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      To my grandparents, who provided such a diverse background for my stories. My fascination for my roots often show up in my books.

      My maternal grandfather descended from the MacNaughton clan in the Scottish Highlands, where my MacNaughton Castle series is based. My maternal grandmother’s descendants hailed from France and Wales. I have two heroes from based in Wales in the Once Upon a Widow series—Earl of Brecken and Earl of Griffith.
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      A debutante’s rude awakening…

      Lady Jennet Gordon has led a charmed life until her first Season. Rumors about her father’s finances circulate, followed by a tragic but suspicious accident, leaving Jenny and her mother a modest widow’s dowery to survive on with no immediate heir. Two years later, secluded on their Northumberland estate, a distant cousin is found to assume the title. Jenny fears that the heir—known in the shipping industry as the Hangman—will evict her and her mother from their home. Surely, he would not throw them out at Christmastide?

      

      A driven man with a fierce reputation…

      Barnabus Gordon is the grandson of a pirate and the son of a privateer. His grandfather,  the younger son of a titled family, refused to accept the traditional careers offered him and took to the sea. When Barnabus’s father is killed early in the war, he vows to legitimize the family business. Using the cutthroat lessons learned in his childhood from two generations of rebellious Gordons, he buys out shipowners in financial distress and accrues his own fleet. When Barnabus learns he is the new Earl of Townsen, a title that is debt-ridden and comes with two penniless females.

      

      A collision beneath the mistletoe…

      The gruffly handsome Gordon is determined to settle the issue of his newly acquired English estate and return to the sea. Yet when he arrives at Brierdene Hall, he discovers two caring women and a forgotten longing for love and family. With both of them hiding their growing affection—and past secrets—Lady Jennet worries her feelings for Barnabus will appear too convenient. He fears moving forward because of their familial ties. Until the Town lady and seafaring brute find themselves sixes and sevens under a mistletoe. One kiss ignites a Yule log of passion and holiday magic that refuses to be extinguished.
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        May 1818

        London, England

      

      

      

      The ball was perfect. He was perfect. The entire evening was like a shimmering dream, waltzing beneath hundreds of flickering candles, the veranda doors open to the mild spring breezes, the myriad of colors and fabrics whirring past her. Lady Jennet never wanted it to end. She looked up at the viscount with his deep-brown eyes, golden hair, and dazzling smile that made her knees weak. She was sure he was the most handsome man in the room, and every pair of female eyes—debutantes, that is—burned a hole in her back. Jenny bit back the smug smile. Her mama would say it was unbecoming. But after three events, Lord Mandelay had finally noticed her.

      As the dance ended, a final swish of pale-rose silk swirled around her ankles and brushed her creamy satin slippers as Lord Mandelay’s hand left her lower back. She felt a chill at its absence but closed her fingers around his arm as he led her off the dancefloor and back to her mother.

      “Lord and Lady Townsen,” the viscount said with a bow, “I return your lovely daughter.”

      “She is, isn’t she?” agreed Lord Townsen. “The image of her beautiful mother.”

      “You presented such a handsome couple out there,” said Jenny’s mother. “You dance together as one. It’s delightful to watch.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Lord Mandelay turned to her stepfather. “I heard there was trouble in Wales last week, Townsen. A mine collapsed, and two more have closed after the miners refused to work them. Not any of yours, I hope?”

      Lord Townsen cleared his throat and swallowed. “Eh? My mines? Of course not.”

      Jenny saw the shrewdness in Lord Mandelay’s eye, heard the cold concern in his tone. He may be handsome, but the viscount was not kind. A chill swept over her at the same time a wave of loyalty reared in her chest. Had he asked her to dance only to have an excuse to harangue her stepfather? Why would Mandelay care about the earl’s investments? It seemed as if he were deliberately trying to set up Papa’s bristles.

      She removed her fingers from the viscount’s coat and moved beside her parents, a sense of foreboding settling in her chest. The Earl of Townsen was the only father she’d ever known, and she loved him dearly. Her mother had remarried when Jenny was but four, and both women adored the handsome and kind man. Though there had never been any surviving children from their marriage, the earl had always doted on Jenny.

      “I’m relieved to hear it,” the viscount was saying. “Your family has had enough tragedy after losing your nephew and sister-in-law last year.”

      It had been a catastrophe, and yet another devastating loss for the earl. Her uncle, Chester Gordon, was in line to inherit the title—if he could be found. Where the earl loved home and family, his brother had craved science and insects, preferring the jungles of Africa or some faraway place no one could pronounce. Due to his brother’s infrequent visits home, Lord Townsen had raised his nephew Arthur as a son and prepared him to run the estates for the baron until he eventually assumed the title.

      The earl had always insisted he was happy with his lot. A loving wife and daughter, a nephew whom he loved like a son, and good fortune shining down upon him. What more could he ask for, he’d asked often as he raised a cup in toast. Then a fever had spread through London, and in a week, Arthur Gordon and his mother were dead. The family wasn’t sure if Chester had even received the news.

      “Yes, my lord,” Jenny broke in, “it was sad indeed. Thank you so much for bringing it up.” She forced a smile, feeling a sudden dislike for the handsome man in front of her. He was poking around for something, but she didn’t know what. And from the pale face of her father, the viscount had struck a nerve.

      “I heard there was an incident involving tea⁠—”

      “Lud, but it’s dreadfully warm. Townsen, would you mind terribly if we departed early?” Her mother had also noticed the earl’s discomfort. The protective females were circling.

      This suggestion brought some color back to her husband’s face. “I’m your servant, my dear.” He turned to Jenny. “Would you care to stay longer? I’m sure we could arrange for someone⁠—”

      “Quite ready, Papa.”

      Lord Mandelay bowed over her and her mother’s gloved hand. “Lady Jennet, Lady Townsend, it’s been a pleasure.”

      Jenny gave him another thin smile, her eyes narrowed. Her mother’s pressed lips indicated she was also worried. The carriage ride home was quiet, and once home, her parents said goodnight and went straight to their bedchambers. When she couldn’t sleep, she thought a book might help, so she padded silently along the hall, passing her parents’ door on her way to the library.

      “Is there no recovering from the mine closures?” She could hear the strain in her mother’s voice even through the door. “I had no idea we were having financial difficulties. I assumed the gossip was just that and ignored it.”

      “It wasn’t only the mines, I’m afraid. I should have pulled out when the others did, but I thought… Well, Arthur was so good at choosing the right investments, when to risk a larger sum and when to walk away.” A low, masculine moan. “I invested in… in a speculative venture that failed, so I tried again. And again.”

      “Is that why you sold the estate in Kent?”

      “I’ve sold both the Kent and Somerset properties, I’m afraid. This last investment was in tea with several other scoundrels I had just become acquainted with. How could that go wrong, I asked myself. A special blend of black tea from China must bring a good price, but the warehouse burned. The entire shipment went up in smoke.”

      “The insurance will certainly take care of much of the loss.” A long silence. “The building, the tea, they were insured?”

      “I was fleeced but good, my dear, by my three partners, sly boots the lot of them. Two of whom used aliases, and one who worked for the insurer, took the allocated money for the tea, assuring me I would receive the blunt for the building. But the warehouse had been rented, and my esteemed business associates have disappeared. Lloyd’s of London sent me notice that they believe the high-quality tea they insured was, in fact, a very poor-quality green tea. They are looking for the gentlemen and investigating my part in the whole sordid affair.” Her father barked a pained, mirthless laugh. “At least Lloyd’s was also duped along with me, having employed one of the blackguards.”

      Another long silence while Jenny stood frozen, her hand upon her mouth, her heart pounding.

      “How bad is it? Please, share this burden with me, my love,” her mother pleaded, and Jenny could hear the tears in her voice. “I never would have been so extravagant this Season had I known. Now tell me all, and we will manage somehow. I can be very frugal when the circumstances warrant.”

      “We’re in deep, ruined, and that demmed Mandelay is blowing the horn. I’ve maneuvered the Apostles as long as I could, and now they’re all converging at once. There is no way for me to recuperate these losses or weather the bloody scandal. I doubt they would pursue a prison sentence, but there is no more credit. I shall never hold my head up again.”

      Jenny thought she heard a sob. Her heart ached for her papa as guilt slammed in her chest.

      “Our country seat in Northumberland is small but self-sufficient and will provide for both of you. My brother will not want to manage it, but I have a competent steward, and you shall live there. I had enough sense never to touch your dowry, and it will provide a modest living. You and Jenny will be fine.”

      At the mention of her name, her stomach roiled. Her father was talking as if he wouldn’t be with them.

      “Townsen, stop this nonsense. We will face this storm together. Do not play the martyr with me, sir,” her mother scolded in a gentle tone. “Who needs London as long as we are a family? We’ll be as content as a bee in a heather field. With a bit of budgeting⁠—”

      Jenny moved away from the door, horrified. The dresses purchased for her first Season, the countless accessories, the ball Mama had planned for her coming-out had all been extravagances Papa could ill afford. Blinded by tears, she stumbled down the stairs. While she had played the spoiled, selfish debutante, her father had been selling off prime properties to buy silly trinkets she and her mother insisted they needed.
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        * * *

      

      “But my lady, these are your best gowns,” whined her maid. “If I try to sell them, I’ll be accused of stealing them. I have a mum to care for.” Elsa wrung her hands, fear brightening her pale-blue eyes. “Please don’t make me do it.”

      It had been three days since Jenny had overheard her parents’ conversation. She’d spent the mornings going through her entire wardrobe, knowing there was a purse of gold in the dizzying array of color and fabric atop her bed.

      Jenny sighed, hands on full hips. “Do you know of anyone who could?”

      “Something’s off. What is it, miss?”

      “I’m afraid⁠—”

      A knock on the door gave Elsa an excuse to leave the small mountain of clothing. The housekeeper stood in the hall, her hands clasped in front of her.

      “Lady Townsen wishes to see you in your father’s office, Lady Jennet. She says it’s urgent.”

      “Tell her⁠—”

      “Very urgent. I’m to bring you straight away.”

      Jenny’s heart pounded as she hurried down the stairs. She found her mother, pale and crying, with a gentleman she didn’t recognize. “Mama, what is it?” Jenny fell to her knees before the countess, pulling her mother’s hand to her own cheek.

      “There’s been… there’s been…” A low wail escaped Lady Townsen, and she bent her head, gripping Jenny’s fingers so tightly she thought they would break.

      “I’m afraid there’s been an accident, my lady,” said the stranger. “Your father’s carriage was abandoned on a bridge outside of Town. His body was found this morning in the Thames.”
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        September 1820

        Brierdene Hall, Brierdene, Northumberland

      

      

      

      Lady Townsen paced back and forth, waving the letter above her head, her voice growing shriller with each step. The ash-brown hair mother and daughter shared had gained threads of silver since the death of her husband. “He’s dead. Your uncle succumbed to a fever in some godforsaken jungle.”

      “Uncle Chester? Mama, what does that mean?” Jenny didn’t want to seem unsympathetic, but she’d seen the man only a few times and couldn’t remember ever having a conversation with him.

      Her mother stopped pacing and crumpled the paper. “I don’t know. I assume the search will be on for some distant male relative.”

      “And in the meantime?” Jenny’s stomach roiled. They were settled and content now at Brierdene Hall. It had been an adjustment, but with each trial, Mama always repeated their motto:

      
        
        A new day, a new start.

      

      

      “The title will be put in abeyance, so we have a roof over our heads for now. With a bit of luck, it could take a year before they find another Gordon descendant.”

      “And if they don’t find an heir?

      “Lud, if we could only be so fortunate. There have been titles in abeyance for centuries. So, we’ll say a prayer tonight that there are no more Gordons in England. At least until you have found a husband.” Her mother leaned forward and patted Jenny’s cheek. “Though how we’ll find someone suitable so far north, with nothing to recommend us to anyone but gentry, will be the mystery of the decade.”

      “If nothing changes, we’ll never return to London for a Season.” Jenny frowned and tapped her foot, feeling her mother’s hazel eyes studying her. “I’ll soon be twenty-one, Mama. I may not have the luxury of picking and choosing.”

      Coming to terms with the fact she would never find a titled husband after her father’s suspicious death, Jenny had dreamt of finding a wealthy and handsome squire. He would fall instantly in love with her, giving her free rein with his income to help the villagers. She was sure that by initiating some altruistic act, she could make up for the past selfishness that had led to her father’s death. She and her mother had played a part in his demise as surely as the swindlers who’d robbed him.

      “I’m more concerned they will find some long-lost cousin.” With a huff, her mother joined her before the hearth as they enjoyed tea in the small first-floor parlor. A cheerful fire blazed, the pop and crackle a comforting sound. “He could easily throw us out on the street.”

      “The road,” chirped Jenny with a smirk.

      “What?”

      “We are outside the village. There is only a road, no streets.”

      “You impudent girl,” her mother said with a bark of laughter. “In the meantime, we must increase our efforts to find you a husband.”

      Jenny groaned. “There is no one within fifty miles suitable for a husband.”

      “The baron is interested.” Lady Townsen poured herself and her daughter a cup of tea. She took a sip. “Though, he is a bit long in the tooth.”

      “I admit he is a kind gentleman, but the thought of—” She shuddered.

      “I agree. Your father would haunt me if I let you marry that old man.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “We’ll have to hope that fate has plans for us. Something will come along, my dear. Someone is out there, waiting to sweep you off your feet.”

      Jenny giggled. “From gothic to romance. Only you, Mama.”

      Both women tended to be optimistic. If Jenny was Friday-faced, her mother would lift her spirits with some quip, or a favorite dessert would be produced after supper. If it was her mother succumbing to a fit of the blue-devils, Jenny would bring up some of their favorite memories. They would laugh and reminisce together, remembering how fortunate they were compared to so many others.

      While the estate provided them shelter, the income from rents barely covered the upkeep and the steward’s wage. There were too many repairs needed, and no money coming in to make necessary improvements. Mr. Harvey lament days gone by when the estate had been a grand place. If we only had a bit of brass, he’d say, Brierdene Hall could regain its old glory.

      In reality, the widow’s pension was enough to pay a small staff and keep everyone fed and clothed, with a little leftover for an annual trip to London to visit the solicitor. Last summer, Mama had received an invitation from an old friend, Lady Franklin, and they’d spent a glorious month in Bath. But their lives were far from the social whirlwind of London society.
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        * * *

      

      December 1820

      “Well, the worst has happened.” Lady Townsen sighed, her eyes rolling up to the ceiling. “Why did I not ask you more about your outcast uncle?”

      “A disowned relative?” asked Jenny, ignoring the fact her mother still spoke to her dead husband as if her were alive. “What does the solicitor say?”

      Jenny’s mother cleared her throat and began to read,

      Dear Lady Townsen,

      I am writing to inform you a male descendant of the Gordon family has been found. Mr. Barnabus Gordon is the grandson of Lord Townsen’s uncle, Mr. Theodore Gordon, and the son of Mr. Barnaby Gordon, Lord Townsen’s cousin. Both Mr. Theodore and Barnaby Gordon are deceased. Barnabus, the future Earl of Townsen, will arrive some time before February to inspect the estate.

      His response to my letter was curt. Neither the tone of his correspondence nor his moniker bode well for any possible charitable obligations to estranged family members. In the shipping industry, he is called The Hangman, preying on smaller companies who face bankruptcy and acquiring their vessels for a pittance. I would advise an immediate search for alternate lodgings.

      Your servant,

      Mr. Gladbury

      

      “Why have you not spoken of these Gordons, Mama? What did the uncle do that I have never even heard his name?” Jenny imagined a rake of great proportion, disowned for his scoundrel ways. Did that type of behavior pass from father to son? What kind of rogue would soon be upon their doorstep?

      

      “I don’t know much. Your father only mentioned his uncle once or twice. By the time we were married, the scandal had been almost forgotten.” She tapped her lip with her forefinger, looking up to the ceiling again. “What did you tell me, my love?”

      “Was he cast out of London for torrid affairs? Or in a duel and had to flee the country?”

      “Missing the London on-dits, child?” her mother scolded with a chuckle. “No, it was a desire for adventure. Uncle Theodore somehow landed on a ship and became a pirate.”

      “A pirate? How romantic.”

      “Lud, I don’t think so. He married some Scottish lass and made his living roaming the seas and plundering ships.” Lady Townsen paused at her daughter’s amazed look. “I imagine that will satisfy your curiosity for a while.”

      “Did Papa ever meet either of them?” Jenny envisioned one of the tall, dark Gordons at the helm of a great vessel, bellowing orders as another ship approached. Her heart began to pound at the thought of the man soon to arrive on their—his—doorstep.

      “He remembered his uncle as full of life but never saw or heard of him again after he left.”

      “Was he handsome?”

      “I have no idea.” Lady Townsen wagged a finger at Jenny. “Don’t get any romantic ideas about handsome pirates whisking you away on a ship and living on some little island where it never gets cold.”

      She shook her head and giggled. “Well, Mama, it seems as if you have given it more thought than I have. Who is the other letter from?”

      Her mother broke the seal and opened the correspondence, scanning it quickly. “Lady Franklin. They are planning Christmastide festivities and have invited us to stay through Twelfth Night.” She tapped the correspondence with her finger. Her old friend was married to a very wealthy baronet in the import and export business. “This might be the opportunity we’ve been looking for. We can never afford to stay long on our yearly trek to Town, let alone stay during the Season. But if either of Lady Franklin’s daughters are there for the holidays, you may meet an eligible young man. One who is looking to step up in society.”

      “But we don’t know when Mr. Gordon will arrive. Is it proper to leave if he should come while we’re away?” To be in London with friends, dancing, music, games… Not that she wasn’t grateful for Brierdene Hall, but it was rather dull and lonely compared to her former life. A holiday diversion, especially with this latest news from their solicitor, seemed so timely.

      “Pish on the man. If he won’t give us a more exact time of his visit, how can he expect us to sit and wait for him day and night? Besides, what difference does it make? He is coming to inspect the property not us.” Her mother’s sly grin was contagious. “Let’s see what mischief we can get into in Town, shall we?”
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