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			To my husband, who is handsome and charming, but is certainly not a rogue or a cad. 

			I love you always. 

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			December 20th, 1890

			S

			itting on a divan draped in lambswool by the fire, it was easy to see why my friend Sarah valued the comforts of home and hearth. She sat on the armchair next to me, adjacent to a blazing fire, knitting a small pair of mittens for one of the children sprawled lazily on the rug with a jigsaw puzzle. The occasional newspaper rustle and contemplative murmur across from us told me Sarah’s husband, Rupert, hadn’t yet begun his customary post-luncheon nap. Snow was falling softly outside, and festive greenery lined the hearth and was twisted into wreaths over each window and door. 

			All together, it was a picture-perfect advertisement for domestic English life in the countryside. It was enough to warm the heart and bring a tear to the eye of any spinster of twenty-seven, like myself. I, Winifred Osbourne, was only in danger of tears of boredom. 

			“Winnie, darling, isn’t that remarkable?” 

			“Pardon? I’m afraid I was absorbed in my book.” I lied, waving around the third novel I’d started this week. At this rate I was going to read through the Cunninghams’ entire library before 12th Night.

			I tried to divine which of the two rosy-cheeked children on the floor was responsible for the remarkable task. Addie was a bright-eyed six-year-old with as much energy as her rambunctious curls, and Thomas a rather shy lad of eight. They’d given up on their puzzle and were attempting to flip the pieces into an abandoned tea cup on the table.

			“They are remarkable, love,” I confirmed with a grin. 

			Sarah giggled. 

			“Not the children, Winnie! I said isn’t it remarkable that we’re going to have three Lords at our Christmas house party! And unmarried ones at that. Lord Belvoir I know, is a widower, though I do think Lord Worthington might be betrothed.” She absently chewed on her lower lip in a way she’d always done when we were studying together at school, her blond curls spilling out from behind a lace mob cap. “But he’s bringing a friend, another Lord-something-or-other that has nowhere to go for the holiday, and I daresay he could be single.” 

			I tactfully managed not to roll my eyes.

			“Being a Lord, no doubt he has plenty of places he could go, but I’m sure none could hold a candle to your hospitality. Must I remind you they can all be betrothed, as far as it pertains to me. You know I adore you but I must return to my studies at the Academie Julian in January. I’m hardly on the lookout for a husband.”

			“Winifred is an independent woman, darling,” Rupert reminded his wife from behind his newspaper. “She’s a talented artist and a traveling woman of the world. And for all we know, she has a dashing Parisian beau to get back to.” Lowering his newspaper, he waggled his eyebrows at us, sending his wife into another fit of the giggles. 

			His defense of my spinsterhood and eccentric career choice warmed my heart. I hadn’t seen Sarah since we’d finished our studies at Miss Ellis’s School for Girls more than a decade prior. She’d married Rupert after her first season, and I’d moved to the Continent with my grandfather and had lived abroad ever since. Sarah and I had kept in touch via long, monthly letters, and since my arrival nearly a fortnight ago, they’d treated me like part of the family. 

			“Nothing as exciting as all that, I’m afraid. I’ve just become accustomed to doing as I please. I’ve known other women painters in my program who’ve married, and their husbands forced them to give up their art. I’m afraid most men still don’t see it as a legitimate career choice as you do, Rupert.” 

			“Nonsense!” Sarah looked affronted. “No one could see your paintings and expect you to abandon your art, Winnie. You have real talent!” 

			“So did they,” I muttered darkly. 

			“Well, anyway, three Lords is quite out of the ordinary for our humble home. Even if you don’t desire to marry any of them, it shall make for an interesting house party.” 

			There was a topic I could warm to. While the Cunninghams’ sprawling estate was far from humble, it was rather quiet. I’d only been in residence for two weeks and I’d already explored the entire house and grounds, had hours of conversation with Sarah, and read a stack of books that had grown taller than my nightstand. I’d only brought a sketchbook and small case of watercolors with me, so there wasn’t much art I could create at the moment, and I wasn’t used to being idle. At least the arrival of nearly a dozen guests tomorrow would liven up our little country Christmas celebration. 

			“Is there anything I can do to help you prepare?” I asked hopefully, looking for a job to occupy my time. “I confess I’m not used to being a lady of leisure.” 

			“Oh no, Mrs. Hudgins has it all in stride I’m sure.” Sarah dismissed the notion with a wave of her knitting needles, dashing my hopes of gainful employment. “She and the maids have prepared all the rooms, and will have a cold luncheon laid out in the sitting room for everyone to partake of as they arrive. You only have to be personable and help me welcome the guests.” 

			Despite the talents of Sarah’s capable housekeeper, the hostess herself flitted around with excitement the following morning, filling decorative bowls with colorful sweets, leaving her favorite perfumed soaps in guests’ rooms, and going over the menus with the cook one last time. She was the perfect hostess, and she shone with anticipation. I was delighted to see my friend so happy, and endeavored to keep myself out of the way by painting watercolors with the children in the nursery. 

			Thomas proved himself a quick study. I vowed to encourage Rupert to hire the boy a proper art tutor until he began his studies at Eton. Addie, however, quickly abandoned her paints in favor of watching carriages arrive through the large picture window overlooking the front lawn. The snow drifted down in fat, lazy flakes, making the whole scene look like a Christmas card. 

			“Oh, Auntie Winnie, do come see, I think she might be a princess!” She watched a young lady disembarking in an elaborate traveling costume. 

			Thomas peered out over his very nice rendition of the nearby forest and huffed. 

			“If she’s a princess, then the lady with her is an old dragon. That’s Aunt Maureen.”

			I watched the sour-faced elderly aunt and her beautiful young companion greet Sarah and Rupert on the snowy steps, then make their way inside. The next carriage to arrive contained a well-dressed gentleman and a stylish older woman, the next a married couple with a young daughter (“cousin Fanny!” the children exclaimed before rushing out of the room and down the stairs to greet her), and the last carriage held two gentlemen and a lady. I wondered if three of the gentlemen that had arrived were the three Lords, or if there were more yet to come. 

			That evening, I was introduced to all the guests as we waited in the salon for the dinner bell. Apparently the snow had picked up and rendered traveling quite slow, so we were still waiting on two latecomers, but most members of our house party had arrived. Arthur Cunningham, Rupert’s younger brother, was just as easy-going and jovial as Rupert. With the same brown eyes and prominent noses, they reminded me of a pair of basset hounds, laughing and joking and chatting animatedly with all the guests. Arthur’s wife, Mary, was quiet with wide, doe-like eyes, but she greeted me with a sweet smile and a peck on each cheek in the French fashion, and I liked her immediately. I’d met their daughter, Fanny in the nursery that afternoon, and she was a miniature, six-year-old version of her mother. She was obviously close to Addie and Thomas and the three children soon had a whole week’s worth of adventures planned out. 

			The other blood relative of the bunch was Miss Maureen Price, Rupert and Arthur’s aunt, and I realized within seconds of meeting her why Thomas had called her an old dragon. 

			“This is Miss Winifred Osbourne, the dear school friend I was telling you about, Aunt Maureen,” Sarah said in a loud voice, leaning towards the elderly woman and enunciating carefully. “She’s an artist at the prestigious Academie Julian in Paris, and is visiting us for the holidays. She is quite talented, and she spent the afternoon teaching the children to paint with watercolors.”

			Sarah glowed, clearly quite proud of me, the dear, but Miss Price’s mouth had pursed severely at the word “artist” and had only gotten more prune-like from there. The wizened woman looked me up and down, making very clear what she thought about my profession when she turned to Sarah instead of speaking a word to me. 

			“Artists all have loose morals, Sarah, and the French are even worse. You cannot mean to trust her around your children.” 

			She then turned sharply and marched over to where her goddaughter, Miss Taylor, was sitting, nudging the girl over none-too-gently with her cane, and sat down creakily beside her. 

			I sighed and shrugged at Sarah, whose mouth was clamped shut and face turning an alarming shade of red. 

			“Don’t let her bother you, dearest. It certainly isn’t the first time I’ve been judged morally loose for my profession, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.” 

			Sarah was forced to let the matter go as Mr. Emsworth and his mother entered the room. Mr. Emsworth was a slight man that I guessed to be about Rupurt’s age, well-dressed, but with thick spectacles and a brown cowlick that looked as if it had been oiled back but had not taken kindly to the endeavor, as it now stuck up like a cockerel’s comb. His mother was well past middle age, but still quite beautiful, with thick auburn curls only lightly threaded with silver. Her clothes and jewelry were of the finest taste and quality, and she had a regal bearing about her. Her son smiled kindly at me, and they apparently had no qualms about artists or the French, for the three of us conversed agreeably about her most recent trip to Paris for another quarter of an hour until dinner was served. 

			In between the hearty—albeit very English—courses, I had the opportunity to talk with the charismatic Lord Belvoir, whom Sarah had seated on my right, and his cousins Mr. and Miss Loughty. When Sarah had said Lord Belvoir was a widower, I’d expected an elderly gentleman, but the man at my side couldn’t have been older than forty-five and proved an incorrigible flirt. He spoke fondly of his wife, however, who had passed away two years before, and he possessed enough self-effacing good humor that I knew not to take his flirtations too seriously. Mr. Loughty seemed more reserved, but he was amiable and very attentive to his sister, whom I guessed to be several years his junior and was seated across from me. Miss Loughty was dressed simply but extremely elegantly, and managed to project an air that was at once regal and graceful but also approachable. I liked her immediately, especially after she proclaimed herself an avid reader and asked me for recommendations from the Cunninghams’ library. I promised to deliver her all the favorites from my ever-growing book tower later that evening. 

			I was sitting with Sarah, Miss Loughty, and Mrs. Emsworth in the parlor after dinner, pleased I would have some intelligent companions to converse with over the next fortnight, when a commotion in the hall indicated that the Cunninghams’ last two guests had made it through the storm and had finally arrived. 

			“Oh!” Sarah clapped her hands, looking nearly as youthful as the young Miss Taylor sitting across the tea table from us. “Lord Worthington and his guest must be here! I’m so glad they’re not stuck in a snowdrift somewhere.”

			A man entered the room and was greeted by Rupert and Lord Belvoir. 

			“That’s Lord Worthington,” Sarah whispered from behind her tea cup. He was handsome, with light brown hair and a close-cropped beard and mustaches that were fiery red. His mouth crinkled jovially when he smiled at Rupert, and his eyes were kind. He looked like the kind of man Rupert would get along famously with. 

			Just then, the drawing room door flew open as if blown by the very storm outside, and the final member of our cozy Christmas house party blew in. He was tall and dark, with broad shoulders and chiseled features that would not have been out of place on a Botticelli masterpiece. Crystal blue eyes scanned the room as he began to work his way towards Rupert and Lord Worthington, but he stopped short when he spotted me, frozen in place, my mouth hanging slightly agape. 

			The newcomer was none other than Lord Hadleigh, the slimiest, vilest blackheart I’d  ever met wrapped up in the face of Adonis. This man was a reprobate, a no-good scoundrel, and we’d all be well-warned to quit the room as fast as our legs would carry us. 

			I was a bit of an expert on the subject. 

			You see, I’d been his wife. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			M

			y mouth was as parched as a summer’s day in Sicily, and I was vaguely aware that my teacup was about to tremble right off its saucer. I hastily returned it to the table in front of me, clenching my hands in my lap and sitting straight as a ramrod. The ladies sitting around me carried on their conversations, oblivious to the effort it was taking me just to keep breathing. 

			I was about to make my excuses and escape to my room when the group of gentlemen crossed the room towards us. Damn. Well, Winifred Osbourne was not a coward. I steeled myself and mentally calculated how long it had been since I’d seen or spoken to Benjamin Hadleigh. Nearly a decade, but not nearly long enough. 

			“Lord Worthington! So delightful to see you!” 

			Sarah leapt to her feet and clasped the man’s hand in hers. He kissed her hand gallantly and turned to introduce his friend. I wondered if he knew the man was the devil incarnate. 

			“Mrs. Cunningham, allow me to introduce my dear friend Lord Hadleigh.”

			“The pleasure is mine,” said the reprobate, looking every inch the wealthy Lord. Though understated, his suit jacket spoke of the finest tailoring money could buy, his beard and mustaches were close-cropped and expertly groomed, and his boots shone to perfection despite the conditions outdoors. 

			“Please, call me Benjamin. I feel as though we are old friends already; Worthington has told me so much about you and Rupert.” 

			

			Wrongly interpreting my dumbstruck silence, Sarah reached down to grab my arm, pulling me to my feet so I was standing next to her. 

			“And you must call me Sarah, of course! Please, allow me to introduce my very dear friend Miss Winifred Osbourne.” Sarah looked at me with a gleam in her eye. The wretch was enjoying this encounter, though I would forgive her as she had no idea what it was costing me. She couldn’t know. She would never know. 

			I ground my teeth but managed a polite smile for Lord Worthington and a nod to the devil. 

			“Oh but Miss Osbourne and I are already acquainted.” My former husband was nothing if not smooth, and I tried not to flinch. 

			Oh yes. How very well acquainted. An image popped into my head, unbidden: the pair of us swimming naked in the moonlit Mediterranean. My cheeks heated, and I forced myself not to look away. At least now I wouldn’t look half dead. I cocked my head and waited to see how the silver-tongued serpent would explain this one. 

			“We were childhood friends, you see, our families’ estates bordered on one another. I haven’t seen Miss Osbourne in many, many years.”

			That much was true at least. 

			“Lord Hadleigh, how very nice to see you after all this time.” 

			That was most certainly not true, but my voice was remarkably steady. 

			“Oh Winnie, it can’t be that Lord Hadleigh is Benji, the childhood friend that you were always running about with on school breaks?” 

			Sarah looked at me incredulously, but with a twinkle in her eye that didn’t bode well for my future peace. 

			“The one and the same.” I tried to smile at her, but it turned into more of a grimace, and Sarah blinked at me, confused. “We lost touch after Grandfather and I moved abroad.” 

			My hand nervously smoothed the dark green brocade of my evening dress, a dress that was the first order of fashion in Paris. I’d always thought it quite becoming on me, but suddenly I wished I was wearing something drab and plain like my painting smock, something that didn’t display quite so much of my bosom or hug my curves to perfection. Benjamin’s watchful eye caught me fiddling and I stilled. I would not give this man a moment of satisfaction by showing any discomfort. 

			“Winnie is working as an artist in Paris,” Sarah was telling the two men, and I was grateful to her for giving me a moment to compose myself. “She is staying with us for the season. It’s the first time she’s been back to England in a decade, can you imagine that!” 

			“Well, England is certainly lucky to have you back, Miss Osbourne,” Lord Worthington said. “Hadleigh here is a great lover of art himself, perhaps you will show him some of your works. I’m sure you have loads to catch up on.” 

			A shadow flitted across Benjamin’s face, telling me he was about as thrilled at that suggestion as I was. He needn’t worry, since I was now plotting how quickly I could escape this little house party. 

			“Sadly, I’ve left all my art in Paris since I’m only here for a short time.” 

			Very, very short.

			We somehow finished the pleasantries and Rupert proceeded to take Lord Worthington and Benjamin around the room to introduce them to the other guests. Mrs. Emsworth asked Sarah a question about the week’s festivities, and they happily conversed for a few moments before Sarah turned and noticed my face. 

			“Winnie dear, are you quite alright? You look alarmingly pale.” 

			“I’m fine, dearest, just a bit of a headache. I think I’ll retire a little early tonight.” 

			I made my excuses to the ladies sitting around us and slipped out the door. Once alone in the hall, I’m ashamed to admit I practically ran to my room, and didn’t stop to breathe until I’d slammed and locked the door behind me. I was as bad as the heroine in a Gothic novel running from imaginary ghosts! 

			

			Only my ghost was far from imaginary. He was very real, and as dangerous as he was charming.

			I lay awake for several hours considering my options. Assuming I could make it through the snow to the train station, I could begin the journey back home to Paris in the morning, missing out on my first English Christmas in ten years. Sarah would be terribly disappointed. But worst of all, Benjamin would likely consider me a coward. I may have been a starry-eyed, green girl of eighteen when I married him, but I was now a confident, worldly woman. 

			As he had told our friends earlier, we grew up on neighboring estates. Four years my senior, Benjamin was my playmate, my hero from the moment I came to live with my grandfather at age six after my parents died. I adored him and followed him everywhere. When he went off to Eton at thirteen, I cried for a week, but he still made plenty of time to visit me over school holidays. Under my grandfather’s watchful and adoring eye, Benjamin taught me to ride and to shoot. And when Grandfather wasn’t looking, he taught me to play cards. Benjamin’s brother had been eight years his senior, and he’d never made time for Benji as Benji did for me. Thus, I was Benji’s best friend in the world, and he mine. 

			It was no wonder, then, that I fell headlong in love with him as a girl of fourteen. He’d come back from Eton for a summer before going up to Oxford. “C’mon, Freddie, race you to the other side” he’d said like always, running towards the lake and peeling off his shirt. I stood there on the bank and looked at his broadening shoulders and stubbled jaw as though seeing him for the first time. From then on there was no doubt in my mind who I was going to marry. If only I’d known then what it would cost me. 

			Benjamin had seemed just as surprised to see me this evening as I was to see him. Since Paris was my home now, and I had no family left in England, a snowy house party in York was a rather unlikely place to run into me. But, considering we grew up together and moved in the same circles for the first two decades of our lives, our paths had been bound to cross again someday. I had just planned on that someday being much farther in the future. After everything that had happened, I could not—would not—give him the satisfaction of running me off from my friend’s home, a friend he hadn’t even met until this evening.   

			I would have to stay through Christmas, at least, and attempt to avoid the guttersnipe. That was only four days away. There were plenty of other pleasant people in the house to talk to, and when I needed to I could escape to the nursery under the pretense of continuing the children’s art education. And there were always the novels. I sighed and rolled over, glancing at the stack of books looming in the darkness like a phantom beside my bed. I had completely forgotten to bring a few to Miss Loughty. Well, sleep didn’t appear to be within my grasp anytime soon, so there was no time like the present. 

			It was well past midnight now, and most of the household had surely retired, but I could leave the books outside her door in case she found herself unable to sleep as I was and in need of something to read. I lit the oil lamp next to my bed and crossed to the desk, scribbling a hasty note to Miss Loughty, and picked two mysteries, a volume of poetry, and a reasonably interesting biography out of the stack. 

			Donning my dressing gown, I padded quietly across the hall and down two doors to where I knew Sarah had placed Miss Loughty for the week. The curse of my excellent visual memory was that even mundane details like the guest bedroom chart Sarah had asked me to assist her with lived rent-free in my head for all eternity. I didn’t bother bringing the lamp with me, for my eyes quickly adjusted back to the dark. Setting the books gently on the thick carpet, I slipped the note under her door, hoping that if she were awake, she would see the note and retrieve the books I’d promised. If not, she’d simply find them in the morning and have them at her disposal. I heard no stirring within the room, so I turned to return to my own room—and stifled a gasp. 

			At the other end of the long landing that separated our two hallways, Benjamin slipped quietly out of a room. I could see him clearly in the glow from his candlestick, while I remained still and unseen in the darkness. I held my breath and watched as he came closer to the landing, then stilled and looked straight ahead as if he sensed someone watching him. There was no way the light of his candle could reach me this far down, so I remained silent, and after a few tense moments he turned away and entered his own room. When the door clicked shut behind him, I raced back to my room, shutting the door as quietly as possible. 

			Sleep, however, still eluded me for quite some time. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			T

			he next morning dawned clear and cold, and I squinted at the sun reflecting off the snow below my window as the maid, Betsy, started my fire and opened the curtains. 

			“Goodness, what time is it?”

			I blinked the sleep out of my eyes and struggled to sit up. 

			“Nearly time for breakfast, miss. The missus said not to wake you until the last minute, since you’d had the headache last night.”

			I let the girl help me dress in a warm, rich emerald velvet day dress, but I barely heard her cheerful chatter as I pondered what Benjamin could have been doing out of his room last night. He’d been fully dressed, but shoeless, as though he were trying to creep along the hallway as quietly as possible. His midnight assignations were hardly any of my business, but unless his proclivities had changed a great deal over the last nine years, it seemed unlikely he was having an amorous rendezvous in the bachelor’s wing. If my memory served me correctly, and it usually did, he’d been leaving Mr. Emsworth’s room. Had the other gentlemen been inside? Or were there more late-night revelers still downstairs?

			I was the last guest down to breakfast, and I tried to slip in unnoticed as everyone chatted over cups of tea and coffee. Most of the gentlemen had apparently already departed for some morning activity, so I was spared the torture of having to converse politely with Benjamin at the moment. In fact, the only gentleman still present was Mr. Emsworth. He was seated across from his mother and reading a newspaper, or at least attempting to read a newspaper in between answering Mrs. Emsworth’s constant chatter with polite nods and “mmm…hmmm, of course, Mother.” After filling my plate at the sideboard, I was about to head over to where Sarah and Miss Loughty were having a cozy chat, when I thought better of it, and slid in next to Mr. and Mrs. Emsworth instead. 

			“Is this seat taken?” I smiled cheerfully when Mr. Emsworth looked up in surprise, his mother matching my smile brightly. 

			“Of course not, dear!” She looked genuinely delighted for the company. Mr. Emsworth was likely hopeful that I would come distract his mother for a spell so he could read in peace. I gave him a sympathetic smile, but he wasn’t about to get off the hook that easily. 

			“I’m afraid I nearly missed breakfast this morning.” I tapped gently at a soft-boiled egg and scooped it onto my toast, amazed I could manage such an appetite knowing my scapegrace former husband was somewhere on the Cunningham’s estate. “It took me ages to fall asleep last night due to my headache. Did the rest of the party stay up late, Mr. Emsworth?” 

			If Mr. Emsworth was startled that I directed my question at him, he didn’t show it. I suspected the man had the patience of a saint. He lowered his newspaper for a moment, pushed his spectacles up his nose, and answered me with a shy smile. 

			“The ladies retired before midnight, I believe, but many of the gentlemen stayed up until at least one in the morning playing cards.” Mr. Emsworth spoke slowly and deliberately, but whether he was prevaricating or this was how he always conversed, I couldn’t say. I suspected the latter. “I have no taste for poker, myself, and attempted to start a new historical account I’ve been eager to read.”

			He began to raise the newspaper, but I wasn’t finished. 

			“I imagine Lord Worthington and Lord Hadleigh were eager to get to bed early after their harrowing journey through the snow.” 

			“Lord Hadleigh was, I believe, as he made his excuses and went up to bed shortly after the ladies retired. Lord Worthington, however, seemed rather interested in the book I was reading, as he kept peppering me with questions.”

			Mr. Emsworth sighed, as if all he wanted in the world was for someone to leave him alone to read in peace. 

			“Eventually I suggested he find his own historical account from the Cunninghams library, and he finally retired as well. I confess at that point, my heart wasn’t in it, and I retired shortly after. I believe the rest of the gentlemen played cards for a while more. It’s a wonder they were able to rouse themselves for an excursion so early. They were all out before I made it down to breakfast this morning.”

			Mr. Emsworth looked as if that were perfectly fine with him, and raised his newspaper with another sigh. Taking some pity upon the beleaguered gentleman, I turned to his mother, who had been watching our exchange somewhat curiously. 

			“And where did the gentlemen run off to so early?”

			I schooled my features into something like polite curiosity. I had originally assumed they were out riding, but judging from the depth of the snow I could now see out the breakfast room window, that would have been a rather difficult endeavor. I needed to know what the devil was up to and when he would return. 

			“I believe Mr. Cunningham mentioned hiking up the road in snowshoes to cut up a tree that has fallen over the main village road. They left quite early so traffic back and forth to the village could be restored. I imagine they’ll be back before long.” 

			I then asked Mrs. Emsworth about her favorite Paris modistes, and spent the next quarter of an hour nodding politely as she waxed on about this season’s styles. I offered a few of my preferred dressmakers, but my mind was entirely fixed on what Benjamin Hadleigh had been up to last night. Mr. Emsworth had not been in his room when I’d seen Benjamin exiting, for which I was strangely relieved, but it also meant Benjamin had been in his room without his knowledge or permission. 

			Images of Benjamin’s father and older brother, Augustus, flashed across my mind. The crusty old Earl had been a consummate liar and philanderer, while Augustus had been a drunkard and a gambler. When the Earl had died suddenly and Augustus inherited the title at the young age of twenty-six, we’d all hoped that he would take the chance to grow up and change his wastrel ways. Overwhelmed with his new duties, however, he leaned into his bad habits and began to slowly drink himself to death. His one saving grace, if you could call it that, was that he refused to marry and failed to saddle a wife with the burden of his vices. Perhaps he’d seen enough pain caused by the Earl’s infidelities, perhaps he just couldn’t be bothered to expend the extra energy. Instead, he ran the estate and completed his parliamentary duties during the day, and drank himself into a stupor every evening, pinning all his hopes for the family lineage and future Earldom on Benjamin. 

			How foolish I’d been to think that Benjamin would be any different. Petty theft did seem rather beneath him, however, as he surely had more funds than any one man could spend in his lifetime, despite Augustus’ excesses. What then did he stand to gain by sneaking about in other guests’ rooms? I’d watched Benjamin and Lord Worthington as they had been introduced to Mr. Emsworth last night. There’d been no flicker of recognition on Mr. Emsworth’s face, so they didn’t seem to be prior acquaintances. 

			After a few more moments of inconsequential chatter with Mrs. Emsworth, she was beginning to get a familiar gleam in her eye. I’d seen it many times before, when a mother was having trouble marrying off her son and decided that a personable, decent-looking spinster of twenty-seven like myself was exactly what she needed to get the job done. Not wanting to give her false hope, I pushed aside my now-empty breakfast plate and stood.

			“Thank you so much for the lovely breakfast conversation Mrs. Emsworth, Mr. Emsworth. I’m afraid I told Sarah I’d help her plan the ladies’ Christmas activities as soon as I was up this morning, and I’d better not keep her waiting any longer.” 

			Nodding to them both, I scurried over to where Sarah and Miss Loughty were still nursing cups of tea, though they had unfortunately been joined by the formidable Miss Price. I was not to be deterred, however, and sat down with a bright smile on my face. 

			“Winnie! Good morning, dearest! How was your conversation with the Emsworths?” Sarah offered me a fresh cup of tea from the table in front of her, and I took it gratefully.

			“Mrs. Emsworth looked lonely with only her son and his newspaper for company.” I gave Sarah a wry smile. “We mostly chatted about her favorite Parisian dressmakers. How are you all this morning?” 

			“I was just telling Aunt Maureen and Miss Loughty about the Christmas crafts we’ve planned for the ladies today! First, we’re going to arrange some greenery to put in vases around the house, and then Mary is going to teach us how to craft these adorable angel paper chains she and Fanny make every year.” 

			Miss Price sniffed. “Now there’s a respectable creative pursuit.” 

			She looked down her nose at me through her spectacles in a way that reminded me of Miss Ellis, the founder and strict headmistress of Miss Ellis’ School for Girls. For a brief moment, I was fifteen again and desperate to become a proper lady and make Lady Hadleigh proud of me—to make myself a respectable candidate for wife of an Earl’s second son. I shivered and sat up a little straighter. 

			Sarah must have also seen the resemblance to Miss Ellis, because she attempted to stifle a giggle behind her teacup and sloshed a few drops onto her pale pink morning dress. While she dabbed at the damp spot with a napkin, I simply nodded at Miss Price as if she’d said something very wise, and turned to Miss Loughty. 

			“Did you find the stack of books I left you last night?”

			“I did! You are too kind. I hardly expected you to haul books over to my room when you retired with a headache. I’m sure I could have fended for myself for one night.” 

			Miss Loughty smiled at me, and I thought that perhaps we could be kindred spirits. She was pretty, with light brown hair and a charming smile, and her eyes sparkled with intelligence. I judged her to be somewhere between the adorable, button-nosed Miss Taylor (just out of the schoolroom) and myself in age. 

			“Well, it took me ages to fall asleep, so I thought that I might as well bring you a few to get you started. The biography was a bit slow, but it was the perfect thing to get me to sleep each night. The mysteries were quite entertaining, though.” 

			“Perhaps then you should have kept the biography last night to lull you into sleep. I also retired somewhat early; I’m always so tired after a day of travel. The maid brought the books to me this morning when she came in to stoke the fire.” 

			“A true lady only reads works that will improve her moral character or instruct her to be a dutiful wife.” Miss Price nodded sagely at Miss Loughty and I as if we’d asked her opinion. “I can recommend several volumes of sermons in the estate’s library. My late brother, Rupert and Arthur’s father, made sure the library was well-stocked with religious texts. None of these horrid novels that are all the rage among ladies these days.”

			Miss Price glared at me as though I were personally responsible for the corruption of young women everywhere. Thankfully for the rest of us, Rupert and Sarah had supplemented the library with plenty of “horrid novels” and modern works of fiction as well. I imagined winter in the country could become tedious without the ability to get lost in a good book. 

			“Mary, darling!”

			Sarah waved to her sister-in-law as she entered the breakfast room, and I was grateful for a distraction. As if staying in the same house with Benjamin wasn’t enough, I’d somehow made an enemy of Miss Price, and wasn’t sure I could continue the current conversation without giving her a piece of my mind. 

			Mary Cunningham smiled at us as she approached, her apple cheeks rosy and her eyes sparkling.

			“I’ve just come in from checking on the children. They are building an army of snowmen, and are so delighted to have snow at Christmas!” She winked at Sarah. “I may have helped to build a couple myself.” 

			Miss Price looked down at the damp hem of Mary’s heavy velvet day dress and made a noise that I could only imagine signaled her disapproval, but Sarah chimed in before she could begin another lecture. 

			“Since you’re here, Mary darling, I have the perfect job for you!”

			She jumped up out of her chair, pulled me to my feet, and steered me and Mary away from Miss Price’s disapproving gaze. I felt oddly relieved that it was not just me the old woman was judging. 

			“I need you and Winnie to go fetch all of the Christmas vases from the attic! I had the maids pull them out and dust them this week, so they should all be in a crate at the top of the stairs.” 

			“You have vases especially for Christmas?” I was intrigued. 

			“These are very… unique vases.” Her back to Miss Price, Sarah grimaced. “You’ll see.” 

			As she led me through the house to the attic stairs, Mary told me the story of the Christmas vases. 

			“Arthur and Rupurt’s mother, the previous Lady Cunningham, was a bit eccentric. She liked to collect hobbies. She would latch onto one for a few months until she got bored and moved onto something else. One of her pet projects was pottery, and she actually stuck with that one for nearly a year. She was quite prolific, though I’m afraid she never mastered the art. Her piece de resistance, as it were, was a set of Christmas vases. Arthur and Rupurt are the kindest souls, you see, and they have many cherished memories of their mother decorating the estate during Advent, so Sarah cannot bring herself to disappoint them. It’s become a bit of a tradition: we gather greenery from around the estate and place the vases throughout the house.” 

			“That sounds really sweet. I’m sure the vases are lovely, if a bit rustic.”

			

			“Oh, rustic is too kind a word for them.” 

			Mary gave a long-suffering sigh, and now I was quite intrigued to see these infamous works of art. We passed through the servants’ hallway on the third floor, then reached the narrow wooden stairs that led up to the attic storage rooms. I nearly sprinted up the stairs in my eagerness to solve the mystery, Mary chuckling behind me at my enthusiasm. When I reached the small landing, I looked back at Mary’s grin and ran straight into something hard and unyielding. 

			I would have fallen backwards, but strong arms reached out and caught me by the elbows to steady me. Dread filled my chest, seeping around all my organs and pushing the air out of my lungs. Or perhaps the impact had knocked the wind out of me, but I stood frozen on the spot, unable to lift my head and look up into the face I knew would be a mere six inches above my own. 

			The devil had caught up with me.  

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			“L

			ord Hadleigh! We didn’t see you there!” Mary caught up to me and put her hand gently between my shoulder blades as if she was afraid I would still topple down the stairs. “Are you okay, Winifred?” 

			Mary’s presence calmed me a bit and I took in a few slow breaths. 

			“Quite alright, I’m afraid I just had the wind knocked out of me. Thank you for your concern.” I did not thank Benjamin for catching me, since it had been his fault I nearly tumbled down the stairs in the first place. I narrowed my eyes. “I didn’t realize the gentlemen were back from their excursion yet, Lord Hadleigh. Whatever were you doing in the attic?”

			“I came back a little early.” Benjamin smiled at me and Mary in the charming way that had always left women of all ages swooning at his feet. Mary smiled back, but I was pleased to see she looked more curious than overcome. “I believe my valet accidentally left something in my trunk when he was unpacking last night, so I just popped up to the storage rooms to take a peek.”

			“Do you always do your valet’s job for him, my Lord?” 

			“Only when it’s a sentimental item I want to make sure to recover.”

			He gave another dashing smile to Mary, who was looking back and forth between us thoughtfully.  

			“I don’t recall you ever being sentimental when we were young. In fact, I think you once left something very important behind without thinking twice.”

			I flinched even as the words flew out of my mouth, unbidden, but I was unable to stop them. There was no flicker of emotion in Benjamin’s eyes, but his jaw firmed as if he was gritting his teeth. After a moment of silence, Mary came to my rescue. 

			“Sarah has sent us to fetch a crate of Christmas vases. Did you see anything like that at the top of the stairs, my Lord?”

			“As a matter of fact…” Benjamin turned and took the remaining stairs to the attic two at a time, likely grateful to break the tension that had surrounded us with my outburst. At the top, he bent and lifted a large wooden crate as though it weighed nothing. My curiosity got the better of me, and I scurried up after him to peer into the crate. 

			“Oh!” I quickly backed away, then put a hand over my mouth. “Mary, I see just what you mean.” 

			Attempting to ignore the cad holding the crate (I sincerely hoped it was as heavy as it looked), I peeked back at the painted clay vases carefully packed in straw. The vases were obviously made to be angels, with wings spreading out from the sides and painted golden halos around each rim, their mouths open in what was likely supposed to be a holy song—but looked more like screams of terror. Their misshapen faces and glossy, unseeing eyes only added to the macabre effect. 

			“They are—unique—to be sure.” Benjamin grinned at us, his charm on full display once more, and I scolded my heart for giving a little leap. My head knew what a reprobate this man was, but apparently the rest of my body still struggled to catch up. “Shall I carry this down for you ladies?” 

			“Yes, please, my Lord,” Mary said politely, just as I nearly shouted, “No! We can do it.” 

			I gave Mary a little shrug, remembering that the crate was likely quite heavy.  I tried to inject a note of nonchalance into my voice as I began descending the attic stairs.

			

			“You may leave it on the table in the sitting room, Lord Hadleigh, thank you.” 

			Once I was out of sight, I raced back downstairs without waiting for Mary. 

			I spent a few minutes composing myself and tucking stray hairs back into their pins in my bedroom. By the time I joined the other ladies in the sitting room, two long work tables had been set up in the center of the room, and Sarah and all her female guests were gathered around them. Large branches of greenery were already piled in the middle of the tables, and each guest was trimming bits of evergreen and holly and arranging them in an attractive fashion in the screaming angel vases. I pulled up a chair in between Sarah and Miss Loughty, determined not to let my literal run-in with Benjamin spoil a fun day of holiday merrimaking. Thankfully, he was nowhere to be seen, though several ladies in the group were still discussing the reprobate. 

			“Did you see the way he carried that heavy crate as if it were a feather?” Miss Taylor tittered happily. “How thoughtful he was to carry it for Mrs. Cunningham. What a true gentleman.” 

			“And not at all proud for an Earl,” Miss Price added with something close to charitableness. 

			Mary looked at me thoughtfully. 

			“This morning before breakfast, I saw Lord Hadleigh on the landing outside of the nursery. He said he was dropping off a picture book he and Lord Worthington had brought for the children.”

			While I noticed Mary’s emphasis on the word “said,” everyone else seemed to take her statement as more praise for Benjamin’s character. 

			“How kind of him. He seems the very picture of amiability,” Mrs. Emsworth gushed. “Lord Worthington, too. They both conversed with my son at length last night in the drawing room, and I know how hard the poor dear is to draw out of his shell. He struggles to make friends, so to have two members of the aristocracy attempt to get to know him speaks highly of their character.” 

			

			I liked Mrs. Emsworth, but I doubted her son would appreciate her talking so freely about his social struggles. Even though he wasn’t present to hear her, I felt some empathy for the man and changed the subject.

			“How did all this greenery appear so quickly?” I picked up a few sprigs of cedar and a pair of gardening shears and began to trim the ends so they would sit nicely in a vase. 

			“Oh, I had Rupurt and the other gentlemen cut some for us on the way home from taking care of that downed tree,” Sarah offered. “Since they were all bundled up and carrying saws anyways, it was the perfect time.” 

			We spent an amiable morning filling the vases with greenery and chatting with the other ladies. Occasionally one of the gentlemen would wander in to say hello and check on our progress, but since Benjamin was not among them, I was able to relax a bit and enjoy our creative pursuit for a few moments. There was something about creating that always calmed my mind and quieted the turmoil in my head. 

			When I was a child and had first come to live with Grandfather after my parents died in a carriage accident, Lady Hadleigh seemed to understand that I needed to keep my hands busy in order to keep the emotions at bay. She’d first taught me how to embroider, but when I proved to have more vision than patience, she wisely switched mediums and taught me to paint. She was a moderately-accomplished painter herself, but when my talents quickly outpaced her, she hired an art tutor to teach the both of us. We spent many an afternoon in her light-filled conservatory, drinking tea and giggling to ourselves when a painting technique went terribly wrong. We’d never ventured into pottery, but I suspected Lady Hadleigh would have enjoyed laughing with me over the hideous Christmas vases. She’d been gone for eight years now, but the loss still stung nearly as much as the more recent loss of my grandfather. 

			I gathered a few branches of holly in one hand and turned away from the group as though I was studying my arrangement in the light of the window while I discreetly wiped at my eyes. I was able to keep the melancholia at bay at home in Paris, where there were art lessons, commissions to be completed, and a magical city to explore. But when I was quiet and still, it was too easy to dwell on all that I’d lost. Thankfully, a welcome distraction came in the cheerful person of Lord Belvoir, who whisked into the room carrying a large, ornately carved wooden box. Though he was hardly in his salad days, he moved with the energy and enthusiasm of a much younger man, and there was something roguish and likable about him. 
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