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      “Where are we going?” Hope, the eldest of the five children, questioned for the umpteenth time since they’d departed two days past.

      “We’re going to visit my aunt,” Emme said, trying to keep her voice light and hopeful. She didn’t want to alarm the young children by letting them know how truly dire their situation was. She’d been caring for them even before their mother died in childbirth two years ago, and would continue to do so. She had a promise to keep—two promises, to be exact.

      Mr. Frank Dunn, who’d inherited the family’s small but tidy property, was no better than Christopher Youngwin, the girls’ father, who’d cared naught for his children, seeing as they were not boys. Mr. Dunn had marched into their home and informed Emme that Christopher Youngwin was dead, that the girls were not his concern, and they were to depart his house—where each of the girls had been born—immediately and await further instructions somewhere else.

      The problem was, Emme had little choice in where to go. Her only living relative was her Aunt Beata, who’d found a new purpose in life at the Home for Desolate Ladies. Although they’d written many times over the last few years—once her aunt was finally free of the monster she’d been married to—Emme had not seen her relative since before Papa died, and that was nearly ten years ago. She hoped Aunt Beata would be able to help her until things were sorted out, and she hoped Mr. Frank Dunn would keep his word and let whoever was named as the girls’ guardian know where to find them. To make matters even worse, the funds Mr. Dunn had not-so-politely given Emme when he’d arrived were not enough to last more than a sennight. She was being forced to leave their future in the hands of Fate.

      Day after day, they’d lumbered along the soggy, muddy roads. Each night, she and the girls had tried to relax at the latest coaching inn. Traveling with five little ones was not ideal, but they’d been exceptionally well-behaved, all things considered. Even so, they were tired and grumpy and ready to be on solid ground again.

      “How much longer?” Betty, the second eldest at four, complained again.

      “Weather providing, just one more⁠—”

      A loud crack ricocheted through the conveyance. Horses neighing frantically gave way to the girls’ hysteria.

      “Emme!” Mary and Melisent cried in unison.

      “What’s wrong?” Hope questioned with panic.

      “I’m scared!” Betty screamed.

      And poor Noelle clung to Emme for dear life, her little heart pounding so hard, Emme could feel it through her clothing.

      Before she could comprehend what had happened, the carriage came to an abrupt halt and slumped to one side. It took several minutes, but she had just got the girls to settle down when the door to the carriage opened, revealing their driver.

      “The wheel is broke, Miss Stoke,” O’Hare said in an apologetic tone. Throughout their journey, he had been most attentive and protective of her and the girls. Providing a carriage and driver had been the one nice thing on Mr. Dunn’s part, although Emme suspected it was his wife’s doing and not his.

      “Can it be fixed?”

      O’Hare tilted his head this way and that before answering. “I suggest you and the little ladies wait out here while I take a look.”

      Emme had no knowledge of such workings, but a repair alongside the road did not sound very likely. Her heart sank. They were too far from the last town and still a good distance from the next. There was no way she could walk there with five young children in tow, and of course, she would never leave them.

      Panic rose from within. Would O’Hare abandon her and the girls to get help? The highway was not safe, especially for a woman and children. All sorts of horrible outcomes flashed through her mind, each more terrifying than the last.

      An hour passed and their conveyance was still nowhere near ready for travel. Several coaches came and went, but none offered assistance. Despite the chill in the air, the girls occupied themselves with a game they’d made up and, for the moment, were enjoying their freedom outside the confines of the carriage. But Emme knew it wouldn’t last for too much longer.

      Before too long, another carriage rolled along, only this one seemed to be slowing down. She squinted into the near distance. It was large and impressive. She had never seen such an elegant conveyance before.

      “Do you need assistance?” the driver called to O’Hare in a friendly manner as the carriage came to a halt.

      As the two drivers discussed the issue with the broken-down vehicle, the occupant of the fine carriage opened the door and surveyed them. Oh dear, but he was a handsome fellow. His hair was not just blond, but golden, reminding her of one of the tales about a Greek god—which one, she could not remember, too taken aback by his striking visage. And then he spoke, and she went weak in the knees. “Is everyone alright?”

      She nodded her head, unable to do anything else as the good-looking stranger stepped down from his carriage. Alarm bells should be ringing in her head, but the kindness in his eyes and the sincerity in his voice were a soothing balm.

      “Are you traveling alone?”

      The gentleman addressed her, but it was Betty who spoke first. “We’re going to visit Emme’s aunt.” Then, with an innocence that only a child could have, she questioned, “Who are you?”

      “Betty—” Emme started to reprimand, but the handsome stranger waved his hand.

      “I apologize. I seemed to have forgotten my manners.” He stepped forward toward their little group and bowed. “Lord Parker, at your service.”

      Both Hope and Betty giggled, while Noelle, Mary, and Melisent hid behind Emme’s skirts.

      Just then, Lord Parker’s driver called out. “Wheel needs to be replaced, my lord.”

      “Please allow me to offer my carriage and take you to the next coaching inn. I can arrange assistance for your driver.” Lord Parker glanced over to where the two drivers were still fiddling with the wheel.

      O’Hare nodded his head and said, “You might want to take him up on his offer, Miss Stoke. It’s not going to be mended anytime soon, and with those five young ones, well…” He tsked several times as he returned to his task.

      For reasons she could not explain, her intuition told her to trust Lord Parker, that he meant no harm, and she considered herself a good judge of character. She hadn’t ever cared for Papa’s business partner, and after her sire died, the man had not hesitated to steal from her mother. And then there was Mr. Youngwin. The moment she’d met him, she had not liked anything about him, but Mother had assured her that all would be alright. It was the only offer of a job she’d had that also included accommodation for Emme, and their funds had almost run out. While her mother had lived, Youngwin kept his hands to himself, although not his roaming eye, which was always unsettling. Emme shook the horrific thoughts away. She would not think about that hard-hearted blackguard. She needed to concentrate on the present.

      “Thank you, Lord Parker. It is kind of you to offer.”

      “Will we ride in the pretty carriage?” Betty’s excitement echoed through the countryside.

      “Yes,” Emme said as she guided the girls, following Lord Parker.

      Before too long, they were all ensconced in the pretty carriage, as Betty had so enthusiastically called it, and trundling along the muddy road. The older two girls were sitting on the same side of the carriage as Lord Parker and had fallen asleep within minutes of getting settled. Emme wasn’t surprised. The journey had been most taxing on all of them.

      A quiet stillness filled the conveyance. She did not know what to say. Should she talk about the weather or the state of the roads? But those topics would only fill the time for a couple of minutes. What did one say to a lord?

      Lord Parker looked over to where she was sitting, nestled between two sleeping girls with another on her lap. “Where does your aunt live?” he questioned softly so as not to wake the children.

      Emme brushed soft curls from Melisent’s face as she replied, “She is a housekeeper at the Home for Desolate Ladies.”

      “I am familiar with the Home.”

      “You are?” Her surprise echoed around the coach.

      “Yes, Lord Kenwreck is a good friend of mine. It is quite admirable what his wife has done at the Home. Although, with Lady Kenwreck enceinte, the Duchess of Tavistock is now running the establishment.” He spoke of these elite persons as if they were just average people and not from the upper echelons.

      Emme swallowed hard. Such illustrious titles. She’d had no idea her aunt was working for such high society. Would she and the girls even be welcome at such a place? The girls weren’t ill behaved—she was most strict about manners—but they were young children just the same.

      Lord Parker must have suspected the direction of her thoughts. “You needn’t worry. Both ladies will ensure you and your girls are taken care of.”

      Emme worried her bottom lip before responding. “I’m just taking care of them for the time being. Their father, Mr. Youngwin, recently passed away and…” Her words trailed off. How much should she reveal? They were of no consequence in the wider world. Did their plight even matter?

      “And their mother?” Although Lord Parker was asking personal questions, she did not feel he was invading their privacy, quite the contrary in fact. His eyes reflected empathy, his words sincerity.

      She paused for a moment, then chose her own words carefully. “She died in childbirth with the youngest.”

      Lord Parker looked at the two little girls sleeping on either side of her. The spot between his brows crinkled for a moment before relaxing. “They’re twins?”

      She swallowed hard. “Yes.” There lay a truth the world was yet to know.

      He shook his head. “So young to have lost both parents.”

      The next few hours passed in easy, pleasant conversation while the children continued to rest. Emme learned that Lord Parker had several estates in the countryside, one of which he was traveling from to see his mother in London for Christmastide when he’d happened upon them. She was thankful for his graciousness, which continued even after they arrived in a flurry at the next coaching inn. Lord Parker not only secured a room for her and the girls, but arranged for food to be brought up to them. And just in time, too. The weather had turned most dreadful, and it promised to be a wild night. She thanked him for his assistance, then they parted ways.

      After a couple of hours, the children finally fell asleep together in the large bed. It had been a long day and Emme was too exhausted to change, so instead, she settled into the chair beside the fireplace. The gentle rumble of thunder rolled in the distance. She prayed the storm stayed far away. She watched as shadows danced across the walls, trying not to remember the past, trying not to remember the night her friend had died, trying not to remember any of it. But the distressing details had a way of creeping into her mind, consuming her thoughts.

      “Promise me you will protect them.” Mirabel reached for Emme’s hand. It was weak and frail and cold to the touch. Emme could feel the life slowly, painfully draining from her friend’s body. “Promise the chi…children will stay to…together,” Mirabel stuttered her words on tears of sorrow. She took in a huge gulp of air and cried, “Promise me,” before collapsing back on the pillows.

      On that distant stormy night, Emme had made two promises. One to Mirabel, and one to herself—that she would do everything she could to never be parted from the girls.

      “Promise me you will protect them. All of them.” Mirabel’s words continued to echo over and over in her head, drowning out the sounds of the storm that was now raging overhead.

      Promise me!

      “Emme!” Betty cried, breaking the spell.

      A loud clap of thunder shook the room, startling the child even further and waking her sisters. Soon, all five were crying, scared and frightened.

      Emme climbed into the bed, trying to ease their fears and calm their cries. “Shh, it’s alright. It’s just—” Another boom sounded, startling her. She detested nights like this.

      “Emme!” their frightened little voices shrieked.

      She feared the girls would wake the entire inn with their cries. Noelle had climbed onto her lap and wrapped her arms about her, holding on for dear life. Emme offered more soothing words, which had no effect. She then started singing softly, hoping to quiet them.

      She did not know how many minutes had passed, or how many verses she’d repeated, when a knock sounded on the door.

      Oh dear, were they in trouble? Had the girls awoken the other guests?

      Emme stood and adjusted the frightened little girl in her arms, then went to the door. Anxiety filled her words. “Who is it?”

      “It’s Lord Parker…. Luke. I heard the girls.”

      Had the innkeeper had words with him about the noise? They wouldn’t be tossed out into the stormy night, would they?

      Fear tightened in her chest as she responded through the door, “I apologize. I’m trying to settle them, but the storm has frightened⁠—”

      “You’re not in trouble. I’m here to help.”
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      For the second time in a short span, her intuition nudged her to accept. It warmed her heart to know that there were still good, honest people in the world who wanted to help others. She undid the latch and opened the door.

      Lord Parker stood in the threshold, waiting. His words were considerate, understanding. “I know we’ve only just met, but I thought you could use some reinforcement.”

      No sooner had his words left his mouth than a flash of lightning streaked through the room. The two littlest ones screamed in fright, while Noelle tightened her embrace about Emme’s neck, practically choking her.

      Emme fought to maintain her own composure as her heart pounded in remembrances of a similar, distant night that had changed her life. “They don’t like storms.”

      “I don’t blame them.” He was still standing in the doorway when Mary and Melisent rushed to him, each wrapping their arms about his legs. To his credit, he didn’t brush them aside. “May I come in?” he asked with caution.

      “Please.” The single word left her lips on a trembling whisper, not from fear of this man, but from so many other layered emotions that she’d been trying to keep at bay.

      But that fear soon passed as she watched him, still with a little girl attached to each leg, swaying side to side and taking the girls with him as he crossed the threshold. He was so patient with them.

      Betty emerged from under the covers and asked, “What is he doing here?”

      “I am here to take away the storm,” Lord Parker said, before adding, “And you may call me Luke.”

      “Luke,” Betty and Hope said in unison. Then Hope added, “It’s a very nice name.”

      “I’m sure my mother will be most pleased to know that.” He winked at the girls. “And although we shared a carriage, I have not been formally introduced to all you lovely young ladies.” His declaration sent the two older girls into a round of giggles.

      “I’m Betty.” She then pointed to each of her sisters and said, “This is Hope, and that’s Noelle, and those two are Mary and Melisent. And that’s Emme. She takes care of us.”

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance, ladies.” Still with the youngest ones attached to his legs, Luke bowed in a grand gesture, which earned another round of giggles from Betty and Hope. At least there were no more cries.

      Emme was enjoying listening to Luke talk to the girls. He was very good with them. She wondered if he was married and had children of his own?

      Oh dear, where had that thought come from? Why would it matter? It didn’t matter.

      Luke gingerly removed Mary and Melisent from about his legs, then asked, “Would you like to play a game?”

      “Yes!” Four enthusiastic girls answered, while Noelle nodded her reply.

      “Do you know how to play Hunt the Slipper?”

      The girls all shook their heads, and rather uncharacteristically, didn’t say a word, but waited for Luke to explain.

      “First, let’s gather in a circle on the floor.” He lowered himself down, then glanced up to Emme. “Do you know how to play?”

      “It’s been years, but I think I remember.” She bounced Noelle in her arms. “Do you want to play?” The little girl nodded her head again, but when Emme tried to put her to the floor, she wouldn’t let go. “You may be my partner,” she whispered into the child’s ear, then took the spot next to Melisent and tickled a spot under her chin.

      “Would you go first, Emme, so that the girls can learn how to play?” Luke’s warming gaze sent a lovely sensation coursing through her body. My, but he is handsome.

      She cleared her throat, shaking that notion away. “Oh, yes, of course.” She reminded herself that he was there to help with the children. She took off her slipper and handed it to him before going to the corner of the room.

      Before too long, the girls were consumed with hiding the slipper, completely forgetting about the storm raging outside. An hour or more must have passed before the thunder subsided and the winds eased to a gentle rustle.

      Sweet Melisent yawned, then Mary.

      “It’s time for bed, girls,” Emme said as she stood up, hoping that they wouldn’t put up too much of a fuss.

      “But I’m not sleepy,” Hope said as she stood and stretched her arms, and yawned.

      “Will you tell us a story, Luke?” Betty asked as she fought her own yawn, tiredness apparent on her young face.

      Emme was thankful for his assistance, but she didn’t want to keep him from his own bed. “I’m certain Lord Parker is just as tired⁠—”

      “It’s quite alright.” And just as before, his gaze made her insides melt. “Instead of a story, why don’t you each tell me your favorite thing about Christmastide,” he said, then turned to Emme. His soft brown eyes caressed her soul. “Only if that is alright with you, Emme?” When he said her name, she wasn’t certain how she stayed upright.

      She swallowed hard. “Perfectly alright.”

      He took a seat beside the fire, while she took the one opposite.

      Hope stood next to him, tugging on his sleeve. “I like it when Emme sings carols with us.”

      “Me, too!” Betty squealed with far too much enthusiasm, especially considering the late hour.

      Emme was just about to remind her to use hushed tones when Luke lowered his voice, clearly hoping the children would do the same. “And what do you like, Mary and Melisent?”

      “Treats!” the almost two-year-old girls chimed in unison.

      Emme laughed. The girls’ list was not just for Christmas. Singing and sweets were a frequent request. She knew Noelle would not speak, so she added, “Noelle likes ribbons; white ribbons.”

      “Well, I hope your Christmas is filled with lots of songs, treats, and ribbons,” Luke said with a smile.

      “What do you like?” Betty asked. Once the little girl started with her questioning, it would be well-nigh impossible to stop her.

      “Mistletoe.”

      Betty’s nose scrunched as she questioned, “Mistletoe? What’s that?”

      “It’s a sprig of greenery that has white berries that look like little pearls. When a man and a woman are underneath it, they kiss.” He glanced over to Emme and their eyes met, that lovely warmth filling her once again. “My grandmamma told me a beautiful story about how she first met my grandfather under a sprig of mistletoe.”

      “Did they kiss?” Betty asked with anticipation.

      “They did, and not long after, they married and had a beautiful life together.”

      Emme suspected Luke was a romantic at heart. She used to be, but…

      “Sounds magical, like a fairytale,” Hope said with a sigh. Emme wasn’t a bit surprised by the five-year-old’s reaction. Hope loved fanciful stories with magical creatures and happy-ever-afters.

      Luke let out a chuckle. “I suppose it is, in a way. But if the kiss is refused, some believe it is bad luck, so choose your partner well.”

      “Bad luck,” Betty started on a huff. “That’s not magical.”

      “Well, the kissing bit is,” Hope defended.

      “I’m afraid I have started a debate,” Luke said with a wink.
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