
  
    [image: A Scoundrel Under the Mistletoe]
  


  
    
      A SCOUNDREL UNDER THE MISTLETOE

      
        WICKED WIDOWS’ LEAGUE

        BOOK TWENTY

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ARI THATCHER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Free Gift!

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        Excerpt: My Lady Rake

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other Books by Ari Thatcher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      A Scoundrel Under Mistletoe

      Copyright © 2024 Ari Thatcher

      All rights reserved.

      

      Cover design: Mandy Koehler Designs

      

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.

      

      This book is a work of fiction. With the exception of historical figures, any resemblance it bears to reality is entirely coincidental.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE GIFT!

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for my mailing list to be notified of hot new releases, giveaways, and fantastic book sales, and get three free books!

      Join my list now! https://arithatcher.net/free-books-and-newsletter/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Madam,” began the innkeeper with regret in his voice, “I’m sorry to say that every room is taken. The storm has brought unexpected travelers, and we have no vacancies.”

      Mrs. Joy Sinclair’s eyes widened with worry at the thought of spending the night on a hard chair or worse, in a stable filled with straw, not much warmer than the snow outside. She shuddered at the idea of discomfort and impropriety. “And there are no other inns nearby?” she asked, trying to sound lighthearted despite her growing unease.

      “Unfortunately, not for miles,” he replied sympathetically, shaking his head.

      A man stood up from his table in the corner, scraping his chair against the wooden floor. He was tall and dark-haired, with a neatly trimmed beard that revealed his strong jawline. He nodded at Joy, then spoke to her and the innkeeper. “Madam, if you cannot find lodging, you may stay at my home. It’s not much, but it’s warm and clean.” Despite his brief sentences, his sincerity came through loud and clear.

      “However,” he added with a hint of humor in his raised eyebrow, “I’m afraid I don’t cook. We’ll be on bread and cheese if we can’t make our way here.”

      The innkeeper smiled, relief softening the crease between his brows. “I’ll have my wife bundle up what’s left of that roast you just had, Mr. Russell.”

      Joy’s heart fluttered with relief at the unexpected offer. A small smile played on her lips as she nodded at the stranger. “Your generosity is truly unexpected. I will do my best not to be a burden if you’ll have me as a guest.”

      At any other time, she wouldn’t consider going to a strange man’s home, but the innkeeper appeared to know him well enough, and the other people at the tables looked to be guests of the inn.

      “Then it’s settled,” Mr. Russell declared, nodding once firmly as he put on his coat, a practical rather than fashionable black wool garment. “We should leave soon. The snow doesn’t seem to be letting up, and the path to my house can be treacherous in this weather.”

      The innkeeper disappeared into the back room and returned a few minutes later with a cloth bundle, which he offered to Mr. Russell. “My wife added some tea and biscuits. I’m afraid we can’t spare any milk, however.”

      “How kind. Thank her for me,” Joy said.

      “Let us depart,” Mr. Russell said, his words muffled slightly by the woolen scarf he’d wound about his neck. As they stepped outside, the door closing behind them with a definitive click, Joy braced herself against the frigid air that assaulted them. Snowflakes danced like delicate feathers caught in a whirling gale, blanketing the world in ethereal white.

      “Here, allow me,” Mr. Russell offered, his hands, devoid of gloves yet seemingly impervious to the chill, reached out to assist Joy onto the horse whose reins were being held by a boy. His touch was firm but gentle, ensuring she was seated as comfortable as possible sitting aside on a man’s saddle, before he handed up her single bag. She could not help but note the quiet strength in his movements, the economy of motion that spoke of a man accustomed to self-reliance.

      Mr. Russell led the way, his figure a dark silhouette against the swirling snow, his footsteps sure and unhesitating. Joy clutched the saddle’s pommel, her hair peeking from beneath her bonnet, strands teased loose by the wind’s insistent fingers. The horse plodded obediently behind the man, its breath misting in the air, hooves crunching in the freshly fallen snow.

      The cold nipped at Joy’s cheeks, while the rest of her was swathed in layers of warmth—her cloak, her resolve, and something less tangible, a budding sense of curiosity about the man leading her through the storm.

      Looking at the amount of snow piled on the road and surroundings, Joy found herself questioning the advisability of her actions. Here she was, a widow of more than a year, embarking on an adventure that would surely be frowned upon by her friends. Yet, what choice did she have? Spending what could be days at a table in an overcrowded inn wasn’t a sensible choice. She could almost hear the wrath her late husband, William, would have raised knowing she’d done so. He’d likely disapprove of her going home with a stranger now, too, but the innkeeper’s ease in the suggestion gave her comfort.

      “Nearly there,” Mr. Russell called over his shoulder, his words barely audible above the howl of the wind.

      Joy shivered as a gust caught the hem of her cloak. She thought about her employer, the formidable Lady Peasemore, who expected her to arrive by the end of day tomorrow. A written letter would likely be delayed the same as she was, so there was no point in writing. Word would spread about the halting of travel, so the lady would hear somehow.

      The journey to Mr. Russell’s seemed to last both an eternity and only a moment before he halted in front of a modest cottage that exuded a welcoming glow from the large front window. He’d clearly left a fire banked in at least one room. Dismounting with his assistance, Joy trudged through the snow carrying her bag, nearly slipping on the steps to the door. She felt the rush of warmth envelop her as they stepped inside, chasing away the icy tendrils that had wrapped around her bones.

      “Thank you, Mr. Russell,” she said.

      “Make yourself at home,” he replied as he crossed the room and threw more coal on the fire. “I must put up the horse.”

      As Joy ventured further into the room, her gaze swept across the interior. She was immediately drawn to the numerous paintings that adorned the walls. There were landscapes bathed in golden light, portraits that seemed to peer into one’s soul, and the single still life was so vivid she could almost smell the fruit depicted on the canvas.

      The art warmed the space in a way that went beyond the hearth’s heat, adding layers of comfort that helped ease her nervousness at staying in a strange man’s home.

      “You have a fondness for art,” she remarked.

      He paused near the door and offered a nod, his expression unreadable. “It keeps me occupied,” he said.

      “You painted these?” She hoped she didn’t sound too surprised. Something in his manner had her imagining him to be a builder or blacksmith, not a painter.

      He merely grunted and closed the door behind him.

      Joy turned back to the paintings, their allure holding her captive. She unbuttoned her cloak and draped it on the back of a chair near the fire. Her gaze was drawn to a door left ajar. It whispered an invitation, revealing a sliver of a room beyond, where the soft light caught on the jumbled peaks of canvases scattered about a work table.

      A whisper of curiosity nagged at her, urging her to explore. She had always harbored a fondness for art, though her own talents were weak compared to Mr. Russell’s. The room seemed to beckon her, promising secrets of his character. Yet, as she took a tentative step closer, Joy’s heart faltered, caught between her curiosity and the propriety she liked to think she valued so strongly. It wasn’t proper to go snooping through another’s belongings, least of all a man—a man who was but a stranger, albeit a kind one.

      Would he find her intrusion impertinent? Of course he would. Yet her hand hovered ready to push the door open further and enter the room.

      Mr. Russell’s footsteps had faded into the muffled silence of the snow outside, leaving only the crackling hearth and her own shallow breaths as company. The inviting warmth of the house wrapped around her, emboldening her spirit, and finally her curiosity overruled her cautious nature.

      With the faintest creak of protest from the hinges, Joy edged the door further open and slipped inside. The room lay bathed in the weak glow of late afternoon sun filtering through the clouds and frost-kissed window, casting shadows that danced across the floor.

      Her gaze flitted across the table where scattered sketches on paper mixed with unused canvases. She leaned closer, her eyes tracing the lines of charcoal that breathed life into paper. They were drawings of the mundane and the magnificent alike—a woman’s tender smile, a storm-wracked tree, the sinuous curve of a cat at rest—all rendered with a precision and passion that spoke volumes of the man who had offered her safe haven.

      “Remarkable,” she muttered. She noticed the leather-bound sketchbook, its cover worn soft with use, resting innocuously among the chaos of his creations.

      Tentatively, as if the lines might smear under her touch, Joy opened the book to its first leaf. Her heart seemed to skip a beat as she discovered the intimate contours of a female form laid bare on the page. She turned the pages, revealing more figures captured in their natural state, each one a celebration of the human body, unadorned and unashamed.

      One woman in particular held her gaze longer than the others. She reclined on a bed, nude, legs parted and one hand nestled in the dark curls between her thighs. Her other hand held her nipple. But what captivated Joy was the expression on her face, pure ecstasy.  Surely posing alone hadn’t brought her to that state, and Joy doubted she was an actress. Had she and Mr. Russell made love just before he sketched her?

      Joy couldn’t imagine feeling the way that woman looked. Certainly her own experiences with her husband had never hinted at such a state of rapture. Mr. Russell must have quite an imagination to draw a woman looking thus.

      His artistry revealed a sensitivity that belied his gruff exterior, however. He celebrated every curve, every line, with his pencil, creating beauty from simplicity. Joy’s fascination deepened with every page, her initial surprise giving way to a profound appreciation for the skill with which he rendered the delicate interplay of shadow and light upon skin.

      For a fleeting moment, Joy felt as if she were trespassing into the most private recesses of Mr. Russell’s soul, yet it in some way seemed less a violation and more an invitation to understand him in ways words could never convey.

      The striking of the clock in the drawing room reminded her of the passing time, and the likelihood of him returning. With one last lingering look, she closed the sketchbook, wondering for a moment who those women were. Their figures had been diverse, each curve and angle celebrated without censure, yet for Joy, those sinuous lines summoned a storm of self-doubt. Her late husband’s harsh words echoed in her mind, the cold remnants of his disdain wrapping around her like the winter chill outside. “You’re too plump, Joy,” he would say, his eyes devoid of the warmth she so desperately sought. “A lady must maintain her figure.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself, as if to shield her body from the ghosts of criticism past. The thought of someone like Mr. Russell, with his artist’s eye, seeing her as one of these models—unabashedly, openly—was unfathomable. Would he see her softness as a flaw or as a feature to embrace? In her heart, where adventure whispered sweet encouragements, she yearned to believe the latter, but her insecurities, those ever-present specters, clawed her back to a shadowed reality.

      “Who would want to capture my likeness in such a raw form?” she whispered to the empty room. The very notion seemed ludicrous—a fancy best left untouched. Joy Sinclair, widowed and wanting, was no muse for a passionate artist. She was a woman marred by words that carved deeper than any knife.

      Yet, as she stood in the quiet of Mr. Russell’s home, surrounded by the evidence of his talent and his solitary existence, an ember of courage flickered to life within her. It was not enough to dismantle her doubts, but it warmed her with possibilities.

      “Tea,” she resolved, the word a balm to her troubled thoughts. “Yes, I shall make some tea.” With care, she turned away from the allure of the forbidden room, her feet carrying her toward the kitchen.

      The kitchen proved to be a modest affair, much like the rest of the house, functional and without unnecessary adornment. Still, it held the promise of warmth and comfort. As she busied herself with the task at hand, the clink of porcelain and the hiss of boiling water melded into a soothing symphony. Here, in the ritual of service, Joy found a measure of peace.

      In the act of preparing the tea, Joy discovered a simple joy, a reprieve from her inner turmoil. She poured the steaming liquid with a steady hand, the fragrant steam curling upwards, beckoning with its aromatic whispers. And as she did, a smile touched her lips—a silent acknowledgment that even amidst the winter’s bite, there was warmth to be found and kindness to be given.
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      The delicate clink of porcelain against wood broke the quiet of the drawing room as Joy placed the teacups on the table while Mr. Russell hung up his coat and scarf. A hint of bergamot scented the room, and she felt an inexplicable stir within her—a fluttering notion that bordered on audacious. Did she have the nerve?

      She forced herself to speak before sensibility took control of her. “Would you consider sketching me, Mr. Russell?” Her heart seemed to skip a beat, waiting for him to cast aside her request as frivolous.

      Mr. Russell paused, mid-sip, his blue eyes lifting from the dark liquid to meet her gaze. For a moment, he simply observed her, his gaze analytical yet distant, as if he were seeing her not just with his eyes but with a painter’s mind. The silence stretched between them, and Joy felt the weight of his gaze as though it were tangible, a sculptor assessing the clay before him.

      “Sketch you, Mrs. Sinclair?” He sounded almost bemused, the words measured and slow as if testing their shape in the world. A muscle twitched in his jaw, the only sign of surprise in his otherwise composed demeanor.

      “Yes,” she replied, her own boldness surprising her. There was a certain freedom, she found, in the wake of widowhood—the shackles of one’s former life loosening enough to allow small acts of rebellion. “We seem to have some time on our hands this afternoon…”

      “Very well,” he said after a thoughtful pause. “After I finish my tea.”

      Joy took the chair opposite him at the table and pretended to sip her drink, too nervous to actually consume anything.

      Time stretched immensely before he finally straightened from his slouched position, setting down his cup with a clink that seemed to resonate through the room. Pushing back his chair, he rose and went to the room Joy had explored.

      A smile flickered across Joy’s lips, a bloom of pleasure unfurling within her chest. She had dared greatly, and he had accepted the challenge.

      Her heart skittered like a startled hare as Mr. Russell rummaged through his satchel, producing pencils and papers with the care of an alchemist selecting potions. Her eyes followed him, watching to see if he picked up that leather-bound sketchbook. Instead, he returned with his easel and a paper pinned to a thin board.

      “Where should I sit?” she asked.

      “Here,” he directed, pointing to a chaise longue beside the window where the afternoon sun filtered through lace curtains. The thin light pooled around the chosen spot, illuminating it in the dim room.

      As she settled onto the plush fabric, a chill washed over her, the fire being too far to warm the cold from outside. But a fresh wave of heat crept up her neck as she contemplated the possibility of disrobing for a strange man. Her husband was the only man to have ever seen her nude, and even then, only when he caught her bathing.

      Mr. Russell would ask her to undress, wouldn’t he? All the women she’d seen in his book were naked, or draped with an artfully-placed bit of lace. The thought sent a thrill down her spine, yet she dared not voice the question that danced on her tongue. Instead, she imagined the scenario in vivid detail, the cool draft from the window playing across her exposed skin, hardening her nipples. A strange man’s gaze mapping her every inch, capturing her essence without a single touch.

      “Turn your head slightly... there,” Mr. Russell instructed, stepping back to survey her position. “And think of something pleasant. It will soften your features.”

      “Something pleasant,” Joy echoed softly, allowing her mind to wander. He was beginning, she realized. He would draw her fully clothed. She sighed, then thought of wildflower meadows, of laughter shared with a friend, of the unexpected sweetness found within the pages of a beloved book. Her muscles softened as she sank back slightly into the chair, a whisper of a smile gracing her lips.

      “Perfect, stay just like that,” he said, his words carrying an undertone of admiration that caused her to blush anew. His eyes met hers for a brief moment before dropping to the paper before him.

      She watched, fascinated by the rhythm of his hand as he sketched, conveying not words but shapes and shadows onto the blank canvas. She longed to be able to watch what he drew, as silly as that sounded.

      “Relax, Mrs. Sinclair,” he said without looking up. “You’re safe here.”

      His reassurance, simple and steady, anchored her. And yet a shiver of unbidden disappointment feathered through her as he moved his pencil above the page without requesting her to shed even a layer of her attire. Her grey gown was a pretty enough garment with its fine lace trim, yet it clung to her form with a sturdiness that now seemed almost prudish. With a gentle rustling of fabric, she shifted slightly in her seat.

      “Please, remain still.” His tone was a touch firmer now, a polite reprimand against her unintended movement. He had not lifted his gaze to meet hers, instead, his focus remained tethered to the paper, as if he could coax her essence onto the sheet with sheer will.

      A silent sigh escaped her lips, as she chided herself for even imagining he might wish her to pose nude. To offer to undress would mean to confess—to reveal her clandestine perusal of his sketchbook and the unadorned figures that posed within its pages. It was a truth she could not afford to bare, not when staying alone with him risked a scandal that could ruin a lady’s reputation. Exactly the sort of scandal that would lose her governess position.

      The scratching of pencil on paper filled the space like a metronome, steady and sure. Joy held her breath, caught in a folly of her own making. She wished to be seen, truly seen, but the layers of lace and linen felt like a wall between her secret self and this man—this artist—who wielded his pencil as a knight might brandish a sword.

      In the quiet, her heart thrummed a rhythm of anticipation mingled with doubt. The notion that her visage could stir this man’s inspiration seemed as far-fetched as a pauper’s dream of riches. What did she have to offer but the ordinary countenance of a widow whose beauty—if ever it had been noteworthy—was surely fading like the last hues of twilight? She was thirty-four years old now, not an innocent ingenue.

      Yet there she sat, a living still life under the scrutinous eye of a man who saw the world in shades and lines. Joy pondered the memory of her reflection in the mirror that morning. She was of average height, wore her reddish-brown hair arranged in simple fashion, and had plain brown eyes that seldom betrayed emotion since the death of her husband. These were not the sort of features sung about in sonnets or captured in grand portraits. And yet, here she was, the subject of Mr. Russell’s focused attention, the center of a world reduced to pencil strokes and the silent language of art.

      How strange to feel so invisible and yet so painfully visible all at once.

      With a final flourish, Mr. Russell set his pencil down and exhaled deeply, as if he had been holding his breath. Joy watched, her pulse quickening, as he turned the easel around for her to see. There she was, immortalized upon the page, her features brought to life with gentle strokes and soft shadows.
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