reese.”

 


Nick was pleasantly surprised to see Major
Reese, now Mr. Reese since he’d sold his commission.

 


“Reese has called a meeting,” Ardmoor said.
“Something about his sister. Might as well join us.”

 


* * * *

 


Nick greeted his friends,
Major Reese and Captain Doune, but his thoughts remained on his
immediate problem—his five nephews. No, they were monsters, Ardmoor had the right
of it. Marry a wealthy woman. Ardmoor had the right of that as
well. A wife couldn’t run away. Well, she could. He’d have to make sure she
didn’t. Except he first had to find a woman, woo and wed her before
she met the little beasts.

 


“It isn’t natural!” Reese said. “The gel says
she’ll hire herself out.” He nodded at the murmurs. “Her
grandfather’s an earl! It isn’t done! Told her she should get
herself married, fill her nursery and she’d soon forget her
foolishness. Laughed at me and patted my cheek. Told me not to
worry.”

 


Nick sat forward. “Your sister likes to cook
so much she’d hire herself out?”

 


“What’s her dowry?” Ardmoor asked at the same
time.

 


Nick watched Reese glance around before
whispering to Ardmoor. At the sight of Ardmoor’s raised brows,
Nick’s pulse quickened. Might Reese be intent on finding a husband
for the chit? Lord knew, he needed a wife with a substantial
dowry.

 


“Is she a good cook?” he asked.

 


Reese flushed red and leaned forward. “Better
than my Fanny,” he whispered and held a finger to his lips.

 


The men whistled softly. Everyone knew
Reese’s wife, who chose to follow the drum after her marriage to
Major Reese, was famous for her culinary expertise. Nick had never
eaten better than when dining with the Reese’s. And the man thought
his sister’s cooking was superior to Mrs. Reese’s? If they wed, the
woman could cook her heart away. His nephews were bottomless pits.
This began to sound like a prayer answered.

 


“Now that Fanny and I are home, we share the
house with my father. He’s happy we’re there. Bit awkward with my
sister still at home though, since she’s been running the house for
years. Besides, Fanny is . . . er . . . we’re expecting an
interesting event later this year.”

 


“About bloody time,” Ardmoor said. “No
offense intended.”

 


“Five years and nothing,” Reese said. “Home
four months and she’s breeding. Told her it was that nasty brew she
insisted on drinking each morning over there. Since we’ve been
home, she said she lost her taste for it.” He shrugged. “I want my
Fanny happy and content. She deserves that much.”

 


“Bloody understandable. How old’s the
sister?”

 


“Two and twenty.” Reese cocked his head at
Ardmoor. “Are you . . .?”

 


Nick’s brows raised when Ardmoor shook his
head and pointed to him.

 


“Not bloody likely! Nick. Viscount
Wharncliffe. He wants a bride.”

 


* * * *

 


“That wasn’t so bad, now was it?” Reese
patted his sister’s arm as he looked around the ballroom for a
familiar face.

 


They’d made it through the receiving line.
Thank God. Ardmoor had been standing next to his sister and her
husband, the Earl and Countess of Spode. Reese felt out of place
amongst the peerage in their fancy plumage. He wished Fanny were
here. She’d know what to do. Where was Nick?

 


“Ah! Look who’s coming. Viscount
Wharncliffe.” He smiled down at Beth. “You’ll like Lord
Wharncliffe. Salt of the earth. Sold his commission when his
younger brother died. He’s . . .” Reese stopped before mentioning
the five nephews. Nick and Ardmoor strongly urged the nephews not
be mentioned until she and Nick were betrothed. “. . . a good
man.”

 


Beth arched her brow at him. “Are you trying
to marry me off?”

 


Reese patted her
hand. Please God. Please.
“You know I can’t force you to marry, Beth.” It
had been discussed amongst the men, though. The more port they
drank the more expansive and imaginative their plans. “But should
you happen to meet someone suitable, you know Fanny and I would be
happy for you.” Her eyes narrowed and he leaned close to whisper.
“Don’t try to scare him away with talk about your culinary passion.
He knows you love to cook. It intrigued him.” Seeing her blink and
look closer as Nick approached, he allowed himself a smug smile.
Damn if Ardmoor didn’t know women!

 


* * * *

 


Nick fought to keep a grin off his face as he
gazed upon the vision next to Reese. Ardmoor said she was
attractive, and said his sister, the Countess of Spode, approved
the chit, extolling her wit and charm. Reese’s sister was more than
attractive, she was beautiful! A vision of beauty who was charming,
appreciated good food, even so far as to cook it herself, and
possessed a large dowry!

 


Nick smiled as the introductions were made.
Miss Reese was petite, the top of her curls reaching his chin.
Pity, he liked height in a woman. But she was shapely. Her hair was
light brown, done up in curls with ribbons or some such woven
through; made him want to see it down. Her eyes were large, and
though he couldn’t be sure, he thought they might be hazel. He
would make a point of determining their exact color at a later
time. Tomorrow, perhaps, when they drove around the park. Now,
however, he needed to begin his campaign. Two weeks were lost
because Ardmoor’s sister insisted Miss Reese be fitted for new
clothes. Not at all a waste of time, he amended as he took in her
appearance.

 


“Do you dance, Miss Reese?”

 


“I do, Lord Wharncliffe. I’ve been known to
dance a jig whilst waiting for my bread to rise.”

 


Nick smiled and then blinked, wondering if
he’s heard correctly. She slowly fanned her face as she looked over
the crowd. Then looked back at him. “That was a jest, my lord.”

 


Nick looked at Reese, but the man’s eyes were
closed as he shook his head. Nick cleared his throat and smiled at
Miss Reese. “I should have known. I’d heard you had wit.” The
corners of her eyes crinkled as she looked to be fighting a smile.
She fanned a little harder.

 


“I have been the subject of
conversation, my lord?” She poked her brother with her fan. “Will,
did you hear? Lord Wharncliffe says I’ve been the object
of—”

 


“Go dance with the man, Beth,” her brother
ordered.

 


* * * *

 


Beth was prepared to dislike the man her
brother selected for her. Even the Countess of Spode’s assurance
that Viscount Wharncliffe was not a man to be lightly dismissed
failed to turn her mind. He was, after all, a man who needed a wife
with a large dowry. That he would overlook her passion for the
kitchen—a low class and common preoccupation her brother informed
her—merely pointed out Lord Wharncliffe’s desperation. She assumed
any woman would do.

 


Her first sight of him upset her preconceived
notions; a tall, dark and striking man, his face finely chiseled,
rugged yet attractive. He was so good-looking she blinked to make
sure her sight was true. She wondered that this man was in need of
a wife. Although he was handsome in his black coat and breeches,
she could imagine how magnificent his physique looked in dress
uniform. She would have to discover what was wrong with him; didn’t
think it would take long.

 


But when he took her hand in his, and she
looked into his grey eyes, Beth felt the physical shock of which
the Countess of Spode had spoken. The awareness of a man. She
cautioned Beth not to agree to any match unless she felt her body
unaccountably wanting to pitch itself into the arms of her
betrothed. Beth had laughed, thinking it one of the countess’s
jests, but now she understood. Oh my, yes.

 


When he touched her hands, or her arm when
they danced, Beth’s body reacted with tingles and warmth. It was
disconcerting, yet, at the same time, Beth enjoyed the waves of
awareness. As if her body had been sleeping, waiting for this man
to come and awaken her.

 


They danced twice, and he asked if he might
call upon her the next day and take her for a drive in the park.
Her brother answered for her, even before Lord Wharncliffe finished
speaking, but Lord Wharncliffe repeated his request, this time
directed to her. She said yes.

 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

The Courtship
Begins

 


 


The drive went well. Nick enjoyed being seen
in the company of such an attractive woman as Miss Reese. Judging
from the flowers he’d seen in the drawing room when waiting for her
earlier, her appearance last evening made a favorable impression on
other men as well. Pity he left early, but it was never wise to
leave the monsters alone for long. He’d have to have a word with
Reese, make sure the man understood his sister would be his
viscountess as soon as she agreed to the match. No need for other
men to attend her.

 


When she made mention of her
interest in entering the Annual Allied Victory Celebration for the
Benefit of Our Maimed Soldiers Best Recipe Contest, Nick didn’t
know if it was another one of her humorous quips or if she were
serious. If serious, he knew the dish to assure her of winning. And
if she won, and won due to his
help, surely that would count in his
favor.

 


Now they were at Gunter’s,
having an ice. Nick silently congratulated himself for thinking of
the place. It was pleasant to sit across from her, soothing to
listen to her voice, and watch her lick her spoon. Imagined her
lips wrapped around . .
. His attention snapped back to her
words.

 


* * * *

 


 


“I said, it must be difficult for a man to be
confronted with the care and raising of five nephews. I understand
you sold your commission to return home and assume responsibility
for them. It must have been quite an adjustment.” Beth sucked
harder on her spoon to keep from laughing. The man’s expression was
a cross between horror and embarrassment, although he still managed
to look handsome.

 


“You know about the
. . .?” Viscount Wharncliffe closed his eyes.

 


“The five nephews, yes. The Countess of Spode
apprised me of the fact. She spoke highly of you, my lord, but said
I should be aware you had the care of your brother’s children. Two
sets of twins? How do you manage?” Beth wondered at the strange
smile on his face.

 


“That’s all she said? About the boys, that
is.”

 


“She said they were difficult for you to
manage.”

 


Lord Wharncliffe nodded. “Difficult.”

 


Beth looked down as she swirled the ice in
her dish. She wished the viscount would be more forthcoming. She
understood her brother was promoting this match, and since meeting
Viscount Wharncliffe her many objections to marriage were
dwindling. But she did want to know more about the man who might be
her husband. Other than he was the most attractive man she’d ever
met, with his dark hair and grey eyes, and was a pleasant
conversationalist, she had no idea what his beliefs might be, how
he viewed life, or what made him different from any other wickedly
handsome viscount who needed a rich wife. She almost didn’t hear
his next words.

 


“Monsters.”

 


“Beg pardon?”

 


“They’re monsters. Unruly hellions, the lot
of them. Can’t keep a housekeeper or cook. They sneak into the
pantry and larder and eat whatever’s been set aside. Delight in
scaring the maids. Climb to the roof and throw things at people.
Can’t have guests.” He sighed and shook his head.

 


Beth didn’t know whether or not he was
serious. “How old are they?”

 


Lord Wharncliffe exhaled heavily. “The oldest
is nine. No, ten. The first twins are eight. The second twins are
six.” The lop-sided smile he gave her spread warmth in her chest.
“Now you know.”

 


Beth half-laughed. “Now I know what? They
sound like normal boys with no supervision.”

 


Lord Wharncliffe arched a dark brow at her,
and her stomach flipped in response. The way his dark lashes framed
his eyes when he cocked a brow was lethal. “I was in the army, Miss
Reese. I know about discipline. These boys are monsters.”

 


Beth set down her spoon, all thoughts of Lord
Wharncliffe’s handsomeness put aside. “My lord, army discipline is
fine for grown men, but we are speaking of boys! No doubt they
snuck in to the larder and pantry because they were hungry. Having
fed and raised two younger brothers and one sister, I can assure
you, the bodies of the young require large quantities of food!”
Realizing what she’d said, Beth’s face grew warm. “I beg your
pardon if I offended.”

 


He stared at her as if she
had uttered something incomprehensible. She looked away and back to
his face. Doubtless she had
offended. Well, there it was then. The courtship
over before it began. It was for the best though, if he took
umbrage, because she’d spoken her mind. Then he smiled. “You have
not offended, Miss Reese.”

 


At the sight of his smile, her face warmed
again, while her stomach flipped. She smiled as well.

 


“Tell me how it came about that you had the
care of your younger siblings, Miss Reese.”

 


* * * *

 


Nick knew she was the one. This was the woman
with whom he’d willingly leg-shackle himself. The longer he
listened and heard her opinions, the surer he became. She was no
school room miss without an original thought to express, voicing no
opinion unless upon clothing or gossip, who desired nothing more
than an advantageous marriage, a house in town and a carriage.
She—whose mother was the daughter of an earl, and whose father the
second son of a baron—evinced no anger or resentment, other than a
dismissive huff, over her mother’s family disowning her mother and
her mother’s children.

 


Miss Reese admitted she favored the country
over London. She enjoyed teaching children to read, and did so each
Sunday in her village. Saw no shame with her delight in creating
delicious meals—but said she’d twigged her brother about it being
her consuming passion. “He’s so easy to tease,” she confessed with
a smile. He liked how she made him laugh. Her lack of height he now
considered an asset. The image of her in his arms or beneath him
was never far from his thoughts.

 


Nick looked forward to having her smile be
the first thing he saw in the morning. Knew he’d enjoy conversing
with her at night, or sitting with her in companionable silence.
Then, of course, there was the prospect of her beneath him, day,
night, at all hours, once they wed.

 


With that image in mind, Nick handed her into
his phaeton. Time for serious wooing.

 


“What is that grin about, my lord?” Miss
Reese asked. “If we both didn’t know my brother would shoot you
should any insult be done to me, I might be fearful at the sight of
those teeth showing.”

 


Nick arched his brow. “I am wooing you, Miss
Reese. I can’t help but smile and grin like a bedlamite.”

 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

Vile Sauerkraut and Other
Worries

 


 


Beth and the Countess of Spode exchanged
glances, the countess giving Beth a smug smile before telling the
footman to admit Viscount Wharncliffe.

 


“How did he know I was here?” Beth asked.

 


“Didn’t I just finish saying Lord Wharncliffe
is near declaring for you?” the countess replied. “The man wants
you. Therefore, he will make it his business to know where and with
whom you spend your time.” The countess narrowed her eyes at Beth.
“Are you displeased by his attention?”

 


Beth laughed and shook her
head. “Heavens, no! On the contrary, I am amazed such a man would
take interest in me.”

 


The countess smiled. “You are worthy of
Wharncliffe, Beth, and he of you. The perfect match.”

 


“Do not jinx me so! Nothing is perfect.”

 


The countess inclined her head. “Let me say
then, I believe you two will do well together. Yours will be a
marriage of mutual attraction and appreciation for each other’s
strengths and abilities.”

 


Beth leaned close to whisper when she heard
steps drawing near. “Eight days since we were introduced, and I
have seen him every day. Each day I feel more strongly the urge to
. . . to grab hold of him and kiss him!” She looked to see the
countess’s reaction.

 


The countess nodded, a soft smile on her face
as she rubbed her swollen belly. “Yes.”

 


“I always remember myself in time,” Beth
said. “Besides, I’ve never kissed a man on the lips. I’m not sure .
. .” Beth pulled herself upright when Lord Wharncliffe was
announced.

 


For a moment he remained in the doorway.
Taller than most men, his physique was well muscled but not heavy.
Beth appreciated his wavy, dark hair, but she considered his eyes
framed with thick, dark lashes one of his finer points. It was Lord
Wharncliffe’s smile, however, and especially when the smile was
directed at her, that caused Beth to consider throwing herself into
his arms. Madness!

 


The madness-causing smile fastened on her.
“How is the recipe creating coming along?”

 


Beth didn’t allow herself to slump. “I
believe sauerkraut may be an acquired taste, my lord.”

 


The countess looked between Beth and Lord
Wharncliffe. “Sauerkraut? What is that?”

 


“Shredded cabbage fermented in its own
juice,” Beth replied. “Vile,” she muttered.

 


The countess looked from Beth to Lord
Wharncliffe. “You expect her to win a recipe contest with fermented
cabbage?”

 


Lord Wharncliffe took a seat. “I’ve heard
that not only will the Prussian ambassador be judging, but the
queen as well. I have it on good authority they both love dishes
made with sauerkraut. Surely anything Miss Reese makes with
sauerkraut will win.” He turned to Beth. “Have you created a
sauerkraut masterpiece of culinary perfection yet?”

 


Beth forced a smile to her
lips. “I’m working on a few ingredient changes.” Tears were not far
away, however. Lord Wharncliffe was a dear to go to all this bother
for her, not only filing her application for her, but supporting
her decision to enter. She didn’t think most men would consider
helping her the way he had, a large point in his favor. He was
positive she would win with sauerkraut, while Beth was certain
she would be hooted and scorned should she present the nasty,
fermented cabbage to the judges. What was she to do?

 


* * * *

 


“Fanny? Am I disturbing you?” Beth stepped
inside the darkened room. “I’ve brought you a little something to
eat.” She winced at Fanny’s answering moan. “It’s all bland, just
the way you instructed.”

 


“You didn’t add anything this time?” Fanny’s
faint voice asked from where she lay on her bed.

 


“Not a thing. Oh, Fanny, I am sorry for
doubting you and Will. Do you forgive me?”

 


Fanny removed the cloth from her eyes and
looked at her. “You no longer believe my increasing is a lie, a
ploy to get you to London and foist you off on some repellant older
man?”

 


Beth bit her bottom lip and shook her head.
“I’m sorry, Fanny. Although I know you and Will do want me out of
the house—”

 


“We don’t want you out, we
want—”

 


“I understand,” Beth said as
she set the tray on the table next to the bed. “You want your own
home. I do understand, really. I want that, too.” She smiled at the
thought of Lord Wharncliffe. “Do not repeat to Will what I’m about
to tell you, but I’m rather taken with Viscount
Wharncliffe.”

 


“Oh, I’m so happy for you, Beth! When I heard
he’d paid such particular attention to you, I told Will it wouldn’t
be long before the banns were read.” Fanny smiled and grasped
Beth’s hand. “He was always such a gentleman. Pretty manners, and
so considerate of others. Oh, Beth, you couldn’t ask for a finer
man as husband.”

 


Beth laughed. “Well, he
hasn’t asked me yet. Which brings me to another point. One of two,
actually. Lord Wharncliffe assisted me in entering the Annual
Allied Victory Celebration for the Benefit of Our Maimed Soldiers
Best Recipe Contest. Do you think that will anger Will? Not only
did Lord Wharncliffe urge me to enter, he told me
what to enter. Although I
shan’t tell you what it is as I am positive it would cause you to
cast up your accounts. Lord Wharncliffe says he’s delighted by my
joy in creating, be it food or poetry or art. I think that’s rather
sweet. But sometimes I’m not sure I should believe him. Suppose
he’s saying that to lull me into trusting him so I’ll agree to
marry him and doesn’t believe that at all? Suppose we marry and
then he—”

 


“There was another point, you said?”

 


Beth held her hand to her forehead. Lord, but
she sounded like a ninny! “Yes. I’ve never met Lord Wharncliffe’s
nephews. Don’t you think that odd? We aren’t betrothed, true, but I
do think he might have introduced us. Suppose they don’t like me?”
Beth inhaled sharply. “Suppose he knows they won’t like me!” Beth
looked at Fanny when she heard her groan. “What can I get you,
Fanny?”

 


“Beth, his nephews will adore you. Bake them
jam tarts or lemon biscuits or some such treats. All boys can be
bribed with food.”

 


“Tarts, yes. I’m good with tarts.”

 


“Beth, I’ve known Lord Wharncliffe for far
longer than you. Believe whatever Lord Wharncliffe tells you.”

 


Beth nodded. “Yes, Fanny.”

 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

Nick Comes to a
Decision

 


 


“You what?” Nick asked.
Judging from Miss Reese’s startled expression, he deduced his tone
may have been a tad strident. Nick cleared his throat and smiled.
“That is to say, what prompted you to go to such lengths?” He
looked at the two large, overflowing baskets sitting on a table in
the drawing room. She must have been baking since dawn. No, the
entire kitchen must have been baking since dawn. “You shouldn’t
have gone to such trouble for my nephews. They’ve been quite happy
with twice daily raids—er, visits to the sweet shop and bakery.”
His gaze shifted back to the sight of Miss Reese clasping her
hands, a small frown creasing her forehead. Surely not a good
sign. He was
making a muddle of this, but her announcing she’d made treats for
his nephews caught him off guard. If he didn’t handle this
carefully, she might want to meet
them. He intended they be safely betrothed before
that happened. “I’m sure the boys will be delighted with the
efforts of your thoughtfulness.” He could well imagine the little
monsters circling him, little hands and arms clawing their way to
the food, wolfing down the contents before the baskets were set
down.

 


She smiled. “Do you ever take them to the
park, my lord?”

 


Nick knew what was coming. Other than
sweeping her into his arms and kissing her senseless, he didn’t
know how to avoid this.

 


“I go daily with my maid. If
you and your nephews are in the habit of enjoying the park, it
occurred to me we might . . .”

 


Sweeping her into his arms and kissing her
senseless would come soon, but first things first. Time to get
Major Reese’s formal consent. “Is your brother at home, Miss
Reese?” Damn, she was frowning again. He inhaled sharply. Did he
have it wrong? Could it be she wanted to meet his nephews because
she was inclined to accept him as a suitor?

 


“My brother? I believe Will
is out, but—”

 


“Miss Reese,” Nick said as he stepped before
her and took her warm hands in his. “Your brother gave me
permission to court you. We’ve seen each other daily for three
weeks, or near enough it doesn’t matter. I’ve tried wooing you to
the best of my ability, although I admit I often don’t know exactly
. . . what I’m supposed to do. I thought after the Annual Victory .
. . Annual Allied Victory . . . the contest—are your hands shaking,
Miss Reese? As I was saying, I thought to wait until you had won
the competition to ask you, but I find I cannot wait another day.
Nor another hour.”

 


Nick’s gaze shifted about the room until he
spied the closest seat, whereupon he escorted Miss Reese to the
chair and indicated she should sit. He got down on bended knee
before her.

 


“Miss Reese, will you do me
the very great honor of accepting my proposal of marriage? I can
think of no other woman I want at my side as helpmate. I offer you
an old distinguished title; you would be my viscountess,
Viscountess Wharncliffe. Also an old drafty home in Yorkshire, but
it will be made warm with you there as my wife. There are other
properties, not at all drafty, but my brother insisted his children
be raised at Gorse Grange.” Nick fell silent, his mind gone blank,
unable to remember what else he had to offer her. “Ah! You have my
admiration for your . .
.” He fell silent when he looked into her
eyes. Hazel eyes that could change from blue to green to grey.
Those eyes were now large and bright and shining. “Are you crying?
Does that mean you don’t—”

 


“Silly man.”

 


* * * *

 


Beth’s emotions had run the gamut. Fear she
appeared too forward by baking treats for his nephews. Anger when
she thought he dismissed her. Joy when she realized he was asking
her to marry him. Happiness when she understood she wanted to marry
this man. He was babbling again.

 


“You haven’t answered me,” he said.

 


She smiled. It was impossible not to. “Yes,
my lord, I accept your proposal of marriage.”

 


“Nick,” he said as he raised her hands to his
mouth. “My name is Nick. Will you say my name?”

 


“Nick,” she said. “My name is—”

 


“Elizabeth. I shall call you Lizzy.”

 


Beth laughed. “If you do I shall ignore you.
Or call you Nicholas.” She stuck out her tongue. “So there! When
will I meet—”His face loomed close.

 


“Now that you have accepted me, I’m entitled
to a kiss.”

 


She was glad she was sitting, as her insides
turned to warm mush. “You want to kiss me?” Her bones melted when
he grinned at her.

 


“Definitely.” His hands cupped her face. “A
claiming kiss, if you will.”

 


Beth didn’t have long to
wonder what a claiming kiss might be. His lips settled on hers, and
she was surprised how soft they were. They moved on hers, back and
forth until she followed along. Something warm and soft pressed
against her closed lips, tickling them. She opened her mouth and
felt his tongue enter. She had no idea such a disgusting concept
could feel so good. Was she
allowed to use her tongue? Beth touched the tip of
her tongue to his and he groaned and pulled her closer, deepening
his kiss. Obviously she did the right thing. She knew kissing would
be a pleasurable part of marriage. “Oh my,” she whispered when he
pulled away. The way he stared so intently into her eyes, it
appeared as though an inner debate was raging.

 


“You’ll have to meet them,” Nick finally
said. “My honor insists you meet them before we go further with our
betrothal.”

 


* * * *

 


Five pair of eyes, eyes in varying shades of
grey and blue looked back at him. Crumbs stuck to their mouths,
chin, nose and hair. Nick no longer wondered how they managed to
get food in their ears. “Do you understand me? You will be polite
to her.”

 


“Suppose she doesn’t like us?”

 


“Suppose we don’t like her?”

 


“Will we have food like this all the time if
she marries you?”

 


“What do we call her?”

 


“Will she send us off to school? Jones said
naughty boys are starved at school.”

 


Nick knew it important his nephews believe he
wouldn’t abandon them. That they understood their future was secure
and they would remain with him, that he wouldn’t be unduly
influenced by his coming marriage. He answered each question put to
him until he realized he was answering what they would name their
new puppies.

 


“We have puppies at the grange and you’ve
already named them. Now, do I have your word you will be nice to
Miss Reese? If you scare her off, she won’t want to marry me. Then
you won’t get any more treats like the ones you’ve just
devoured.”

 


* * * *

 


“I’m sorry I cannot join you, Beth,” Fanny
said.

 


Beth wiped her sister-in-law’s mouth and
handed the bowl to the maid. “I think it best you remain abed,
Fanny. The countess said she would be here before they all
arrive.”

 


“I’ve not been much of a chaperone for you,
have I?”

 


“I have not minded.” Beth grinned when she
thought of Nick’s claiming kiss. And the ones after that. “Besides,
I’ve been busy with my celebration recipe. I believe I finally
found a way to make the dish edible.”

 


“What did you do?”

 


Beth wagged a finger. “I never give away my
secrets. And if I told you what I was making, we’d need the bowl
again.” She leaned over and gave Fanny a kiss on the cheek. “Wish
me luck with the boys. Lord Wharncliffe seems to think I might bow
out of my agreement once I meet his nephews.”

 


* * * *

 


Nick knew the time for more cautionary words
had passed. He and his five nephews were in the drawing room. Beth
and the Countess of Spode were in attendance. Introductions had
been made, and his nephews sat and fidgeted. So far, so good.

 


“When I heard you liked what I baked for
you,” Beth said as she smiled at the boys, “I decided to make more
for you today.”

 


Nick sat straighter, visions
of food flying, his nephews fighting and scrambling to get every
last crumb. “I don’t .
. .”

 


Beth leaned toward the boys. “Since we’re in
my brother’s drawing room, and not the nursery, you must remember
to use your best manners. Were you taught about good manners?”

 


Jason, the eldest, spoke. “Our mother said we
had the best manners of any boys she ever knew.”

 


Nick lifted his brows, but remained
silent.

 


Beth smiled and nodded. “I thought so. Are
you hungry?”

 


Nick snorted.
When weren’t they hungry?

 


* * * *

 


“I think it went very well,” Beth said. “They
are adorable boys!”

 


Nick shrugged and smiled. “You have no idea
how happy it makes me to hear you say that,” he said, while inside
he was whooping with joy. “Now that you’ve met them, and you agree
to marry me, it’s time to set a date.” He looked to see if they
were alone before pulling her close and setting his lips to hers.
Her mouth was warm and tasted of lemon tart. He heard himself groan
when his lips came off hers. “You don’t want a large wedding, do
you? We don’t want to wait for months, do we?” To his surprise,
Beth pulled his head down and kissed him before she spoke.

 


“No. I just want to win the Annual Allied
Victory Celebration contest, but that’s only one week away.”

 


Nick pulled back to look at her. “Winning
means that much to you?”

 


“Winning this competition, yes, for I’ve
never had as much trouble with a recipe as I had with sauerkraut.
More than that, when and if I win, I shall win as Miss Elizabeth
Reese. That’s who I am. That’s who concocted my recipe. Once we
wed, I shall be Viscountess Wharncliffe.”

 


Little ripples of alarm went
down his spine. “If you don’t win, does that
mean—” Her finger rested across his
lips.

 


“I shall win. I have created something
delicious. Not an easy task when one is working with fermented
cabbage.”

 


She certainly sounded confident. Nick sucked
her finger into his mouth before kissing its tip. “Then be prepared
to set the date after your victory next week.”

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

Sweet Victory

 


 


Nick found her conversing with the countess
and Ardmoor. “Beth, may I have a word with you?” He escorted her a
few feet away, his heart heavy with regret. “I’m so sorry, Beth. I
just learned the queen isn’t judging, nor the Prussian ambassador.”
His chest tightened when he saw her eyes grow large. “Worse, the
Regent is a judge. He hates anything with sauerkraut. I’m so
sorry.”

 


She put a hand to her chest and smiled. “You
frightened me for a moment.”

 


“Didn’t you hear me? The Regent hates
anything with sauerkraut!”

 


“Not to worry,” Beth said. “He is reputed to
be an epicure. He will love my creation.”

 


Nick admired a healthy dose of optimism, but
feared his Beth was deluding herself. He wished he’d never
encouraged her to enter.

 


“The bloody show’s about to begin,” Ardmoor
whispered in his ear. “Heard about the change in judges. Bloody
good thing she already agreed to wed you.”

 


Nick nodded. He shouldn’t have helped her.
Who knew how long this disappointment might affect her? Might she
be so disappointed when she lost, she’d postpone their
nuptials?

 


* * * *

 


Beth smiled and looked down at the floor. She
knew she was blushing, the tell-tale warmth rising up past her
ears. The clapping was loud, she thought particularly loud coming
from Nick and Ardmoor. No, it was Ardmoor stomping his wooden leg
on the floor generating the most noise. Nick’s face was flushed and
his grin went from ear to ear. It was sweet of him to be so happy
for her.

 


She’d won. All the judges had looked at her
dish and frowned, two even sniggered. Had the contest rules not
explicitly stated the judges must try a mouthful, she doubted any
would have sampled her dish. Not that she blamed them. Sauerkraut
was vile. But her sauerkraut—Sweet Sauerkraut as she named her
recipe—was delicious. All had agreed. She won first prize in Most
Unusual Dish, first prize in Allied Recipe and first prize in the
Surprisingly Good Dish.

 


The ribbons she would cherish. Today’s
triumph she would remember for the rest of her life.

 


Even the Regent spoke to her after, asking
what it was she did to make the sauerkraut edible.

 


“After it ferments, I rinse it well, Your
Grace. Then I melt butter in a pan and cook the drained cabbage
until it isn’t soggy.”

 


“Spices?” he asked.

 


“Pepper and a pinch of salt.”

 


He shook his head. “Amazing.”

 


“Oh no, Your Grace,” Beth said. “It is the
butter. Adding butter to anything improves the taste.”

 


* * * *

 


“You won, Beth,” Nick said. “You did it!” His
chest was near to bursting, he was so proud of her.

 


“You sound surprised.”

 


“I am. I never understood
how people could eat the stuff. But you! You created a winning recipe with
fermented cabbage leaves. Amazing!” He smiled when she blushed.
They still had the ribbon ceremony to attend, and the formal
handing over the proceeds to the Maimed Soldiers foundation before
they could leave. He wanted to be alone with her, show her in more
intimate detail how proud he was of her. They were betrothed, after
all.

 


“The Regent said I must enter next year.”

 


Nick’s gaze traveled the room until he saw
the prince in a far corner. The regent nodded and smiled in his
direction. Nick felt a growl rise in his throat, and he moved to
block Beth from his sight. It was on the tip of his tongue to
inform her it would be over his dead body before he again allowed
her near the Regent’s lascivious gaze.

 


“I told him I would doubtless be in Yorkshire
this time next year.”

 


Nick’s attention snapped back to her. He
smiled. “You did?” His smile broadened when she blushed and looked
down. “Did you tell him you’d be working on the bread in your
oven?”

 


Beth looked up, her brow creased. “Bread in
my oven?”

 


Nick waggled his brows. “You know. Warming
the bread in your oven.” When she cocked her head at him, he leaned
and whispered in her ear.

 


“Oh!” she said when she stepped back, her
faced suffused with a rosy blush. “My lord! Nick!”She glanced
around. Before he knew what she was about, she stepped near, pulled
down his head as if to whisper a reply. The touch of her warm
tongue in his ear—brief as it was—nearly caused him to shout. The
girl learned quickly.

 


“The banns,” Nick said as he looked deep into
her eyes, “must be read soon.”

 


Her gaze traveled his face, from his eyes to
his lips, lingering on his lips before returning to his eyes. “My
brother is having them read this Sunday at our church back
home.”

 


“So we’ll wed in three weeks?”

 


She licked her lips before
she spoke. Did she realize what that did
to him? “Yes.”

 


“Good. You are due another claiming kiss.” He
smiled when her eyes widened. “Something a little different this
time. Wicked,” he whispered. Her pupils dilated. “You shall like
it.”

 


“I am sure I will,” she whispered. They
turned when her name was called.

 


She gave him a small smile before turning to
walk to the podium.

 


“I’m proud of you, Beth,” he called after
her.

 


She turned, a look of surprise on her face. A
blush rose on her cheeks. Then she smiled, a smile that suffused
her face with joy. The happiness showing on her face flooded his
chest with warmth. Nick knew he’d gladly spend the rest of his life
keeping her smiling as she was this day, just as he knew she would
continue making him proud of her.

 


“Bloody well done, Nick,” Ardmoor said as he
slapped him on the back. “Sweet sauerkraut, indeed. Bloody well
done, the both of you!”

 


 


~~~

 


 


Sweet Sauerkraut

 


 


Ingredients needed:

 


1 can or jar of sauerkraut, near 20
ounces

1 ½ stick of BUTTER

Pinch of salt

Pepper to taste

 


 


Drain and rinse sauerkraut in sieve with cold
water. Drain excess water.

 


Melt butter in skillet and add drained
sauerkraut, stirring occasionally until some of the sauerkraut
looks a little fried. Add pinch of salt if desired, and pepper to
taste.

 


Can be made ahead and reheated in oven until
hot.

 



 


 


 


 


Joy’s Christmas
Wishes

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter One

Joy’s Two
Wishes

 


 


“Lady Emily, do you like my father?” Joy
hopped from one foot to the other as they walked outside. “You met
him in London, did you not? He’s coming here for Christmas. He
promised.”

 


Emily had no trouble calling
to mind the handsome image of Captain Geoffrey
DeBohun—immediately replaced by the snarling
face of a father who thought his children had been taken from him.
Emily shuddered at the recollection of the unpleasant encounter,
brief as it had been. Whatever might be said of Captain DeBohun,
the paternal instinct to protect and defend his children was fully
developed. She smiled at the eleven-year-old girl beside
her.

 


“Yes, I met him in London. He thought his
brother, Wickerdun, had absconded with you and your brothers. He
was most upset.”

 


Joy giggled. “Now he knows we still live with
my aunt, just in a different house since she and your brother
married.” Joy stopped and looked up at her. “I’m going to make
Christmas wishes. My mother told us there are special times when
wishes would be granted.”

 


“Oh?” Emily cringed inside. From the moment
she met Joy, well over a year ago, the child had fixated on the
idea she should marry her father. Although pleased Joy considered
her a potential stepmother, Emily believed any woman presented to
Joy would have been a candidate. She hoped Joy wouldn’t wish for
what couldn’t be. “Be careful what you wish for, dear. You must not
waste your wishes.”

 


Joy shook her head. “I have thought about my
wishes. I even asked Simon, Hunter and Henry, and they all agree
with me.”

 


Oh dear. She’d consulted with her
brothers.

 


“I wish for my father to stay home, and never
go out on a ship again unless he takes us with him. Oh, look!” Joy
cried as she pointed to the sky. The stars were just beginning to
come out. “Look, the stars are twinkling.” Joy hopped up and down.
“That means I get my wish!”

 


“What a lovely—”

 


“That was just my first wish.” Joy looked
into her eyes. “My second wish is for you to be my new mother. If
you married my father, you would make him laugh and then he
wouldn’t want to sail away on a ship. He would make you happy, I
know, because Aunt Maddy says he made my mother very happy.”

 


Emily smiled. “That’s because they loved one
another, dearest. Love does not—”

 


“Look! The stars are twinkling again! You’re
going to be my new mother!”

 


Emily nearly toppled over from the force of
Joy’s enthusiastic hug.

 


* * * *

 


“There, see, the last of
your bloody brood is accounted for,” Ardmoor said to his
brother-in-law as they rounded the terrace. “Told you Joy would be
with Lady Emily. Maddy says they never need look beyond Emily to
find Joy.” Ardmoor paused to allow Geoffrey his usual admonishment
about his language, then looked to see why Geoffrey remained
silent. “Like a bloody leech,” Ardmoor added, tapping his peg leg
for emphasis, wondering if he’d get a response. But no, Geoffrey’s
gaze remained on his daughter and Lady Emily. Ardmoor was certain
the pole-axed look on Geoffrey’s face was due to Lady Emily’s
laughter and large smile as she hugged Joy. Not to be wondered at,
the woman was attractive. Interesting.

 


The voices of Spode, his
sister Maddy’s husband, and Wickerdun, Geoffrey’s older brother,
broke the silence, and looked to pull Geoffrey from his reverie.
Ardmoor looked back at the new arrivals, recalling that Spode
promoted a match between Wickerdun and his sister, Lady
Emily. Oh, very interesting. Brother
against brother for the fair hand of Lady Emily?

 


* * * *

 


“Look who is here, Joy. Zounds, Em, but Joy
is your veritable shadow!”

 


Emily looked up at the sound of her brother’s
voice, but her sight focused on Captain DeBohun. His gaze was fast
upon her. Emily couldn’t tell what he meant by such an intent
stare. Was he angry because she and Joy were sharing each other’s
company? She was grateful for Joy’s squeal of delight upon seeing
her father, for it broke the contact between her and Captain
DeBohun.

 


“Papa!” Joy cried as she hugged her father.
“I told Lady Emily you were coming! You promised, so I knew you’d
be here for Christmas.” She drew back and looked at his face. “How
long will you stay?”

 


“How long would you like, princess?” he asked
as he knelt before his daughter.

 


Emily watched and listened, amazed that the
surly, rude man of her recollection could transform himself into
the smiling, soft-spoken father before her.

 


“Forever, Papa. We all want you to stay home.
Even Simon and Hunter agree, and you know they always wanted to go
sailing with you. Will you? Will you stop sailing your ship and
stay home? Please?”

 


Emily inhaled sharply when Captain DeBohun
smiled The man was heartbreakingly handsome when he smiled. She
almost missed his next words.

 


“Yes, princess, I’m home to stay.”

 


When the child turned and looked at her,
Emily was positive her eyes must be as wide as Joy’s. “You see,
Lady Emily! I told you my wishes would come true!”

 


The captain looked from his daughter to her.
Emily lifted her chin at his raised brows. He looked back at his
daughter.

 


“Why aren’t you in the schoolroom, Joy?”

 


“Papa!” Joy giggled. “It’s Christmas! Miss
Hanson went home to her family.”

 


“The girl has attached herself to Lady
Emily,” Ardmoor drawled.

 


When Joy’s father looked at her, Emily fought
the urge to press her hand to her breast. Drat! She pulled her hand
away from her chest.

 


“Has my daughter been incommodious, Lady
Emily?”

 


“Not at all. Joy is a delightful girl.
She’s—”

 


“She’s my daughter, Lady Emily,” he said as
he rose.

 


Emily’s chin rose higher. “I’m perfectly
aware—”

 


“Papa, Lady Emily said she would be pleased
if I kept her company,” Joy said as she pulled her father’s hand.
“I like her and she likes me, and I wish—”

 


“Joy!” Emily exclaimed. “You must take your
father to the barn. Remember what you and your brothers wanted him
to see?”

 


“Perhaps tomorrow,” Spode said. “Time we head
inside. I declare, it’s cold enough the lake will surely freeze
this night! Emily, allow Wickerdun to escort—”

 


“Oh please!” Joy interrupted as she danced
from one foot to the next and turned her big, blue eyes to her
relatively new uncle. “I want my father to walk with me and Lady
Emily. Please?”

 


“Zounds!” Spode turned and smiled at
everyone. “Can’t resist so sweet a request now, can I? Of course
your father and Emily will walk with you.”

 


Emily placed her hand on the arm presented to
her, while her other hand was gripped by a determined little
girl.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

First Impressions Prove
False

 


 


The men didn’t remain long in the dining room
with their after dinner port, for which Geoffrey was grateful. It
appeared the Earl of Spode was unabashedly in love with his wife,
and deliriously proud she’d presented him with an heir four months
ago. He declared he preferred his countess’ company to that of
cigar-smoking, liquor-swilling men. Geoffrey understood that. He
was glad Maddy, his former sister-in-law, had wed a man who cared
more for her than convention’s dictates.

 


Geoffrey’s gaze fastened on Lady Emily as
soon as he and the other men entered the drawing room. She was
seated next to Maddy, now the Countess of Spode. The two women
spoke, but Geoffrey saw Lady Emily dart glances at him as he
approached. He wondered if she might actually take flight if he
addressed her. Ladies of her ilk seldom did more than gaze
appreciatively at men of his kind—attractive yes, but a second son,
captain of his own ship, a merchant, widowed, with four children.
Since his brother had informed him an announcement of marriage
might come from this visit, Geoffrey knew Lady Emily was forbidden
to him. It mattered not. She’d avoided his gaze and conversation
with him at dinner, which made Geoffrey perversely want to press
her. Make her look him in the eye. Respond to him. She had no right
to look so attractive. To cause his blood to heat when she looked
him in the eye. Just like Laurel used to do.

 


“Well, Geoffrey,” Maddy began, “I’m pleased
by your decision to give up your sailing days and remain home with
your children, where you belong. The boys have need of a father who
will be present for them as they mature, not wandering about the
world sailing the seven seas.”

 


Geoffrey arched a brow. “I’d nearly forgotten
how you’re so effortlessly able to express your opinion, Maddy. I
am duly chastised.”

 


Maddy chuckled. “As if you ever listened to
me.”

 


“Oh, I listened,” he replied, his eyes
shifting to Lady Emily. She looked away. He looked back to his
sister-in-law. “I just didn’t always agree.”

 


“Well, the children are ecstatic, especially
Joy. Emily told me Joy made a Christmas wish for you to remain at
home, and not long after, her wish came true!”

 


Geoffrey caught Emily’s eyes. His pulse
thrummed loud in his ears as he gazed into her eyes. What the devil
was their color? He’d have sworn they were blue when he found her
outside with Joy. Now they looked dark. “Is that so, Lady Emily?”
He wasn’t aware eyes could get so large.

 


“Yes,” Emily replied, but had trouble holding
his gaze. “She spoke her wish aloud and not long after, she said
the stars twinkled at her. She was quite happy. I was afraid—”

 


“Afraid she’d be disappointed?”

 


The way she blushed to the roots of her hair
was charming. Brown hair. He’d never been fond of brown hair on a
woman, but Lady Emily’s hair looked soft. Puffy, not pulled back
tight the way so many women wore their hair. Inviting to the touch.
He judged it was long, possibly down to her hips, and tried to
picture what she’d look like with it loose and flowing. Her voice
jerked him back to the present. Had he been gawking?

 


“Well, yes. Children do get their hopes up,
and are often disappointed. I didn’t want Joy to be disappointed.
Yet . . .”

 


Geoffrey’s gaze focused on her lips, seeing
her bite on the lower lip and suck it in. His pulse thrummed
harder. “Yet?”

 


“We can’t always have what we wish for, can
we?”

 


Geoffrey shook his head. He had no idea what
she was referring to, and was grateful for his brother and Spode’s
approach. The urge to pull Lady Emily into his arms was almost
overpowering. The same urge he’d had when he met Laurel.

 


* * * *

 


Emily despised herself for not ignoring
Geoffrey’s presence. Loathed how she watched his movements as he
ranged around the room. Scorned herself for trying to hear his
conversation. What was wrong with her?

 


She’d had two Seasons in London, both
successful. Her first when she was eighteen. Four years later, when
she put away her mourning clothes, she had her second Season.
Countless men had vied for her attention, attempted to woo her;
she’d felt nothing. At age twenty-three, she was no green girl
dazzled by the first handsome man to look at her twice. Why then
was her attention so focused on him? No, more than that.

 


An overpowering urge to gaze deep and long
into his grey eyes. Touch his face. Hear him speak about his life,
from childhood to manhood. To know everything about him. She wanted
to be captured in his arms. Wanted him to kiss her. What was wrong
with her? It was his brother, the Earl of Wickerdun, she was
supposed to be considering as a husband.

 


Wickerdun was a large man, like her brother.
Taller, broader than most men. Geoffrey was only an inch or so
shorter in stature, but still over six feet. And his chest was
broad. She thought that might be due to setting sails or steering
the wheel, or whatever it was that sea captains did. Fighting
pirates? Had he ever fought pirates? Or the French or Americans?
She’d love to hear those tales! Drat! Her attention should be
focused on Wickerdun, not his brother.

 


It was so difficult. She’d known Wickerdun
forever. Remembered him from when she’d been a young girl. She
liked him, she really did. Oh, bother! How could she be expected to
consider wedding Wickerdun when his brother was flaunting his broad
chest, handsome looks and devastating smile in front of her?

 


“Lady Emily?”

 


Emily turned her head to see Wickerdun
staring at her, his head tilted to the side. “Yes?”

 


“I asked if you would like me to turn the
pages whilst you delight us by taking a turn at the
pianoforte.”

 


Had he spoken and she’d not
heard? Judging from the faces of her brother and Maddy, she hadn’t.
How embarrassing! “Of course,” she replied
as she rose.

 


* * * *

 


Geoffrey halted upon hearing the beginning
notes. He’d planned a hasty retreat before subjecting himself to an
abomination of what could be termed music. But this was no idle
ivory banger. Lady Emily touched the pianoforte keys not only with
talent in her hands, but passion in her heart. Just as Laurel used
to.

 


He sat silently after she’d finished,
wondering if the passion he’d heard in her music was present in
other parts of her life. With a shake of his head, he rose. Likely
she was typical of her class and upbringing. And destined for his
brother.

 


Emily watched Geoffrey exit the drawing room.
He’d stayed while she played, but said nothing when she finished.
Hadn’t even applauded. Said nothing to anyone before he walked out.
Why did that annoy her? He was nothing to her.

 


* * * *

 


Ardmoor edged close to his sister. “Tell your
husband it won’t do, Maddy. Wickerdun hasn’t a bloody chance in
hell. It will be Lady Emily and Geoffrey, mark my words. They
couldn’t keep their eyes off one another tonight.”

 


“I know, I saw. Do you suppose Robert . .
.?”

 


“You know Spode bloody well saw. He doesn’t
miss a thing.”

 


Maddy sighed. “I don’t want Emily to feel
pushed into marriage with Wickerdun. Still, we may be reading more
into this than we should. So they looked at one another, felt an
attraction.” She shrugged.

 


Ardmoor leaned close to his sister. “Have you
known Geoffrey to look at another woman since Laurel died? No,
because he hasn’t. It’s Lady Emily’s blood.” When he saw her raised
brows, he continued. “You said Spode told you we share the same
blood. Well, Geoffrey appears to be drawn to women who have the
wild blood. Ergo, he will be overpowered by his attraction to Lady
Emily’s wild blood and pull a dash to the Scottish border just as
he did with Laurel.”

 


“Oh dear.”

 


“Oh bloody dear is right! I needn’t see your
frown to know what your husband would think of his sister being
tossed into the scandal that would ensue.” Ardmoor shook his head.
“Not the way to start a marriage. Not at his age.”

 


“The day Joy met Emily, she told me that Lady
Emily was going to be her new mother. Do you know the little dear
made it one of her Christmas wishes?”

 


“Thought having her father home was her
wish.”
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