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          NEWGALE, SPRING 1838

        

      

    

    
      Emma didn’t quite know what to say.

      The frown lines etched about the duke’s lips seemed to deepen with every attempt she made to cheer him. Pressing her hands at her sides, she quashed the urge to lift her fingers to his mouth and soothe the harsh lines from his face. It wouldn’t be proper, she realized.

      Like a marble statue, her betrothed stood, hands linked behind his back, peering down at the narrow ribbon of beach below. He hadn’t spoken for the longest time.

      Above them seagulls wailed, swooping gracefully toward the sea. The ocean crashed below, pounding restlessly at the shore.

      Peering down alongside him, Emma mustered the courage to breach the silence. “Beautiful, is it not?” she asked, and swiped her palms down across her new lemon-yellow morning dress. She’d worn the gown just for him—because he’d once told her the color reminded him of sunshine. He said he thought it a very merry shade, and after her father’s warning of the duke’s sour mood, she hoped it might somehow cheer him.

      “Lovely,” he replied, distracted.

      Emma frowned. She had been so flattered when Lucien Morgen, the fifth duke of Willyngham, had first paid her notice. Of all the ladies he might have courted, he had selected her instead. It seemed a dream come true—a fairy tale, and even now as the duke stood before her, Emma could scarce believe he had asked for her hand in wedlock.

      Distractedly, he lifted his glance from the beach below, and turned to look at her with the strangest expression; one Emma couldn’t quite begin to decipher. He seemed deeply troubled somehow.

      She smiled for his benefit. “I just knew you would think so. I have always loved it here,” she confessed.

      He was looking at her curiously, his blue eyes unnaturally brilliant, and something about his expression sent a shiver down her spine—a winter chill in the middle of July.

      Emma’s frown deepened and she rubbed her arms nervously. “Although it does get rather chilly,” she said. “Even in summer, the wind manages to ravage everything in its path.”

      “People have a way of doing that, as well,” he disclosed, and his eyes seemed a touch more melancholy suddenly.

      She knew his mother had passed recently, but it was something more than that, she sensed. He’d been behaving curiously all afternoon and she thought perhaps the account in the Times must have upset him more than anyone realized. She only wished she knew precisely what had been said, for her father had refused to enlighten her. He had only mentioned it at all so that she might be apprised of the duke’s mood. And yet… how could she help him if she didn’t know what it was that was troubling him?

      He was still staring at her… as though studying her… looking for some reaction… to something.

      Emma didn’t believe she had said anything that might have unsettled him. If anything, she had been doubly attentive today, trying in vain to make him feel better.

      Fidgeting under his scrutiny, she decided perhaps she should stop trying to cheer him at all and simply allow him his rotten mood. Everyone was entitled once in a while and she didn’t seem to be able to alter it anyway.

      She sighed and turned to peer out over the tumbling gray-blue ocean, avoiding his gaze. “Sometimes, I come here... and imagine what wonders must lie across the sea. Father simply loved the ocean! Have you ever been on a ship, Your Grace?”

      The duke’s face twisted, as though somehow her words had given him physical pain. “Devil hang me, Emma! You don’t understand, do you?” He shook his head.

      Emma felt suddenly more ill at ease than she had ever felt in his presence. “Your Grace,” she began, “are you ill? You seem so⁠—”

      “You are so sweet, Emma.”

      Emma thought it might have been a compliment except for the way he’d said it. Somehow, by his tone it seemed a less than desirable trait. Feeling defensive yet having no notion why, she demurred, “Not so sweet as you might think, Your Grace!” After all, how many times had her father complained that she was full of more spit and vinegar than most boys?

      And once again, he gave her that look—that odd, odd look that tugged at her heart. That look that made her yearn to hold him tight. And yet she felt a little slighted as well, for the look upon his face also made her feel as though she were little more than a child. And to that end, she informed him saucily, “In fact, I do think you like to believe yourself a trifle more dangerous than you are, Your Grace.”

      His brow arched. “Is that so?” He sounded suddenly amused by the charge, though by the bleak look in his eyes one would never have guessed he was amused at all. In fact, he was beginning to appear every bit the dangerous rogue her friends had claimed him to be.

      He took her by the hand. “Emma, dear—you simply have no idea...”

      She lifted her chin. “Oh, but I do!” she asserted, beginning to grow vexed with his insinuations that she was less than able to think for herself. She was eighteen now after all!

      He shook his head. “No. No, you don’t. I have thought about this quite a long time... all day, in fact, I have been trying to find a way to explain⁠—”

      Somehow, sensing she didn’t wish to hear what he was about to say, Emma interrupted, “But I do know—I do!” She reached out to place her hand to his lips. “You’re a good man, Lucien, despite the rubbish the Times may have printed—despite what people might say.”

      He continued shaking his head, denying her.

      “And I know because—well, because I think I love you!” she exclaimed before thinking better of it. “I could never love⁠—”

      “Damn it, Emma!” he exploded, seizing her hand and bringing it tenderly to his lips, as though to shush himself.

      Emma started at his tone.

      Before her eyes his expression turned to one of utter disgust and her eyes misted at the way he looked at her.

      He seemed to regain his composure swiftly and released her hand abruptly, discarding it. “I don’t want you to love me,” he assured her.

      At his hurtful words, Emma felt hot tears sting her eyes. She took a step backward. “But I-I think I already do!” she heard herself saying, and even as she said it, she could scarcely believe she was disgracing herself so terribly.

      “No,” he argued. “You don’t. I can assure you that you don’t know the meaning of the word.”

      Wounded by his unexpected vehemence, Emma dared not speak for fear that if she did, great sobs would heave forth from her breast. Shaking her head in dismay, she took another step backward. She couldn’t believe she’d bared her heart and soul to him and that he was trampling it without so much as a thought. She averted her face, fighting back tears.

      She did know what love was! She knew because she received it unconditionally from those she loved, and she returned it with equal measure. She refuted his claim with all her breaking heart, but said nothing.

      He seized her by the shoulders and forced her to face him then, pulling her away from the cliffside. “But then again neither do I—listen to me!” He shook her gently. “Don’t you understand, Emma? I don’t want you to love me.” His eyes pleaded with her. “To love me, you may as well fling yourself down that bloody cliff.”

      Turning to look below, Emma stifled a cry at how close she’d come to the edge, yet contrary to his hateful words, he drew her into an embrace, and she’d never felt more confused than she did in that instant. Try as she might, she couldn’t find her voice to speak, and then he broke away, placing one last chaste kiss upon her forehead.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, moving her safely away from the cliff edge. “I shall speak with your father at once.”

      And before Emma could clear the catch from her throat, he was walking away. Only then did her tears begin to flow. She couldn’t imagine how things had gone so terribly wrong—couldn’t begin to perceive what had happened—couldn’t imagine what she might have done—what she might have said.

      And then he was gone.

      No explanation. Nothing. Pride forbade her to go after him.
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      Newgale, Christmas 1841

       The calotype print was tucked into the frame of the dresser mirror. Taken only a month before his death, it was the only true image they had of their father. He sat on his favorite bench, dressed in his admiral’s uniform though it no longer fit his gaunt form. Apparently, it was a new type of portrait that captured the exact image of a person—a gift from the Duke of Willyngham.

      The day it was taken was the day Emma discovered her fiancé had once been an officer in her father’s company.

      Have you ever been on a ship—gah! The memory plagued her. What a paper scull she had been.

      She hadn’t even realized the duke had had an older brother, or that his time in the Royal Navy—a promising venture, brief though it had been—had ended abruptly after his brother’s death, cut short by his duty to his family name. Apparently, he was not the cherished son, and he had taken every opportunity to earn his father’s umbrage. He had come into his title reluctantly and with much rancor, and the only father figure he had ever esteemed happened to be her own, but that was the only commendation she would allow him—that he had somehow earned her father’s respect—and that he had had enough regard for her father to wait until he was cold in the ground before coming forth with his final decision.

      Scoundrel that he was, the Duke of Willyngham was apparently not the sort of man who cared for anyone but himself. He had merely wished for a breeding vessel was all. Emma understood that now, despite that her father’s portrait somehow belied the fact. She eyed the calotype. Whatever his reason for commissioning that portrait, she was certain it was entirely selfish.

      “It’s cold,” she said plaintively, and shivered.

      “Get dressed,” Cecile returned easily.

      Emma crossed her arms, refusing to acknowledge it might be his presence here that affected her so profoundly. Certainly it wasn’t for his sake she found herself so persnickety this morning.

      She was happy that Jane, her maid, had gone home for the holidays, but only Jane would have truly understood. Nor would she have endeavored to correct her as Cecile seemed so determined to do.

      “Emma, dear. You mustn’t do this to yourself.”

      “I am not afraid to face him,” Emma reassured her brother’s wife. “If only I can find something to wear, I shall be merry as a cricket, I assure you!”

      Cecile eyed the mountain of dresses that had already been discarded upon the bed and with a groan of distress, Emma shoved the gowns aside and sat glaring at the calotype. Having tried nearly every dress she owned, she was now at a loss. And truth to tell, she’d never felt more like weeping than she did at the instant—although precisely why she felt like weeping she could not fathom. In effect, this decision had been made long, long ago. Clearly he had not changed his mind, so why should she care what he thought of her dress?

      Cecile lifted up for Emma’s scrutiny a lovely bottle-green gown, trimmed with blond lace. “How about this one?”

      Emma sighed and shook her head, feeling like a wayward child. “No.”

      “Perhaps he’s changed his mind?” Cecile suggested, as she searched diligently through the wardrobe for another suitable gown. “I could let you borrow the velvet plum…”

      Emma glanced up and frowned. “I don’t want him to change his mind.” And the velvet plum was far too lovely… it wouldn’t do.

      Really, it was better to have discovered sooner, rather than later, just how inconstant her betrothed could be. That he had spared her the scandal as long as he had in light of her father’s illness and death she was grateful for, but all else about the man rankled—everything, down to the fact that he’d chosen the holidays to invade her life once more.

      Emma was certain he couldn’t care one whit how she fared for not once in nearly three years had he enquired after her well being. He had never even bothered to give her a choice in the matter of her future—or the courtesy of an explanation. He’d simply left her wondering all this time, waiting for a public announcement that was certain to ruin her life—well, she was tired of waiting. She wanted it to be over.

      Now.

      Lord! She had been such a silly little girl full of silly dreams, but no more. She had mistakenly believed that because her father and mother had found love, and her dear brother Andrew had found it with his lovely wife, Cecile, that she, too, could—and would—find love as well. Even more foolish yet… she had truly believed she might find love with him—that blackguard who had already left a trail of broken hearts!

      As for that article in the Times… Emma learned only after bedeviling her brother that The Times had printed a scandalous account of his involvement with one of Queen Victoria’s Ladies in Waiting. Apparently, there was a suspected out-of-wedlock pregnancy that most people assumed had been conceived by the duke of Willyngham. As it turned out, the poor woman simply suffered from an illness, but it said quite enough that the entire lot of them—except apparently, Queen Victoria—were willing to blame it upon the duke so readily. No doubt he had manipulated the Queen with that rogue smile of his! Well, thankfully, the Queen was newly married now and hopefully immune to the charms of the Duke of Willyngham! Emma, for one, was determined to guard her heart at all cost. “That man is as cold as Newgale in winter!” she swore.

      “He must have had something to recommend him for your father to hold him in such high esteem?”

      Emma glanced at the calotype, glowering at it. “Whatever that might be,” she said. “How dare he simply appear now of all times!” With merely four days remaining until Christmas, his presence was bound to cast a pall over the entire occasion.

      “It’s possible he’s changed his mind,” Cecile offered once more.

      Emma gave her sister in law a censuring glance. “Really, Cecile, I wouldn’t marry that man now if I were dying and he held the only keys to Heaven.”

      “Tsk.” Cecile admonished, and shook her head with disgust over the gown she held in her hand. She tossed it upon the bed, not bothering to offer it for Emma’s consideration.

      “Oh, yes! That one,” Emma exclaimed, leaping up from the bed.

      If he wanted indifference, so be it. She vowed to be as dispassionate as he seemed to be. The very last thing she intended to do was to dress to please the cad. Seizing the gown Cecile had tossed away, she made her mind up at last, nodding with satisfaction as she held it before herself in the looking glass. “Yes, this one will do quite nicely,” she declared, looking past the calotype. “Sorry Papa.”

      “Hmmm?” Distracted, Cecile turned to look at her and then, spying the gown she held in her hand, exclaimed in dismay, “Oh, Emma!” She scrunched her nose. “Not that one, please!”

      “Yes, this one,” Emma said stubbornly, and smiled.

      “Oh, my dear, puce does not suit you at all!”

      “Precisely,” Emma said. “And I’ve never cared much for the gown, besides. It’s ugly. The buttons are too big and the bosom much too snug. But that’s entirely the point, isn’t it?”

      Cecile’s face screwed, clearly not understanding. She looked at Emma as though Emma had gone completely off her head, and then heaved a sigh, telling Emma, without so much as a word how thoroughly she disapproved of her choice and went straight out the door, closing it, shaking her head and leaving Emma to brood all alone.

      Plum, puce; it was all the same, really—she’d like to see the duke wear plum, in fact—plum pie right in the face! The thought of it, childish as it was, made her smile a little.

      It took Emma at least another full half hour, and a dozen glimpses into the looking glass, before she felt confident enough to leave her room. But once she did, she felt more than prepared to face the duke of Willyngham at long last.

      As expected, she found the fiend ensconced in the library with Andrew, the door slightly ajar as they spoke in low tones behind it. She stood for an instant, bracing herself for the worst, and overheard him saying, “I assure you, Peters, I have not changed my mind.”

      “Willyngham… have you given the least thought as to how this may appear to others?”

      “It’s for the best,” the duke insisted.

      Even as she told herself it didn’t matter, Emma’s heart twisted a little at his words.

      “I had hoped with time⁠—”

      Emma didn’t wait to hear any more.

      The last thing she wished was for Andrew to change the scoundrel’s mind. With as much dignity as she could muster, she threw the door open wide and entered the library, lifting her chin as she met her brother’s surprised gaze.

      “Good morning,” she said cheerily. “Pardon, I couldn’t help but overhear. But the duke is correct, Andrew. It is the best recourse for all. I only wonder why it took so long for His Grace to finally make up his mind.” At last, she glanced at the duke, and at the sight of him, her heart tumbled a little in response.

      As though he were master of this domain, he was seated in her brother’s deep blue damask chair before the window, while Andrew paced before him like an uninvited guest. Demon, that he was, his dark brows arched at her bald declaration, but he did nothing more to acknowledge her. No greeting, nothing. He simply sat, observing her, his dark blue eyes appearing slightly amused.

      He wore blue, but a blue so dark as to appear black—like his eyes, she reasoned. And his boots, indeed, were black as well—black and coated with sand. Her brows rose. Had he gone down to the cliffside? she wondered. To relive the moment of her greatest humiliation, no doubt—but really, it didn’t matter. She narrowed her eyes, daring to lift her gaze to his face again. This time she resisted the urge to wrench her gaze away. Though Lord-a-mercy, that face—it was the same face she recalled, the one that had deceived her, the one that she had fallen in love with at first glance. His cheeks were still shadowed, his eyes still jaded. Indeed, it was that same face that had once led her to believe she could make a difference in his life.

      He tilted her a look, one that might have once made her heart go aflutter, but she refused to let it affect her any longer.

      Her brother sounded appalled. “But Emma, you cannot mean to say you are in agreement with this madness?”

      Emma tore her gaze away from the duke. “Of course, I am.” She was through being mesmerized by the man. If her heart skipped a beat whenever he looked at her, well then, it was on account of her fragmented nerves and not a trifle more. Arching her own brow with equal disdain, she turned to face her brother. “It has been sheer folly drawing this out so long. Really, Andrew, we must thank His Grace”—she gave the duke a pointed glance, one with little benevolence—“for taking Father’s passing into consideration, but now it is past time to be done with this business—long past time to make this very mutual decision public. In fact, we should post it in the Times today.”

      “Mutual?” Andrew and Lucien both echoed at once.

      Devil take him if he’d meant to challenge her, but the question came of his mouth of its own accord.

      Lucien straightened within his chair as Emma turned to face him, her smile decidedly frosty.

      “Of course,” she said without flinching. “Do you not agree, Your Grace?”

      Her barbed use of his title was beginning to grate upon his nerves, but for the first time in his thirty-one years, Lucien found himself at a complete loss for words. She stood before him, proclaiming his decision a mutual one, challenging him with her dauntless posture and with those deep brown eyes—eyes that were far more knowing then he recalled. She had seemed such a fragile little miss then, with unwavering doe eyes that had managed to make him feel profane in comparison. He frowned at his thoughts, and her chin lifted another notch. He nearly choked over the challenge. “Yes,” he relented, clearing his throat. “I do… I do, indeed agree.”

      “Gad, Emma! Post it in the Times?” her brother asked incredulously.

      “Of course,” she answered flippantly. “Why not?”

      “You may rest assured it shall be posted,” Andrew said irascibly, “though the account will be anything but lauding, I assure you. The truth is that those hounds will write what they choose and not what you please!”

      “Not necessarily,” Lucien countered. “I have connections.”

      “Oh?” she challenged. “The same connections who once affiliated you with Lady Victoria perchance?”

      Lucien opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it again. Bloody shrew. The question completely gobsmacked him. He had not, in fact, impregnated Lady Victoria, but until she had been found to be a virgin and the growth in her belly to be a medical mystery, everyone assumed it. In fact, all Lucien had attempted to do was to solicit the help of an expert physician for the poor woman—a chap he had met while in the Navy—the same man, in fact, who had treated their father. It was through him that Lucien had kept abreast of the Admiral’s illness.

      “Emma,” Andrew pleaded, ignoring him.

      “Andrew,” she countered, returning her brother’s plea.

      Lucien forced himself to settle back into the chair to watch the two spar, respectfully abstaining from their quarrel. He stole a sip of the port Andrew had offered him, and then Emma managed to astound him yet again and it was all he could do not to choke as he swallowed.

      She smiled and asked pertly of her brother, “Andrew, dearest, might you excuse us a moment, please? I have something I wish to say to His Grace. Alone.”

      Clearing his throat in surprise, Lucien downed the half-full glass and set it down upon Peters’s desk.

      “Please, Emma,” her brother entreated.

      Her voice was calm but firm. “I shan’t be but a moment, Andrew.”

      Her brother heaved a weary sigh. “Very well, though I shall be waiting in the corridor.” He came forward and grasped her shoulders, placing a tender kiss upon her forehead, and then he eyed Lucien pointedly, looking in the moment exactly like his father. “Willyngham,” he said as he withdrew, and Lucien recognized it for the warning it was meant to be. He had to give the man his due. He seemed to care not a whit for the difference in their station when it came to his sister. Lucien nodded his acknowledgment, and then waited until Andrew had closed the door behind him before looking at the little shrew.

      Curious how he didn’t recall her as such.

      “How dare you come here?” she hissed the instant he met her gaze. Her eyes narrowed furiously, and her hands went to her hips in anger.

      “What? No more Your Grace?” he asked blithely. Clearly, she knew he was not the intended recipient. “I was so beginning to enjoy the sound of it upon your lips,” he remarked.

      She took a step forward, and Lucien thought she might fling herself at him in outrage. “How dare you, sirrah! If you had any true affection for my father, you would have stayed away!”

      He did care for her father. It was the reason he had drawn this out so long. And yet he had no notion how to respond to her accusation, for he’d truly believed he’d done the proper thing by coming to Newgale to inform her of his decision in person. Certainly it would have been easier to make the announcement, send her a message by courier and be done with it.

      “I thought you’d prefer a notice in person,” he said with genuine surprise.

      She marched a step forward, giving him a look to curl his liver, and Lucien stood at once and retreated behind the damask chair. Truth to tell, he’d never trusted snappish misses—and this one particularly less so for she was behaving entirely out of form.

      She wore the most God-awful morning dress. It made her appear ancient and gray, yet something about her intrigued him, nevertheless. The glint in her eyes? Perhaps it was because the cynicism expressed there so mirrored his own. Christ. What had he done to her? The mere thought twisted his gut, for he wasn’t unlike Midas in that way—only instead of the golden touch, he seemed to turn everything bitter in his wake. He had to remind himself that while she was angry now, this was still very much the right thing to do.

      Hell, he could never have truly pleased her, never given her what she deserved. He was just like his own father, a true Morgen—incurably rotten to the bone. He could only expect that, with him as her husband, that sweet smile he remembered so well would turn bitter over time and her tender heart would quickly harden.

      As hard as his own.

      In the end she would have wilted, as did his mother, because he couldn’t reciprocate her feelings. He couldn’t love her. He couldn’t love anyone. Damned if he even knew the meaning of the word.

      No, she was better off without him, and for once in his life he intended to do the proper thing—for her father’s sake—the only one man who had ever believed in him—as much as for Emma’s sake.

      “Ink and paper would have sufficed,” she informed him tightly. “You have no license to intrude here on such a reverent occasion. Have you no concern at all for how this visit might distress my family?”

      “Your family?” he found himself repeating, his tone incredulous.

      Not her?

      “Yes, my family!” she reiterated, her cheeks suffused with an angry blush. She gave him a cool little smile. “Did you think I would care one whit, Your Grace? After all this time? Did you think you would find the same bran-faced pea-goose girl you last beheld?”

      Leaning forward upon the chair, Lucien found himself inspecting the bridge of her nose, looking for those freckles she referred to and found them indeed gone. And pea-goose wasn’t precisely the term he would use for the termagant standing so impudently before him.

      “Well,” she continued in a heated whisper. “If so, you will be delighted to discover otherwise. She took another step forward and set a small silver box down upon the desk. Lucien had a suspicion as to what it might be, though he hadn’t had the balls to ask for it’s return before now.

      He met her gaze, and she actually smiled. “Now I suggest you pack your possessions upon your phaeton—or whatever it is you rogues go about in—and be gone with a free conscience. Neither I nor my brother will trouble you further. You are free to go.” She waved him a way with a flick of her hand.

      Lucien blinked. “Britschka,” he corrected. But then he simply stood there, staring at her.

      She glared at him a moment in confusion and then said with conviction, “I really don’t care what you came in. Nor am I particularly concerned with what you depart in—be it by boot, carriage, or sleigh—merely that you go. Now... if you will pardon me, Your Grace—” She lifted those god-awful skirts and marched past him toward the tremendous wall of books at his back. “I shall procure what I came for and be along my merry way.”

      She could have fooled him, Lucien thought ruefully. He was pretty certain what she’d come for was his neck!

      He had a sudden vision of her doing him bodily harm, and he flinched as she reached out to pluck a green cloth book from one of the lower shelves behind him. He half expected her to box him with it, but she merely turned and marched across the room, leaving him staring open-mouthed after her.

      In her wake, the subtle scent of lavender drifted by, and his blood simmered as his gaze lit upon her lovely backside.

      Damn.

      All those years ago, as lovely as she had been, he hadn’t been able to stir himself at the thought of her. The shock of his body’s response was quite unexpected and more than unwelcome.

      But of course, she didn’t leave before offering one last word of counsel. Typical of females, he thought wryly, to require the last word.

      “Oh, but I should caution you, however. You should leave Newgale at your earliest convenience,” she said haughtily. “Else my dear brother might get the addle-brained notion you owe me a wedding after all.” She smiled coolly and then said with obvious relish, “We wouldn’t wish that, now would we, Your Grace?” She raised one lovely brow and then added smartly, “Godspeed, sirrah!”

      She snatched the door closed, without awaiting his response, and Lucien found for an instant that he could merely stare at the door in bewilderment.

      After an instant, he reached forward and plucked up the silver box from the desk, opening it to reveal his mother’s ring.

      Bloody hell.

      She had dismissed him—just like that—but after having been so thoroughly dismissed, he found he suddenly didn’t wish to go…
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      If there was one thing Lucien trusted it was his gut. It had rarely led him astray. Although he might purposely throw down a gauntlet or two, or walk into the fray—particularly during his more rebellious years—he tended to be quite decisive.

      Not at the moment, however.

      He found he couldn’t stomach the notion of leaving after what he’d apparently done to Emma. That he’d turned the once sweet girl into an embittered shrew plagued him to no end.

      He’d had only the best of intentions by begging off their engagement—had done so purely out of respect for her father. He hadn’t wished to dishonor the man by dishonoring his daughter, and though her father had seemed so certain a marriage between them was precisely what both Lucien and Emma needed, Lucien was equally certain that marrying her would lead to just the sort of degradation of their relationship he wished to avoid.

      As it seemed, he had managed to do everyone a dishonor anyway.

      For a long moment he sat, staring out of the open door of his carriage in disgust of himself as a vision of the sweet girl he’d first met loomed before his eyes.

      How old was she now? Twenty-one? Twenty-two? Past age to be married, but still too young and too naive for the likes of him, even if she had been one hundred and one. He needed heirs, but not so much that he could bear to destroy some gentle creature’s life for the sake of his name.

      While the notion of marrying had never wholly appealed to him, he had been perfectly amenable to doing his duty. As the last remaining Willyngham, he was now responsible for ensuring the continuation of his family line, but he hadn’t been prepared for Emma.

      He was much too jaded, cynical, and selfish—a combination as lethal to the soul as acid over a thriving bloom. He was like his father, he feared, and the truth was that he hadn’t loved the Emma of three years past—hadn’t really even known her—and while she’d certainly appealed to him in a very basic way, he hadn’t foreseen that he would ever develop such a devotion to her.

      She was too sweet and naïve.

      His mother’s death had been deemed accidental, but even if she hadn’t been aware of the deadly dosage she had taken, she had been slowly poisoning herself for years. Lucien well knew why, and once he’d realized that fact, he’d understood the folly of marrying someone like Emma—someone who wanted more from a marriage than jewels and a name.

      Damn.

      He had hoped to find someone he could like, and he did like Emma. But more than that, he had hoped to find someone who would be content to live her own life and who would simply leave him be. He didn’t want her to be wounded if he took a mistress, didn’t want her to care.

      Emma was far too vulnerable... and if she could love him so easily—if she did love him—and she had once said she did—he could not, in all good conscience, condemn her to a life with the likes of him.

      Someday she would thank him.

      So why the devil did he feel this sudden, unexpected hollow in his soul?

      Muttering an oath, he punched the rear facing seat with a clenched fist. And scowling, he lifted up his coat. Devil a bit! He’d managed to botch even this, and he’d never liked himself less than he did at the moment. The least he could do was to stay and right this wrong somehow. He owed Emma that much—an explanation at least.

      Alighting from his carriage and shrugging on his coat, he sought out Peters, hoping to explain his intentions to her brother. He found Peters within the stables, handing the reins of his bay to a young stable hand.

      “She’s a bit of blood,” Peters remarked when he spied Lucien.

      “Emma?”

      Peters chuckled softly, his dark eyes assessing. “Her, too,” he allowed.

      “Odd that I do not recall her that way,” Lucien confessed.

      “Perhaps because you never knew her,” Peters said, and tossed him a narrow-eyed glance as he started out of the stables.

      Lucien followed, frowning at his own sense of confusion.

      “I presume you will be departing Newgale?”

      “Yes, well… as to that…” Lucien sucked in a breath. This morning, he’d escaped a fist up the nose, but he might just get one now. Scarcely believing what he was about to say, he cleared his throat and proposed, “In fact... I thought I’d remain yet another day?”

      Emma’s brother halted abruptly and spun to face him, looking as perplexed as Lucien felt.

      At the instant, he looked exactly like his father sans the uniform, and despite that Lucien stood at least a good half-foot taller than Peters, he’d never felt more anxious awaiting another man’s decision.

      Peters was entirely within his rights to ask him to leave. Whatever the difference in their station, this was his home, and feeling as awkward as a tot under his scrutiny, Lucien ran nervous fingers through his black hair.

      “You say you’d like to stay another day?” Andrew repeated dubiously. Even his brow lifted as would his father’s, and Lucien found himself easily relating his concerns for Emma.

      Andrew Peters’s brows drew together as he scrutinized his sister’s soon-to-be-former betrothed.

      The duke placed his hands behind his back, probably hoping the nonconfrontational stance would set Andrew at ease. “I thought perhaps there might be something I could do to help ease this for her,” Willyngham explained. “Certainly, I had no intention of wounding her so deeply.”

      Andrew blinked again. “So you don’t wish to leave Emma with ill feelings?”

      “Precisely,” Lucien allowed, nodding, and seemed relieved that Andrew understood.

      Andrew scratched the back of his head, discomfited by the request. “Yes, well... but I should think you would simply wish to go now that she’s given you leave to.”

      Willyngham seemed to have no response to that bit of logic. He simply stood there, waiting, looking as confounded as Andrew felt.

      His father had once respected the man, despite his reputation—enough to offer Emma’s hand in wedlock—enough to sit for that damnable portrait in the bloody hot sun once he had barely been able to rouse himself from his bed—and in spite of his proclaimed fury over Willyngham’s broken betrothal.

      He studied the duke a moment, and then after a long interval consented, though he was hardly at ease over the prospect. “Confound it,” he exclaimed. “Very well. Stay. But I am no damned fool.” He shot Willyngham a warning glare. “I may not be as adept with a pistol as my father, but dishonor my sister now, and you will as sure as death be eating grass before breakfast. Do you take my meaning?”

      Willyngham nodded soberly. “I understand. You have my word. Thank you,” he said, and shook Andrew’s hand vigorously then left.

      Andrew watched him go, his brows drawing together in stupefaction.

      He hadn’t a bloody clue what had transpired between Willyngham and Emma in the library but whatever it was seemed to have changed the course of this once ill-fated betrothal. Like a fish on a hook, the duke was well and duly baited. The question remained: Did Emma wish to reel him in?

      He decided not to tell his sister of the duke’s change of plans… not yet… just in case. But his lip curved into a bit of a grin, because he sensed exactly what was at hand here… and it had little to do with Willyngham’s desire to preserve his sister’s tender feelings.

      Suddenly feeling rather mischievous, he chuckled to himself and walked away.

      Perhaps their father knew something better of the man after all?

      At the very least, this promised to be a very unconventional holiday celebration… which was precisely the way he enjoyed it.
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      “… The murderer was discovered and as a penance was ordered to give a tenor bell to the Dewsbury parish church, and to this day on Christmas that bell tolls once for each year that has passed since the birth of Christ. Heard ’em myself,” Andrew Peters swore.

      “Oh, Papa!” the children rang out in chorus.

      “Andrew!” Cecile admonished.

      Andrew leaned forward, removing the pipe from between his teeth long enough to defend himself. “It’s a true story.”

      “But Papa, who would kill a poor little boy?” Lettie asked, her eyes slanted sadly.

      “Now, now,” her father soothed. “It happened hundreds of years ago. Never fear, my dear.” He replaced the pipe between his teeth.

      Cecile sighed. “You shouldn’t terrorize the children with such horrific tales. In fact, why can you not simply let Emma read her stories and be done, if you please?”

      “You won’t find that one in any book,” he objected, sounding for all the world like a crotchety old man, despite his youthful age.

      Cecile shuddered, her pale blonde curls quivering with the gesture.

      “That one is worse, even, than the one you told last year. Ashen fagots burned on Christmas Eve in commemoration of battles is quite horrific,” she said with conviction. “But the butchery of children is another matter entirely!”

      “Poppycock. It is a venerable tradition to honor our heroes who died in battle, and what better time than on Christmas, when families will be missing them most?”

      “Perhaps, but there is something most definitely wrong with the need to burn the ears of innocent children,” his wife scolded.

      “We don’t mind mother!” the children cried in unison.

      “Well, but it is a Christmas tale,” Andrew argued. “What could be unsuitable about that?”

      “Daddy,” his son interjected. “What does poppycock mean?”

      “That is not a word for you to know,” Cecile admonished her son.

      Andrew gave his wife a wink and a nod, conveniently ignoring his son’s question. “See, my dear… the children love my stories. Where else would they hear them if not from me? And you, my dear… as much as you protest, you always sit with an attentive ear. I believe you enjoy them as well.”

      Cecile gave him a quelling glance and rolled her eyes. “Will you shush, at last,” she requested, with a tiny hint of a smile.

      Hearing them carry on so, Emma couldn’t suppress her own mirth. “Even so… perhaps it is time for a somewhat less gruesome tale?”

      Her brother might be a father and a husband, but he was still the same mischievous little boy she had grown up with. She understood him better than any, and though he loved their father dearly, being born an admiral’s son was much the same as being born a pastor’s daughter. There was something a little defiant in his spirit—something a little mutinous that neither the passing years nor the burden of responsibility could quite constrain. And their father, God rest his soul, despite his military nature, had never once discouraged it. In fact, Emma thought perhaps he may have taken private pleasure in the insubordination of others. It would be the only explanation for his interest in the likes of the Duke of Willyngham—a rebellious second son who was drawn toward insurrection. A challenge perhaps?

      She held up the little green volume she’d seized from the library earlier. Truth to tell, she had no notion why she’d done so, only at that moment standing before that infuriating man, she had felt more than a little flustered. The last thing she’d wished was for Lucien to believe she’d come to the library solely to see him—although she had, of course. The fact that she carried the ring was proof enough of that.

      “This is one of my favorites,” she said, thrusting aside the image of Lucien Morgen, looking far more handsome than a man had any right to.

      She peered at each of her brother’s children in turn: Jonathon, the youngest at seven, his hair as golden as his mother’s, his sweet little face just beginning to lose its baby roundness. And sober Lettie, who was nine now, her hair only slightly darker than Jon’s. Missing tooth and freckled nose aside, Emma was certain Lettie would grow to be as lovely as her spirit. And then Samantha, the prankish eldest at thirteen. Her hair the same color as Emma’s strawberry blond, she’d inherited her mother’s stunning blue eyes along with her father’s uncanny sense of mischief. The three of them sat primly, their eyes twinkling in anticipation of the story to come.

      “Care to hear it?” Emma teased, knowing the answer already. This particular tale was a yearly favorite, and she and Andrew both seemed to vie for the chance to tell it. Thus she had spied it upon Andrew’s shelf—nearly hidden behind a dog-eared copy of Gulliver’s Travels by Johnathan Swift. Of course, the book was not the true reason she’d ventured toward the library, though it made for a wonderful excuse nevertheless, and now she had the volume in hand, and Andrew did not.

      Emma loved retelling this particular story because from the minute of its reading, all three kids were suddenly on their best behavior, each vying to do the best of deeds.

      All three together shouted an emphatic, “Oh, yes, please!”

      Thinking her brother’s children were, indeed, a great boon to her, Emma tried not to consider her own loss. The possibility that she might never have children of her own rent at her heart.

      There was certain to be a scandal when their broken betrothal was announced publicly, and what would be said?

      It didn’t matter, she told herself as she waited patiently while the children gathered nearer—away from their father, who winked at her conspiratorially, conceding the book, and the story with his usual good nature.

      Emma sighed, taking comfort in their familiarity.

      At Newgale, their traditions had always been rather simple but festive. Their mother had been a bit of a student of knowledge, and they had made it a point to incorporate traditions from her father’s travels. So in a sense, their holidays were a glorious amalgamation of both her parents’ lives.

      She waved opened the book, smiling, and asked the children, “Have I told you about the Christmas crèche?”

      “Only last year!” Jonathon replied, and Emma suppressed a giggle at his response.

      “Well, pretend that you haven’t heard it,” she told him. “In France,” she began.

      “Papa doesn’t like the French.” Lettie announced. She turned to ask him over her shoulder, “Do you, Papa?”

      Andrew took the pipe out of his mouth. “Well, now...”

      “Shush, Andrew,” Cecile demanded, though not unkindly. She placed her sewing into her lap to listen along with the children.

      Emma flashed a look toward her brother’s wife and Cecile winked in return.

      “In France,” Emma continued. “Every year, the children build themselves a crèche to place before a warm hearth…”

      “What’s a crèche?” Jonathon broke in, despite that Emma knew very well he knew the answer. He cast a mischievous glance toward his eldest sister.

      Samantha’s brows drew together. “You already know what it is,” she said. “It’s a crib!” She turned to Emma. “Right, Aunt Em?”

      “Of course,” Emma confirmed, pursing her lips.

      Jonathon pouted. “Well, our crèche is always empty,” he said. “So why bother?”

      Emma patted his head. “But that’s really up to you, isn’t it?”

      He shrugged.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “you recall le petit Jésus was born in a stable, right?” All three children nodded, and she glanced up to find her brother and his wife nodding as well. Her smile deepened at the amusing sight they all presented. Trying not to ponder what it might have been like in her own home—if she’d had one—with children of her own—she bent forward, lending with her voice all the reverence she felt for the tale. “Well, in France they believe, and quite vehemently, that on the eve before Christmas...”

      She glanced up suddenly, only to lose her good humor and her place in the story. At the sight the duke standing in the doorway, her heart vaulted into her throat and she momentarily forgot whatever it was that she was saying.

      He was leaning much too idly against the door frame, watching her intently, and the way that he watched... well, it unnerved her completely.

      How long had he been standing there?

      He smiled arrogantly, and her heart tumbled.

      She cast a frowning glance at her brother. He’d not even bothered to tell her that the duke would be remaining at Newgale. At this late hour she would have presumed the fiend long departed—eager to go, in fact.

      God plague his rotten soul!

      Well, it didn’t matter, she assured herself. He would be gone soon enough.

      And good riddance!

      “What happens then, Aunt Em?” Samantha asked, impatient to hear the rest of the story.

      Then?Then her life would return to order!

      Forcing her attention to the children, she gathered her composure and continued, though completely unnerved. “Then... the children build a special crèche...”

      Jonathon frowned.

      “You already said that, Aunt Em,” Lettie reminded.

      “Yes, well...” Emma forced herself to ignore Lucien’s presence, although it was an utterly impossible task, for he filled the room as surely as he stood there scrutinizing her so rudely. “Very well… in that crèche... every night—” She peered up and seeing that he remained precisely where he stood, she quickly averted her gaze.

      Botheration.

      “Aunt Em!” Samantha complained.

      “Why is your face all red?” Jonathon inquired. “Are you angry?”

      Emma blinked the image of Lucien out of her head and continued, ignoring Jonathon’s question, “No. I’m not angry,” she said, but her tone belied her. “Every night… the children all place a single wisp of straw as a token for each good deed and prayer they accomplished during the day....”

      “You sound angry, and daddy’s face always gets red when he’s angry, too,” Jonathon persisted.

      Despite himself, Lucien found himself smiling.

      She was, indeed, blushing—a lovely shade of pink that gave a wash of color to her otherwise gray appearance—she was still wearing that god-awful dress, he noticed.

      For the first time in his life, he found himself the recipient of the cut direct.

      And still he stood there, listening to her read, for despite her obvious dislike of him, she had a way of speaking that enthralled even the most jaded.

      His mother had been that way, he recalled. She’d had a musical voice that made everything she’d ever said sound like a song.

      At least in the beginning.

      Watching Emma now, he could well understand her anger over his untimely intrusion. The scene before him was unsullied... except for his presence.

      A lively fire crackled in the hearth, and the scent of beeswax filled his nostrils, drifting like invisible ribbons from candles that flickered gaily throughout the room. Deep burgundy bows, threaded with golden tinsel hung alongside bells that tinkled softly as though by an imperceptible breeze. It was wholly unlike any of his Christmases past.

      He watched the holiday scene unfold before him, feeling like an intruder in their midst... unwelcome, and wholly out of place.

      Emma spoke softly, drawing the children into her story. “… if everyone has been very, very good,” he heard her say, “then on Christmas Eve, Heaven’s gate opens wide—yes, it does,” she assured a skeptical looking young lad.

      Lucien glanced at her face in time to catch a dimpled smile that made his heart trip a bit. She tapped the boy upon the bridge of his nose and continued, “The skies burst wide with a beauteous light and le petit Jésus comes down from heaven to sleep in a warm bed full with tender straw… straw you put there, I might add.”

      He couldn’t help but wonder if her father had indulged them exactly so. The admiral had been such a somber man—at least outside his home. Until this moment, Andrew Peters had seemed so very much like him. Tonight, he saw a glimpse of someone else.

      “But does he truly, Aunt Em?” the eldest girl asked skeptically, her big brown eyes full of question.

      “I never saw it happen,” the boy muttered in complaint. He picked at his shoe.

      Lucien grinned as Emma ignored the child’s surly protest. “Just imagine how sweet it would be not to sleep on the hardness of the manger’s boards,” she entreated. “Only imagine how grateful le petit Jésus would be⁠—”

      “Maybe he would bring lots of gifts for the boys and girls!” the youngest daughter said excitedly and clapped her hands with glee.

      Emma laughed, apparently having successfully dismissed him, and the sound reverberated through Lucien like a promise. But he felt something quite foreign in that instant—a sense of having been set aside—and he didn’t like it one bit—never mind the fact that he had been the one to actually set her aside. Whatever this was that was warring in his head, he didn’t like it a whit and he frowned.

      “But only if you have been very, very, good,” she cautioned the children at once.

      Lucien cleared his throat and found himself interjecting before he could prevent himself, “And what precisely constitutes very, very good, Miss Peters?”

      For some peculiar reason, he seemed to need her to acknowledge him as part of their cozy gathering.

      The fact that she would not, grated upon his nerves—almost as much as the way she addressed him—Your Grace—as though it were an epithet. Never mind that he did not appreciate the title anymore than she did. It was not granted to him by birth, and neither did he appreciate the constraints it placed upon him. Unfortunately, it seemed de rigueur to flout convention, and somehow, it only managed to get him more unwanted attention—from everyone, except Emma, it seemed.

      The entire room fell silent while he waited for Emma to acknowledge his presence. Yet everyone but Emma did. Where she had not done so before, she quickly buried her nose into her little green book in a defiant gesture.

      He’d be damned if he’d simply let her ignore him. He cleared his throat again, reminding her that he waited.

      Aversely, he could tell, she lifted her gaze to his. She was loath to speak to him at all, and her declaration confirmed his suspicions. “I suppose someone like you might need some clarification, Your Grace,” she offered a little too sweetly, for her words were meant to cut, he knew. And despite all of his carefully laid armor, she succeeded, for the subtle accusation was too close to his own self-opinion to be disregarded. She lifted a brow. “Thus I shall endeavor to do so. By good deed, I shall presume they are referring to acts of devotion or virtue. Do understand the meaning of these concepts, Your Grace?” Her eyes impugned him. “Or shall I further enlighten you, Your Grace?”

      “Aunt Em... I don’t know what those words mean either,” Jonathon said, responding to the accusation in her voice. His brows slanted unhappily. “Is that why I never get as many straws as Lettie or Sam?”

      Emma’s expression transformed to one of dismay as she turned to address her disheartened nephew. “Oh, no!” she exclaimed. “You,” she assured him, casting a withering glance toward Lucien’s before returning a concerned gaze to the little boy, “are all that is virtuous!” She smiled sweetly at the child, and in that smile, Lucien glimpsed the expression she’d once lavished upon him, the one with such sweet purity and innocence that it had made him feel unworthy. But it was no longer directed at him, he conceded, and that realization left him feeling strangely bereft.

      Nor, in fact, was she any longer the innocent young miss he recalled. Clearly. She was a woman grown, and could hold her own. Even against him, it would seem.

      With a gentleness he envied, she tousled the boy’s shining blonde mane, and for a moment he was certain he could feel her hands in his own hair; warm fingers at his nape, the sensation so real that he inhaled sharply and closed his eyes to savor it privately. But it was a mistake, for it opened a window he’d long ago slammed shut, revived a memory he’d long tucked away.

      Another Christmas, long ago, far away…

      He was in his mother’s arms. She kissed him sweetly upon the nose as she ruffled his hair. “You are my light,” she had said to him then. But she’d been blind in her love for him, because he’d been born with his father’s darkness. Even then his armor had been tarnished an ugly black. Even then. And then instead of remaining to help her through her melancholy, he had fled… like a coward… until his brother’s death had called him home.

      “Do you remember the time you and Lettie rescued the robin from Penelope’s perilous jaws,” Emma was saying, bringing Lucien back to the present.

      “Crotchety old feline!” Peters proclaimed.

      Lucien had entirely forgotten Andrew and his wife were in the room. His attention had been so focused upon Emma.

      Emma glanced up at her brother and added with an impish smile, “And do you remember that your Papa fostered it within the nursery....”

      “Lord-a-mercy!” Cecile said aghast, once again casting aside her sewing. “Not in the nursery! Really, Andrew!” She gave him a chastening look and peered up at Lucien. “Sometimes I wonder who are the real children in this house.”

      Despite himself, Lucien chuckled at their banter. He envied their easy alliance. And Emma... she reminded him too much of his mother... and Jonathon of himself.

      Poor child.

      More acutely than before, he felt like a trespasser here in their home.

      “Well, that would be a perfect example of a very good deed,” she informed them all. “But I’ve no doubt you will all come up with dozens more this year.”

      “Aunt Em… does keeping your socks clean count?” Jonathon asked soberly. The child peered up at his aunt with all the hope and adoration Lucien had once felt for his own mother, and he couldn’t help but think that Emma would have been a very good mother, indeed. She might have been the perfect mother... for his own children… but he refused to reconsider now. She looked so dashed innocent sitting there amongst the kids.

      He saw her shudder. Against the chill of the room, he thought—a chill he didn’t feel because it was too much a part of him. He’d be damned if he was capable of feeling anything as redeeming as love, and he didn’t intend to do to Emma Peters what his father had done to his gentle mother. No, crying off was the right thing to do.

      “Yes, of course. Everything counts,” Emma advised the children charitably, raising a finger in counsel, “so long as ’tis done for good.”

      “Yes, but Aunt Em, is it really, really true?” the youngest daughter asked again.

      Emma hugged the book against her breast, and Lucien suddenly wished it were his cheek lying there so close to her heartbeat. He blinked away the image. “I would very much like to think so,” she replied.

      The oldest daughter turned pleading eyes toward her father. “Can we build a crèche again this year, Papa? Can we please?”

      “I promise not to put anymore mice in it,” the boy swore. “They were cold,” he explained. “I only brought them in to keep them warm.”

      “Dear me, we thought we would never be rid of those horrid beasts,” Cecile said as an aside to Lucien.

      Compelled by his eldest child’s plea and his son’s fervent promise, Peters withdrew the billowing pipe from his mouth and said, “Well, now... I cannot conceive why not.”

      “Yeahhhh!” the children screeched in unison.

      “Thank you, Papa!” the youngest daughter proclaimed, leaping up and flinging herself into her father’s lap. “Thank you very much!”

      The boy, too, bounded upward, wrapping his little arms about Emma’s neck. “We love you, Aunt Em!”

      Emma laughed, and the earthy sound gave Lucien an immediate physical response.

      Twice now in one day.

      “I—” She glanced up suddenly, meeting Lucien’s gaze, and her face turned a lovely shade of pink. She quickly averted her gaze. “I-I love you, too,” she assured the child, but her voice was quivery, and Lucien couldn’t help but wonder whether she was recalling saying just the same words to him.

      He couldn’t seem to forget.

      Dressed brightly in a pale yellow morning dress, she’d tilted her lovely face to his and said with all the sincerity of an adoring child, “I think I love you!”

      No words had ever touched him more. None had ever sobered him more. None had ever terrified him more.

      “Aunt Em?” the youngest daughter asked, turning slightly in her father’s lap where she had settled herself. She looked at her aunt and then turned to glance shyly at Lucien, but with something slightly calculating in her somber blue eyes. “What if you try to help people instead of baby robins?” she asked, hugging her father’s neck. Once again, she turned to peer at Lucien and this time did not turn away. Lucien fidgeted uncomfortably under her guileless scrutiny. “Does that count as a good deed?” she wanted to know.

      Lucien noted that Emma, too, had noticed the direction of Lettie’s gaze, as did her father.

      Pinned by their combined scrutiny, and targeted by the child’s question, Lucien had never felt more discomfited in all his life. He straightened abruptly as Emma replied soberly, her voice a little trembly, “Yes, of course, Lettie, though we can merely try.” She cast Lucien an awkward glance. “Some people will not be helped,” she disclosed. And then she lifted her chin. “Those you must simply set free.”

      Lucien had the immediate impression that she was speaking of him. Could that be what she was attempting to do with her frosty demeanor? Set him free? The thought touched him in a way he could not quite perceive.

      Lettie whispered something into her father’s ear, and then Peters stared down at his daughter in what appeared to be surprise, and then sudden enlightenment. He turned to regard Lucien as though he’d had some sort of coup de foudre and then he stood abruptly, chuckling as he lifted his daughter up with him and then set her down before him.

      “You are brilliant!” he said, removing the pipe from his mouth and bending to plant a quick peck upon her forehead. “Very well!” he declared to one and all with a sudden burst of excitement. He straightened to his full height, grinning waggishly. “I believe I shall have the crèche constructed at once!” And he stared at Lucien an uncomfortable instant, shaking his head, chortling, and then cast a wide grin at Emma. And then, still chuckling, he abruptly seized his wife by the hand and dragged her out from her chair, declaring, “Come now, my dear, we have work to do.”

      “Oh, but, Andrew!” his wife exclaimed, abandoning her sewing to the floor as he tugged her unexpectedly to her feet. “What are you doing?” she laughed. “Where are we going? We have a guest!”

      “To build a crèche,” he announced.

      “Willyngham,” Peters said with a nod, as he and his wife slipped past him.

      Lettie exclaimed to her siblings as their parents fled the room, “Yes! And I know a very special good deed we can do!” And then as her father had done with her mother, she urged her elder sister to rise, seizing her by the hand and tugging excitedly. “Come, come!” she urged. “Let me tell you about it.” She glanced at Lucien. “Privately,” she said to her sister and pulled her up and out of the room.

      “I can come, too!” Jonathon announced rather than asked. He bounded to his feet and hurried after them. “Can I? Please!”

      In a rush of flailing limbs, all three children stampeded past Lucien as though he’d not been standing there at all, and within the space of seconds the drawing room had been abandoned... save for himself… and Emma.

      He watched over his shoulder as the children bounded down the hall after their parents, noting that Lettie glanced back at him and then quickly turned away and giggled impishly as she spoke to her brother and sister in hushed tones. He listened to the echoes of their whispers only an instant longer, and then he couldn’t help himself.

      He stepped into the room.
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      Emma didn’t dare look at the duke—couldn’t bear being in the same room with him—alone, at that. She couldn’t imagine what could have possessed everyone to simply abandon her so rudely. She hoped the duke would leave too, but instead he ventured within the drawing room, his footfalls echoing woodenly upon the floor as he made his way across to the hearth. On the Aubusson carpet, he halted beside her, and she swallowed convulsively, not daring to look higher than his boots.

      She daren’t respond to his presence. Instead, she examined her book thoroughly despite that she knew every inch of every page already.

      “That was quite a touching tale,” he remarked after an uncomfortable moment of silence.

      Slowly, Emma peered up to find him skimming his long, lean fingers along the ribbons and tinsel that stretched the length of the mantel, examining it, the male strength in his hand a direct contrast to the delicate strips of satin cloth and brittle foil. The candles burning upon the mantel cast alternating light and shadow upon his profile. He lifted up a cherub and then replaced it at once.

      “Yes, well”—she swallowed convulsively—“I would have thought you would have long since gone, Your Grace.”

      He sighed, turning to face her, his hands locked behind his back. “No doubt you will be pleased to hear I will be leaving first thing in the morning.” His lips curled in that sardonic manner he had, except that this time she wasn’t tempted to brush her fingers across to coax a smile in its place.

      And yet, she tried, but couldn’t tear her gaze away. His eyes were so hypnotic... like before, somehow pleading with her, making her believe he needed her somehow.

      Well, she refused to acknowledge it.

      She lifted her chin slightly. “I should have been significantly more pleased to have learned you’d already gone,” she said honestly, and stood to face him, dropping the book into Andrew’s chair.

      She wanted to say more, wanted to ask what she had done to cause him to set her aside so resolutely, but she couldn’t bring herself to utter a word in that vein. “Now if you will pardon me,” she said, flustered. “We’re in the midst of a holiday celebration, and I have matters to attend.” Turning, she hurried for the door.

      He had the audacity to chuckle at her back.

      Emma halted and turned to face him, insulted by his mirth, only when she did, she had the sense that his laughter had been at his own expense, not hers, and she found herself once again confused.

      He shook his head, as though in self-disgust. “Do I frighten you so much you must rush to leave every time you find yourself in my presence?”

      Emma lifted her chin. “Frightened, Your Grace? I think not.” She shook her head. “I simply have nothing left to say to you.”

      He advanced upon her suddenly, and she took a step backward. “No?”

      “N-no,” she affirmed, though she wasn’t precisely certain whether it was in answer to his question or a desperate plea that he keep his distance.

      “You’ve changed,” he acknowledged, taking another step toward her.

      “And you haven’t,” she returned, withdrawing another foot.

      He shook his head as though in puzzlement and said as though bemused, “I don’t remember you being so impertinent.”

      “What did you expect? That I should lie down and weep for the rest of my days simply because you chose not to honor our betrothal? Well, sirrah, I am heartily sorry to disappoint, but I will not!”

      He shook his head again. “To the contrary... although you may find this difficult to believe, I’m quite pleased. I never intended to wound you, Emma.”

      Emma flinched at his intimate use of her name. His voice was soft—too soft—reminding her of the danger of venturing too close to the man; he radiated warmth, but like the sun, if you happened too near, he consumed. “Well, then, Your Grace,” she said, far more comfortable with formality, “you may rest assured that you did not. As you can see, I am quite well, thank you very much. So now you may leave Newgale in good conscience. You are free to go,” she said again.

      His face screwed suddenly, his blue eyes shadowing. “Am I?”

      Emma didn’t fool herself into believing he actually regretted what had come to pass between them. If his life was in disorder it was certainly no concern of hers. Nor was it any less then he deserved. “Of course,” she assured.

      He took another step closer, his smoky eyes boring into hers. “I take it that you are ultimately pleased with the outcome?”

      Pleased?

      Emma nearly choked on the word. “Delighted,” she replied. And unable to bear the sight of him a second longer, she swallowed and once again turned to leave him. “Now if you will excuse me, Your Grace.”

      To her shock, Lucien caught her by the sleeve, and Emma flinched at his touch, yet turned once more to face him, though the instant she peered into his tortured eyes she wished she hadn’t. They were so filled with concern for her that she thought she might truly weep.

      She couldn’t bear his pity.

      “Please tell me why you seem so aggrieved,” he entreated. “Tell me why you cannot bear even to look at me.”

      Her hands began to tremble and her eyes misted. “I beg your pardon, Your Grace. But I am not aggrieved,” she denied fervently. “If anything, I am quite angry, you see.”

      “Because of the broken betrothal?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I have already said quite enough.”

      His blue eyes challenged her. “Tell me once more, Emma,” he demanded softly.

      The sound of her name upon his lips again sent a quiver racing down her spine. Freeing herself from his grasp, Emma said a little hysterically, “Because you don’t belong here, and you shouldn’t have come!”

      His brows lifted a little at her declaration. “Not to put too fine a point on it,” he remarked, nodding. “Very well, Emma.” He sighed and some unnamed emotion flickered in the depth of his eyes. For the briefest instant, Emma thought she saw again that same wounded look that had once made her so willing to love him. But she didn’t fool herself into believing it this time. The duke was no more wounded than he was compassionate. If anything, he was feeling guilty for what he was about to do to her life—and not without cause. She swallowed convulsively, loathing that she was trying so desperately to release him from his guilt, when he well deserved to feel remorse—and more. The ton would have a time with the news of her broken betrothal. She couldn’t imagine the speculation—the cruel jokes at her expense. Still, she proposed, “You owe me nothing, Your Grace. Now if you will only pardon me at long last, I wish you Godspeed and a good life.”

      Lucien nodded, releasing her finally.

      “Godspeed,” she offered once again, more firmly this time, nearly choking on the word, and then she turned from him and left.

      “Farewell, Emma,” he said.

      Emma didn’t turn again, nor did she stop until she reached her room. The finality of that single word pursued her all the way through the house.

      Once within her bedroom, she slammed the door shut and leaned against it, straining to catch her breath. God help her, she had done it. She had well and truly done it. She’d said good-bye and had meant it with all her heart and soul. She’d freed him, and had still managed to retain her dignity. Later, perhaps, dignity alone might seem a cold bedfellow, but this minute it seemed like all the world. It was something to build upon, she knew... and perchance all was not lost.

      It was not unheard of to find a husband at twenty two, she told herself. And she had her dowry still. Quite a neat little sum it was, and if the scandal to come did not ruin her entirely, then perhaps one day she would still find that dream she so craved—a husband who loved her and children she adored.

      Someday, but for now she was content to simply hold her dignity intact.

      Without it, she might as well lie down and weep. And weeping was something she refused to do.

      Nevertheless, she was feeling quite bereft at the instant, and her heart felt tattered besides. Her eyes stinging with tears she would not shed, Emma undressed for bed and then lay down to count her blessings. She fell asleep with visions of Lucien dancing in her head.
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      “What the devil do you mean nothing to be done!”

      Hearing the angry bellow coming from the library, Emma froze where she stood. Her first impulse was to turn and flee, but curiosity got the better of her.

      She’d come downstairs this morning, intending to ask Andrew precisely what had possessed him to allow Lucien Morgen to remain at Newgale, especially after she’d made her own wishes perfectly clear. Nor had she thought the duke any less eager to leave, and yet here he remained, and she heartily suspected Andrew to be at the root of it all. It seemed as though the duke may have suspected the same, for at the moment, they sounded at daggers drawn.

      The duke’s voice boomed even through closed doors. Emma flinched at the fury of it. “You can find those bloody carriage wheels is what you can do!”

      In contrast, Andrew’s reply was quite calm, muffled a bit, but Emma could make it out well enough to discern that it was an apology of some sort. Something about the strangest theft he had ever encountered... didn’t know how they’d managed to steal them all.

      There were no thieves here in Newgale. Barely anyone but modest locals in town, this was not a place where brigands lay in wait.

      Fairly dying with curiosity, Emma placed her ear to the door and overheard, “Blast it, Peters. This reeks of a hum! Who the devil would snatch four carriage wheels and leave pure blood Arabians in their stead?”

      “Demme, if I know,” she heard Andrew mumble. And then, “Don’t look at me, Willyngham. Confounded heathens took mine, as well.”

      “I want those bloody wheels!” she heard the duke roar, and then someone slammed something—the desk, she imagined—with such rage that the doorframe vibrated.

      “How do you propose I do that? I’ve no notion where to be⁠—”

      “I don’t give a damn how!” There was a moment of taut silence, and then the duke demanded, “Just do it!”

      His shouting was so near the door suddenly that Emma panicked at the sound of it. Suppressing a mortified shriek at the thought of being discovered eavesdropping, she flung herself away from the door and dashed down the corridor, hurrying toward the drawing room. To her immense relief, she slipped inside and out of view within an ace of being discovered, only to startle three eavesdropping children.

      As she entered, all three scattered, squawking in surprise. She let out a cry of her own and opened her mouth to speak, but in that instant the library door opened and slammed shut, and her face heated profusely.

      “Well,” she said low, eyeing all three suspiciously, but she could say nothing more. How could she reprimand them for eavesdropping when she was as guilty of the same?

      “We din’t do it, Aunt Em,” Jonathon said, his eyes wide with fright. Lettie elbowed him at once and he looked at her guiltily. “Oh,” he said softly.

      “What sort thing did you not do?” Emma asked, straightening the folds of her skirts as she entered the drawing room. She cast a nervous backward glance at the door.

      “Oh... just nothing,” Jon answered in a small little voice, looking guiltier every instant. He peered down at his feet suddenly. His socks were muddy.

      Emma inspected his sisters as well. Their shoes were muddy too, and with a fresh dusting of snow on the ground, there was only one place they would have acquired such a bit of muck: in the stables.

      “We were merely admiring the new crèche, Aunt Em,” Samantha offered sweetly, giving her little brother a nudge.

      Emma’s brow lifted. “From the door?” she asked dubiously.

      Samantha considered that an instant and then admitted with a shrug, “Well, we did hear the duke shouting,” she said matter-of-factly.

      Emma’s face burned a little hotter. “Yes, well... so did I,” she confessed. “It seems someone has robbed him of his means of escap—er departure,” she explained, watching them and noting all three fidgeted at the news.

      “Did you see the crèche, Aunt Em?” Lettie asked suddenly, conveniently changing the topic.

      Samantha perked up. “Oh, yes—isn’t it grand?” she added quickly, giving her sister a well-done nod.

      “And it’s already half full!” Jonathon blurted excitedly.

      Both his sisters elbowed him this time, one from each direction.

      Emma ventured closer to examine the small wooden crib that now sat before the hearth. It was crudely constructed, but still a charming sight. Given the scarcity of time before Christmas, she imagined Andrew had troubled to build it himself, for it very much looked as though he had. “I see that it is,” she said a little warily and couldn’t help but wonder how they’d managed such a great start so early this morning.

      Jonathon shifted excitedly from foot to foot. “Just like you said, Aunt Em! There’s one straw for each of us for every whee⁠—”

      With a horrified gasp, Samantha slapped a hand over her brother’s impetuous mouth. “Weeeed,” she squealed in his stead. “One for each weed.”

      Emma’s brows drew together. “One for each... weed?”

      Samantha nodded. “Oh, yes, Aunt Em! One blade of straw for each and every weed we pulled from mother’s herb garden. Wasn’t that a good deed?”

      “Really?” Emma asked. She didn’t have the heart to remind them that they were in the midst of winter. There was no garden to speak of. And she was beginning to understand with sudden clarity the strange conversation she’d overheard outside the library door. Taking in Jonathon’s guilty expression, and the girls’ much too innocent smiles, she had a sudden insight as to what dreadful mishap had befallen the duke’s carriage wheels. Nevertheless, she also knew the children could never have accomplished such a monumental feat alone, nor were they devious enough to carry it through without help. And she knew precisely who to hold accountable. Their father, the trickster. “One for each weed, is it?” she muttered, cursing her dear brother to Jericho and back.

      “Oh, yes, Aunt Em!” Samantha and Lettie replied at once, both grinning with what could be nothing more than relief. Jonathon, with Samantha’s hand still muzzling his mouth, merely glanced up at his sisters, his brows drawing together in confusion.

      “Is it alright if we each put straws in if we all three helped?”

      Emma tilted them a knowing look. “It took all three of you to pull a single weed?”

      All three children nodded soberly.

      “Well, now, don’t you think that’s a mite excessive? Besides, pulling weeds in the middle of winter may not precisely qualify as a good deed, at all,” she informed them lamentably.

      “Oh, but they were very special weeds,” Lettie returned hopefully.

      “And we pulled them all for a very good cause, Aunt Em,” Samantha declared.

      “Is that so?” Emma relented. She couldn’t quite bring herself to believe they had actually vandalized the duke’s carriage on her behalf. The thought of it was too humiliating by half. Nevertheless, the image of them stealing carriage wheels—along with the duke’s reaction this morn—struck a humorous chord. She stifled a smile. For shame that her brother would stoop to such ends to prevent the duke from leaving Newgale. Not to mention that he should involve his precious children in such terrible misconduct. For certain, she was going to blister his ears at the first opportunity. In the meantime, it was all she could do to keep from bursting into hilarities at their guilty expressions.

      “Aunt Em,” Lettie said plaintively, looking a little dismayed, “you did say one wisp of straw for each good deed, did you not? We only did what you said,” she reassured.

      Emma pursed her lips together, trying in vain to frown at them. “Yes, I did say that, didn’t I?”

      The little fiends.

      Backed by their father, she knew they would never confess, and so she didn’t bother trying to make them do so. Lord, but she did love them immensely, though she had half a mind to go and tell the duke precisely what had befallen his blessed wheels so that he could take his carriage and be gone. And yet the thought of him knowing mortified her. No, she simply couldn’t bear it. Nor could she bear to stand before the children an instant longer without bursting into peals of laughter.

      “Aunt Em,” Jonathon ventured. “Do you think the duke will stay for Christmas now that his—” Lettie stomped on his dirty black shoe none too gently. “Ow!” he screamed and turned to give his sister a most wounded look. “I wasn’t gonna say it!” he shrieked in indignation. “I wasn’t going to!”

      Emma gave them her most disapproving glower. “I really don’t know,” she told them. “But I, for one, wish he would not.”

      The very last thing she intended to do was to play into their mischievous little hands.

      “Oh, my!” she exclaimed suddenly, dramatically, placing a hand to her temple. “I believe I am having a sudden attack of the vapors.” It wasn’t completely feigned, she acknowledged, for the very thought of the duke’s continued presence at Newgale left her flustered and ill at ease.

      “You are?” Samantha asked, her little brows crashing.

      “Oh, yes,” she assured them.

      “Oh, but Aunt Em, you never get the vapors!”

      She gave them all a hearty scowl. “Nevertheless, it seems I am getting them now,” she apprised.

      She had no notion what they were up to, nor what her foolish brother could possibly be thinking, but she planned to spend the rest of the day within her room, reading. If they so desperately wished the duke to remain at Newgale, then they could entertain the demon without her. Surely, she thought, once they realized that she was not about to participate in this madness, they would return his carriage wheels, and he would be away before noon.

      She moaned pitifully and said, “Oh, dear... won’t you tell your Papa, please, in case he should like to know, that I shall be indisposed…”

      “Until when?” Samantha asked, sounding panicked.

      “Until the duke departs,” Emma said, and shot them another reproachful glare, turning with a swirl of her skirts and hurrying toward the door.

      “Oh, but Aunt Em!” Samantha protested. “Wait!”

      All three rushed after her, halting abruptly as she collided with the duke, who suddenly appeared in the doorway.

      “Oh!” Emma exclaimed, stumbling backward at the unexpected meeting. Really, she’d not even heard his approach and wondered irately how long he’d been standing there watching, listening. She eyed him a little anxiously, wondering precisely how much he had overheard.

      He reached out to steady her, and the touch of his hands upon her arms was almost more than Emma could bear. His fingers were much too strong, his hands too warm and steady, and if he didn’t remove them from her person at once, she thought she might actually swoon.

      Without thinking, Lucien drew Emma nearer and found he couldn’t quite bring himself to release her.

      His arms seemed the most natural place for her to be. His heartbeat quickened, for if yesterday she’d looked cheerless and drab, today she was anything but—and her face, stained with a healthy blush, was anything but gray. Her eyes sparkled and only dimmed at the sight of him. That realization pricked at him somewhere deep within, though he didn’t pause to analyze why.

      Dressed in the same pale yellow she’d worn the day she’d told him so naively that she’d loved him, she looked fresh and lovely. Too lovely for his own good. And then he happened to look down and had to remind himself to exhale. His heart skipped a nervous beat, for there was one thing about her dress today that was wholly dissimilar from the one she’d worn three years past: the neckline. It was far lower than he would have preferred, at least for her. It made him feel instantly possessive, wanting no man to see those lovely creamy breasts from this vantage. As he stared, he had to remind himself that he had no right to concern himself with her décolletage—or anything else about Emma Peters for that matter. Not any more.

      He wanted to draw her up into his arms and kiss her—right then and there—damn if he didn’t. Instinct compelled him closer still, until he could feel the warmth radiating from her lips.

      Warmth to drive away the chill.

      God, it would be so easy…

      His heart hammered like a fresh-faced youth’s.

      Where now his honorable intentions?

      Swallowing, he stood arrested for an interminable moment. He shuddered and forcibly reminded himself to let her go. He couldn’t afford to feel the warmth—couldn’t afford to forget what he must do. He was more than cold, he was rotten to the bone, and anything he touched would turn the same.

      She might perceive him as a villain but their broken betrothal was the kindest act he had ever performed.

      With some effort, Lucien managed to clear his throat, but for the second time in his life, he couldn’t find his voice to speak.

      “I... I’m quite fine, thank you,” she told him a little unsteadily, squirming out of his embrace.

      It took Lucien a befuddled instant to realize he hadn’t asked. Nor did he so willingly release her. Following her lead, he stepped away at last, once again clearing his throat, though still he could not avert his eyes from her décolletage. “I-I’m pleased to hear it,” he said, his voice sounding strained even to his own ears.
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