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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.
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​Dedication
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Jessica Anne Clements and Hayden Clements. I can never write a Christmas book without thinking about you two. You are part of the family I built for myself, and I hope sometime in the future we can all spend Christmas together. Keep being a source of happiness in this world.
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When Sir Alexander Tattingham’s traveling coach snaps an axel near the country estate of Lady Charlotte Tate—widowed Countess of Spencerford—suddenly the Christmastide season doesn't look so bleak. Possessed of mixed memories of past holidays, Charlotte isn’t of a mind to celebrate this year, but when a handsome baronet knocks at her door needing shelter until the storm passes, she might change her mind. As forced proximity keeps the unlikely pair together, a valuable diamond necklace goes missing. A curious cat and the love of snowy outings could possibly nurture the heated attraction between them into a long-lasting romance.
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December 20, 1818

Somewhere between Derbyshire and Bedfordshire

England

Sir Alexandar Tattingham tried to focus his concentration on the book he’d been reading for the last couple of hours, but the task was nearly impossible.

He’d been in the traveling coach for more hours than he cared to admit due to the dodgy weather that had been vacillating between and snow, which made the roads muddy and rutted, but finally three hours ago, the precipitation was completely snow, and quite heavy. And that meant travel was becoming more and more hazardous with each passing quarter hour.

The warm brick at his feet had long ago given up any sort of warmth, and wrapping his greatcoat and muffler tighter about his person couldn’t chase away the chill. Why the devil was he traveling now?

Because it was tradition. Because it was expected. Because he was a fool.

He glanced at the opposite bench where his beagle Charlemagne lay curled in a tight ball on the old, tattered blanket that belonged to him. When the dog cocked an eyebrow and cracked open one eye to stare back, Alex chuckled. “Well, my friend, I hope this miserable trip will be worth it at the end.”

Unfortunately, at the end of said trip was his family in Derbyshire where the whole extended connection was gathering for the Christmastide holidays.

Bah, Christmastide!

It was no secret to his family that he wasn’t fond of the holiday season, but they issued an invitation to him every year regardless. And he, being a dutiful son—oldest  of five siblings—accepted the invitation. He made his way to the large manor in Derbyshire, and with everyone in the family staying there through Twelfth Night, the structure was usually filled to the rafters. No one was given a room to themselves, and there was always so much noise! Yells, crying, laughter, conversation, debates, the din from all would fill the air and provided a cacophony of assault on the ears, for most of his siblings were married and had already made inroads into reproducing as if the Earth would suddenly become devoid of people if they didn’t.

Not only did he not care for that, but he didn’t particularly enjoy the snow. It was far too cold and messy for his liking. Secondly, it prohibited travel and generally put people in bad humors. With a glance out the window, he glowered at the snow that continued to come down so heavily he wondered how the driver could even see the road.

With a shake of his head, he frowned and continued to view the rapidly whitening outside world. If truth be told, he wasn’t of a mind to be with his family. He was the only unmarried or unmatched sibling, and since he was the oldest child of five—with two sisters and two brothers—he didn’t want the inevitable questions regarding when he would marry, why wasn’t he courting anyone, when would he settle down? Frankly, he didn’t need their help in finding a match, for if he willed it, he was quite popular with the ladies.

Yet that was exactly the problem. If he wished it, he would never hurt for company in the petticoat line, and while he didn’t mind squiring various beautiful women about Town, none of them had particularly managed to connect with him in all the ways that mattered. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t mind, for some of them had been naughty widows that had happily warmed his bed, but to his way of thinking, as a man of five and thirty, he wanted a woman in his life that had more in common with him than pleasures between the sheets.

A long-suffering sigh escaped him. Perhaps he was simply too picky and had always managed to find fault with those ladies. They were always “too much” of something or “not enough” of something else, but he couldn’t explain it, not even to himself. He always maintained that when he met the woman he would marry, he would simply know she was the right one.

At times, when men served in the military, they developed that sixth sense, almost, and applied it to every aspect of his life.

He huffed. That was another thing he had failed to come up to the mark about. Though his father had bought him a commission in a cavalry unit, he’d done nothing heroic over and above the call of duty, he’d not been singled out as a man among men, he hadn’t been grievously injured on the fields of battle and hadn’t any scars to talk about, and he certainly hadn’t done anything to land his name in the papers. All in all, he’d been remarkably average.

And he feared that was exactly how he was in every other aspect of his life.

Giving up the pretense of reading, Alex snapped his book shut and then stuffed the volume into the valise on the bench beside him. The afternoon was already dreary and full of snow and soon the night would be upon them, which meant if they didn’t reach a posting inn soon, he, the driver, and the beagle might be spending a cold night bedded down in someone’s barn.

“What are the odds we’ll get through this journey intact, Charlie?” he asked of his dog.

Of course, the beagle didn’t answer. He merely snuffled and then buried his nose into his blanket.

“Right. I wish I could have a lie in and just forget about life like you.” But travelling caused far too much anxiety so that he couldn’t relax and let the world go by. And that meant he was alone with his thoughts.

Another reason why he didn’t want to be with his family for the holiday season was the fact he merely wanted peace, and that wasn’t something he could find with that bunch. This year had been particularly difficult on a personal front, which was difficult to explain to someone who hadn’t the first clue about his day-to-day living. 

Recently in the past year, he had been invited to become a member of the Rogue’s Arcade club, which had taken him by surprise because there were two requirements to join—must have been in the military and must have been a former jewel thief or a current one. Of course he’d fought in the war, but not many people—including his family—knew he’d stolen a diamond brooch at one time.

That central stone had been as big as a pigeon egg, and he’d nabbed it—accidentally—from a French nob who’d been at the same rout that Alex had attended during his military days. The man had been excessively drunk to the point where he could hardly stand on his own feet. Well, the French peer had crashed into him on the stairs, resulting in them both taking a tumble to the ground level. After the tangle of limbs was unsnarled and the man had gone off the cast up his accounts into the shrubberies outside, Alex had discovered the brooch, which had a faulty clasp, hanging onto an embroidered thread of his uniform jacket.

When he’d attempted to track the Frenchman down to return the piece, he was nowhere to be found. After an exhaustive search, he still didn’t turn up, so Alex had pocketed the brooch. The next week, there had been a notice in the papers that a master criminal had apparently stolen a large diamond brooch called Aphrodite’s Tear, which was the size of a pigeon egg with rubies on the clasp. The provenance of the piece dated back to the court of King Louis XIV, and was quite valuable, and that whoever had taken it must have been quite clever.

It was the only thing of merit Alex had ever done, and even that had been by accident. He certainly didn’t want to come forward and try to tell the tale of how it had belonged to some unknown Frenchman at a party, so he said nothing. Let the world think what it would; that piece remained hidden away, usually in his safe hidden in his rooms at the Albany, but whenever he traveled, he brought it with him.

Currently, it was tucked into the lining of his valise.

Once more, he glanced outside the coach at the driving snow. The wind had picked up, which blew the white flakes against the side of the vehicle and made the interior even more chilly. With a shiver, he hunched into his greatcoat and sighed.

Regardless of how he’d come by the bauble—and he hadn’t told anyone that he had it—in January of this year, a letter had arrived at his rooms from the Duke of Edenthorpe inviting him to become a member of the Rogue’s Arcade for the sheer reason of him having that diamond in his possession. Apparently, it was an impressive feat, and the founder of the club wanted him to be a part of the organization.

To which Alex had agreed with alacrity. Finally, there was a place for him where he might feel as if he belonged... a second family, and that was exactly what those men had become. Never had he found such a more congenial group of fellows that were good, honest people. Their stories inspired him to be a better man, and he didn’t mind helping out when they needed it. They had accepted him for himself, and it humbled him.

Ever since then—he’d joined the Rogue’s Arcade when there had been some concerning accusations and peril regarding the Earl of Baselford who had lost his memory—there had been increasingly violent threats against various members of that club as well as their families, made by an evil-minded countess with revenge and power on her mind.

Never before had he been more adamant about defending a family than he was with that group of people. And he knew they felt the same about him.

So why the devil was he leaving London and the club to spend Christmastide with his own personal family, ones who thought him less than or not good enough? When he huffed out a breath, it fogged the window glass. To be honest, he simply needed a break from everything in an effort to find an elusive calm, but being with family wasn’t that answer. However, it was an obligation, and he hadn’t seen his siblings for a while. Could he endure the incessant questions and criticisms merely to keep the relationships intact?

An ominous cracking sound infiltrated the interior of the vehicle and wrenched him from his thoughts. The beagle lifted his head with a low whine. Before Alex could inquire with the driver, a louder snapping sound rang in his ears. The traveling coach tilted wildly to the left, causing him to slide over the bench and crash into that wall. His valise tumbled to the floorboards. Charlie bounded up with a concerned bark.

“What the devil?” Quickly, Alex gathered the dog in his arms to prevent further jostling. “Sam! What happened?” Due to the extreme leaning of the coach, he couldn’t stay upright, and there would be no chance to open the door on that side since it was jammed half against the snow-covered ground.

“I apologize, Sir Alexander, but we must have broken an axle, and the wheel has no doubt snapped as well. Terrible treacherous the roads are in this snow. We’re not going further this afternoon. I’ll have you out soon.”

Alex frowned at his dog. “What are we going to do out on the road, pray tell?”

A soft woof of worry was his only answer.

Seconds later, the door on the right side was flung open. Sam removed the folded steps, for they weren’t needed just now.

“You’ll have to climb out,” the driver advised. “Hand me the dog.” Then he thrust an arm into the leaning vehicle.

Without hesitation, Alex gave the beagle into his driver’s care. “Is the wheel and axle fixable?” He grabbed his valise and handed it to the driver when he returned from presumably depositing the dog on the ground.

“I imagine the wheel might be mended, but the axle will need replacing.” Sam offered a hand to and pulled him up as Alex scrambled out of the coach.

He swung his legs over the side. Charlie, poor soul, stood to one side of the incapacitated vehicle with the snow up to his back. “What do we do now? We can’t both pull the coach to safety or shelter, even if we knew where that was.” With a glance around, all he saw for miles was white snow filling the gray skies. His breath clouded around his head. “Sadly, I’m not too familiar with this area.”

“No, we won’t be pulling the coach.” Sam jumped down and then waited for Alex to do the same then he gave him the valise. “Best we can do right now is abandon the vehicle.”

“What of the luggage?”

Sam shrugged. He was a big, strapping man, but Alex refused to order him to carry or drag a trunk through the snow. “It can wait until we find shelter. Setting up to be a bad storm, I’ll wager.”

“I’m afraid you’re right.” Again, he glanced about the area. No one on foot, horse, or vehicle had passed this way in some time, for the blanket of snow lay undisturbed. He shivered, and the cold was felt to his soul. Buggar winter! “We can take the horses. Cover more ground that way, and if worse comes to worst and we find a barn or abandoned shack, they’ll provide a bit more warmth.”

“That they will.” As the driver moved around to the front where the horses were struggling to remain upright, he made soothing sounds to the animals. “Been through this way a few times in my life. I remember there being a manor house somewhere in the vicinity, but it’s been a while. I think it belonged to an earl, but the name escapes me, as does the exact location. The snow will get us turned around faster than anything.”

Alex stamped his feet. He was no help in knowing where each peer’s country seat was, for he had the appalling talent of forgetting a man’s name seconds after being introduced. Keeping titles and properties straight in his head was a nightmare. If he had to be out in society, usually his valet prepped him with a list of notes.

But that fortunate man had contracted a head cold and had opted not to accompany Alex on this visit.

Already, the accumulated snow went halfway up his boots. Feeling bad for his dog, he reached down and picked up the beagle, holding him beneath his free arm. “What a coil. We should never have set off from London.” Had he not embarked on this adventure, he could have been enjoying a fire in his own parlor with a bottle of brandy at his side and Charlie curled in his lap.

“It’s best not to dwell on the could haves of life, my lord.” As Sam worked at unhitching the horses from the vehicle, Alex frowned. “It’s fortunate the animals weren’t injured. That works in our favor and will make finding shelter that much easier.”

“Indeed.” When the beagle whined, Alex sighed. “We’ll get out of this weather as soon as we can, mate,” he told the dog. Another shiver lanced down his spine, for it was deuced cold. Already, snowflakes covered Sam’s hat and the dog’s back, and they hadn’t been out in the elements for very long. “I suppose time is of the essence now.”

“Will be dark in about an hour,” the driver agreed. “Hope you’re comfortable riding bare back. Didn’t think to bring saddles.”

“How could you know they’d be needed?” Damn, but he hadn’t ridden without a saddle in ages. If nothing else, it would help hone his riding skills. “Better than nothing, though, and will keep our feet decently warm and dry.”

Finally, Sam freed the horses. He gave the reins of one to Alex. “Best go now. The weather isn’t going to let up. Been a while since we’ve had a bad storm.”

Alex huffed. “We don’t usually have this type of weather in London, with the exception of two years ago when we didn’t have a summer.” In 1816, the whole bloody year was fraught with weather phenomena caused by some buggar of a volcano thousands of miles away. Those clouds had blotted out the sun for half the year, and everything froze to death or withered. Everything went wrong that year, but he was glad the ramifications from that terrible year were mostly behind them.
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