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      December 16, 1820

      “She’s getting married?” Kinsley’s question ricocheted off the elegant breakfast room walls, the words slapping him in the face.

      “Yes.”

      “Lady Emma is getting married?” He leaned back in his chair, the air in his chest whooshing from his body. The room began to blur as his world tipped on its side and began to spin out of control. The hope he’d held onto for the past six years faded. Although Emma had been the one to end their courtship, he’d never truly believed her flimsy reasons. And he certainly had never even considered her request that he should find another lady to marry.

      For several years, he’d try to glean what information he could about Emma. However, even when she was in town—which seemed to be almost never—his numerous letters were never reciprocated. Hell, he didn’t even know if she’d received any of his correspondences. Any typical man would have given up hope ages ago, but Kinsley wasn’t typical. Deep down, he had always believed that as long as Emma did not marry there was still hope for them.

      “Yes,” his sister released an exasperated huff, as she firmly placed her teacup on its saucer. “Lady Emma is getting married.” Annoyed brown eyes glared at him. “How many times do I have to repeat myself? You may be my favorite brother but⁠—”

      “I am your only brother, Hannah,” he reminded her matter-of-factly. He was not in the mood for games today and wished she would get to the point at hand and answer his questions.

      “Regardless, you’re still my favorite,” she began with a wink that only served to annoy him more, before continuing, “despite the fact that you never listen, and I have to constantly repeat myself.”

      Five. Kinsley had been blessed with five very talkative sisters. Over the years he’d learned to filter through the conversation and extract the information he desired. But it would appear his skills today were lacking. He was having difficulty drawing out even the simplest details.

      “Are you certain?”

      “Certain of…?” Hannah raised a delicate, mocking brow.

      His temper was hanging by a thread. He slammed his fist down hard on the table, rattling the teacups on their saucers. “That Emma is getting married!” his voice bellowed through the room.

      “Yes, quite certain,” she replied unfazed by his mood. She took a sip of tea before launching into what Kinsley hoped was the information he desired. “I had a letter from Lizzie—Elizabeth as she now prefers to be called since marrying her marquess. One would think no female in all of England had ever married a marquess. And now she prefers to be quite formal, even with her relatives and…”

      “But what about Emma?” He ground out the words in a deep growl. Clearly, his sister was having issues comprehending him and what he needed to know.

      Hannah’s eyes widened as round as the tea-service saucers. “You don’t have to take that tone with me,” she huffed as her lips dipped into a frown.

      Kinsley inwardly sighed. He didn’t mean to be curt with her. He adored his sister—all of them in fact and would do anything to ensure their happiness. He softened his tone. “I’m sorry, Hannah.”

      “Apology accepted.” She smiled brightly, clearly recovered. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.” Finally, he was getting somewhere.

      “Well…according to Lizzie, Vivienne reported that Lady Emma’s brother insisted upon a hasty marriage. Owing to the fact that they are finally out of mourning after first their mother’s passing and then their father’s death earlier this year.” She paused as if allowing him to digest the information. “It is commonly known that her brother—the new Duke of Barkby—wants to be rid of his only sibling. They were never friendly toward one another.”

      Kinsley did know that the siblings’ relationship was troubled and had been for quite some time. Vivienne—number three of his five sisters, and one of Emma’s closest friends—had kept him abreast over the years, and at times, advised him.

      “In my opinion,” Hannah announced, “her brother is worse than their father. His Grace has quite the jealous streak and a temper to match.” She raised the teacup to her lips and took a dainty sip. “But I digress. Lady Emma and her aunt are set to spend Christmastide with Vivienne and Golding at Cragbourn. It should be quite picturesque in that part of the country with the expected snow. I do wish I was up for traveling, but alas…” With one hand still holding the teacup, she rubbed her rounded belly with the other to emphasize her point.

      “How long is Lady Emma expected to be there?” Kinsley was mentally calculating how long it would take to travel from London to that far north. Cragbourn was less than half a day’s ride to Scotland. If he pushed hard, he thought he could make the journey in five days, just in time for Christmas Eve and bringing in the Yule Log. It was a tradition he never missed spending with at least one of his siblings.

      Although none of his sisters could be labeled a gossip, he could always depend on them to provide a full account of all the happenings within the ton. Add his ten cousins—all females he might add—to the mix and there was no shortage of information to share. It was rather daunting at times to be the only Kinsley male. And with four of his five sisters currently enceinte—and if past history was any indication—he would soon have several more nieces to add to the chaos.

      “She’s due to arrive tomorrow and is staying until Twelfth Night.” Hannah paused for a moment before releasing a long-troubled breath. Her hand shook slightly as she replaced the fine china on its saucer once more. “Before continuing her journey to the Duke of Faringdon’s estate where she will be married.” Heartache softened her eyes as she looked directly at him. “The wedding is to take place on the fifteenth of January.”

      Emma, his Emma, was to be married in less than a month? He’d had enough of this conversation. He’d had enough of abiding by a dead man’s demand. It was past time to take action. He pushed back from the table.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To do what I should have done six years ago.”

      Kinsley rushed from the room and sequestered himself in his brother-in-law’s study. He stared at the blank sheet of paper. He did not fancy explaining to his mother why he wouldn’t be joining her and Rebecca—sister number two—in Brighton, and that instead, he would be spending Christmastide with Vivienne. Rebecca would not be pleased with his change of plans, but he was certain she would approve of the reason.

      Over the past few years, he’d taken advice and listened to everyone around him, ignoring what he wanted. It was time to listen to his heart.

      After franking the letter to Mother, Kinsley wasted no further time in departing for his sister’s house. The frigid chill in the air signaled that winter had indeed arrived. There was no time to lose if he was to arrive at Cragbourn before the weather turned. If he were fortunate, and the weather held, it would take him five days…five long days to travel to the north.
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        * * *

      

      One more night. One more agonizing night. If all went well, and the elements were on his side, Kinsley should arrive at Cragbourn tomorrow. In less than twenty-four hours, he would see Emma. Nervous excitement coursed through his veins. He wasn’t quite certain what he was going to do or say, but he would cross those obstacles once he got to his sister’s house.

      An icy wind pushed at his back, penetrating into his bones, as he guided his horse toward the quiet-looking inn. Only maniacs or those utterly desperate would travel in weather such as this. Kinsley thought he was quite a bit of both at the moment. He had wanted to push through the storm, but it would mean arriving at Cragbourn in the dead of night.

      Over the course of the last four days, he’d had plenty of time to reflect on the past few years and scold himself for not taking action sooner. But now…Emma was engaged, and he wanted answers. She would not avoid him any longer. What had he been thinking? Why had he simply sat back and let time slip through his fingers instead of claiming the woman he loved?

      Vivienne, that was why.

      His sister had claimed to not know exactly why Emma had distanced herself from him, and from society and everyone she knew. But at the same time, Vivienne had begged him to trust her, to let Emma be, to let her have peace. The only thing Vivienne would tell him was that Emma’s decision had not been her own. He suspected her father had something to do with it. When he’d first been banned from seeing Emma, he’d written to the previous duke, asking permission to court his daughter properly, but those correspondences had gone unanswered.

      After his own father’s death several years ago, Kinsley had shifted his attentions to the viscountcy, but something—or rather someone—stayed missing from his life. He’d made another effort to contact Emma, asking Vivienne to deliver a letter to her, but that had ended in disaster. The old duke, who was quite cantankerous, none-too-politely informed Vivienne that if she ever tried to undermine his authority, she would never see Emma again. Vivienne had kept her word and made Kinsley promise not to press for further information. She had implored him not to discover Emma’s whereabouts, to not cause her any more grief. His sister’s words had shattered his heart. He would rather die than cause Emma pain. He’d kept his promise, and instead, had waited in painful agony for any news from his sister, all the while planning for the future.

      He’d respected those wishes for far too long. After Emma’s father passed, he’d tried once again to communicate with her, but that letter too had gone unanswered. Based on what Hannah had since shared he was certain the new duke had something to do with it. It was well past the time that he should end this nonsense.

      Less than an hour later, Kinsley found himself sinking into a hot bath. Closing his eyes, he allowed the water to soothe his aching muscles and his mind to drift to a happier place when two young lovers had met in a silver-drenched meadow, proclaiming their love, kissing under a glorious full moon. Bright, passion-filled green eyes had gazed at him lovingly as he’d professed his heart, his soul, and made her his. It had been the single most glorious night of his life. It was time to seize that happiness, that love, once again.
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      Christmas Eve

      The moment the sun rose, Kinsley made his escape from the inn and rode at a breakneck pace to Cragbourn. He was utterly exhausted from pacing the floor for half the night, anxious at the prospect of seeing Emma once again, and nervous as hell that his only half-concocted plan would fail. But still, he pressed on. He would simply improvise as needed.

      Mist hovered, encircling the trees and blanketing the gently sloping hillside. In the distance, rising against the rugged cliff, was Cragbourn. His tired soul rejoiced. Soon he would see Emma. Soon, he would right the past.

      Icy precipitation—not quite rain, not quite snow, but bloody cold just the same—soaked into his veins. His horse sloshed through the mud. Once at Cragbourn, he would make certain his mount was rewarded for his perseverance.

      A short time later, weary from travel and fierce weather, they were entering the stable yard. His brother-in-law’s efficient staff rushing to tend to his horse while Kinsley made his way through the connecting corridor to the house.

      Holding true to form, the Cragbourn staff did not skip a beat, and within minutes of his arrival, Kinsley was being ushered to the Morning Room where Vivienne was reading. Standing outside the door, he took a brief moment to steel his nerves and review his plan before facing his sister.

      “Kinsley!” Vivienne jumped up and rushed to him. “I thought you were not arriving…” She clamped her mouth shut, pausing for a moment before questioning, “What are you doing here?” There was a hint of worry in her voice that Kinsley chose to ignore.

      “Am I not welcome in my sister’s home?”

      Her usually cream-colored cheeks pinkened. “Of course, you are.” She embraced him with the warmth he was used to experiencing when greeted by the sister he was closest to. “I only meant that I was surprised by your arrival. I was not expecting you until after Twelfth Night.”

      “I hope my early presence is not an issue?” He tried to keep an innocent tone to his voice and hoped Vivienne would not see through his façade. He wasn’t about to reveal that his sole purpose in coming was to see Emma and win her back.

      The spot between Vivienne’s brows crinkled as she worried her hands together for several moments before finally speaking. “I am reluctant to share this, given your history with Lady Emma, but she is here.”

      “I…” He attempted to add shock to his features and tone of voice, just as he’d practiced at the inn the night before. “I had no idea.” He brought his hand to his chest. “Shall I leave?”

      Vivienne inhaled deeply before letting out a slow breath. “No, but…” Kinsley could see his sister’s struggle. He did not relish putting her in this position, but if his plan was to work, he needed to appear sincere and accommodating.

      “Perhaps it would be best if I made myself scarce?” His question lingered in the air while Vivienne contemplated his offer.

      “I truly detest having to ask, but…if you wouldn’t mind.” She quickly added, “At least until I inform Emma of your arrival. I fear this will come as a shock to her, and after everything she’s been through and all the issues with…” Vivienne clamped her mouth shut once again. Her brown eyes widened in alarm as if she realized she’d said too much. Clearing her throat, she politely said, “I would appreciate it.”

      Kinsley brought his sister within his embrace. “Anything for you.” Now all he needed was a miracle to keep Emma from leaving because once she found out he was here she was certain to flee.

      

      Emma was at peace here amongst her dearest friends. The past few years had been quite difficult with, first, her mother’s lengthy illness and death, followed by her father’s passing earlier this year. She and her father had not had a pleasant—or even tolerable at times—relationship, but she still had not like seeing him suffer. Worse still had been the same daily question he’d posed: “Has Jerome arrived?” Sadly, her brother had not thought it important to visit their ailing parents, and even after he’d assumed the title of the Duke of Barkby, he’d showed little remorse. Ever since he’d married his duchess, he’d changed even more for the worse.

      She glanced down and evaluated the floral needlepoint she was working on. It wasn’t her best work owing to the simple fact that her heart just wasn’t in it. She’d chosen the simple singular lily pattern because it had been her father’s favorite flower. She was desperate to put the past to rest and remember some of the happier times with him. She’d spent too many years angry for what he’d made her do, and now, her brother had sentenced her to a worse fate.

      A heavy sigh reached up from her heart and escaped her lips.

      While her father had been alive, per their agreement, she’d been able to avoid the discussion of marriage. However, her brother had been only able to wait until the day after their mourning ended before announcing it was well past time for Emma to marry; she was five and twenty after all.

      It had taken Emma several days to come to terms with Jerome’s decision. In the end, she realized she had little choice. She was completely dependent upon her brother. Abiding by their late father’s wishes that she should only wed a duke—or if desperate, a marquess—Jerome had made arrangements for her to be married post haste. That was how she found herself engaged to the Duke of Faringdon. At nine and forty, he was the only unmarried nobleman under fifty who was not a complete rake or scoundrel. She knew she should thank her brother for that small consideration. However, she would have preferred to marry for love, or at the very least, for very likeable but she supposed with time, her affections for His Grace would grow.

      Faringdon was a fairly pleasant gentleman with no scandal or mistresses attached to his name. In fact, there was very little information available about him. His mother was still alive, as well as a younger brother, and two nephews. That was the extent of what she knew about his personal life. However, after their last meeting, she suspected Faringdon was not actually keen on marrying. She had not discerned exactly why she believed so, but it was a strong feeling, nonetheless.

      Still, it could be worse. It could be a marriage like her parents’. They’d not had a love match—although that was par for the course within the ton. Even still, as the years had passed on, the complete disdain Father held for Mother—despite her kind, gentle nature—had become more apparent. And worse, her mother insistently made excuses for the man and continually tried to please him. It wasn’t until Emma was sent away, that the harsh reality of her marriage had struck at Mother’s heart. Emma had watched her mother wither into a frail semblance of a once vibrant woman.

      Pain clenched at Emma’s chest as another loud sigh escaped her lips. She’d never wanted to become like them, and yet here she was, standing on the precipice of her own unhappily ever after.

      She glanced down at the needlepoint once again, and shook her head at the disastrous results. She’d been so lost in her own thoughts that she’d created a lopsided, wilting lily. Quite appropriate, she inwardly chuckled.

      “Is anything the matter?” Vivienne, her dearest friend, said as she entered the library.

      “I was lost in my thoughts and not paying attention to the design.” Emma tossed the needlepoint aside. Not wanting to discuss the turmoil swirling through her mind, she looked up into her friend’s brown eyes, so similar to… Why must her thoughts always travel back to him? She shook those thoughts away and pasted on what she hoped was a cheerful smile. It was Christmas Eve after all, and despite the prospects of a dreary future, she had much to be thankful for at this moment. “How are you this fine, cold morning?”
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