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        To save her marriage, must she risk her brother’s life?

      

      

      All of her life, Holly has dreamed of adventure and heroics. Indeed, she would far rather be a spy for the British against Napoleon, like her twin brother, Noel, than make her London debut. That is, until she meets Hunt, the handsome Marquess of Vandover. After a whirlwind courtship, they are married on Christmas Eve—Holly’s (and Noel’s) birthday. Holly is deeply in love, and her new husband’s career in the Foreign Office allows her to rub shoulders with diplomats and ambassadors, feeding her love of adventure. The future seems full of promise until her inept attempts to assist her husband in his career—and become a heroine in her own right—leads her to trust the wrong person. Suddenly Holly is plunged into a terrible conflict of loyalties, where she must choose between saving her nearly-broken marriage–and her beloved brother’s life!

      

      Book 5 of Brenda Hiatt’s bestselling Hiatt Regency Classics collection.
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        JULY 1812

      

      

      “OH, NOEL, can’t I please come with you?” Holly seized her twin brother’s coat sleeve and put on her most beguiling smile. “You know how I've always longed to do exactly this, something heroic and exciting, and two of us could be of twice as much help to England as one.”

      “We went over all this yesterday,” said Noel firmly. “You promised to do your part here on English soil, covering for my absence.”

      “But I speak French as well as you do, thanks to Maman and Grand-pére. We could be a team, just the way we used to be when we were younger. I would make a marvelous spy, Noel. You’ve said so yourself.” Despite her eagerness Holly kept her voice low, even though the dusty village road was yet deserted in this cool hour before dawn.

      “You’ve always been a marvel for sticking your nose where it don’t belong,” he admitted, “and even better than I at ferreting out secrets with your disarming ways. But those were mere childhood games, Holly. This will be the genuine article.” Noel’s whisper was adamant. “We are nearly twenty now, you and I, and France in wartime is no place for a young woman. I’ll do far better alone, for Uncle Henri might well find me a clerk’s position in Paris, where he could never find one for you. Besides, there is the matter of your come-out this fall. You’ll scarce notice I am gone, I daresay, once you’re caught up in the whirl of Society.”

      Holly snorted. “I never wished for a formal debut, and well you know it. Blanche has always said the London ton are snobbish beyond belief.”

      “To her, I doubt not they were, fat, prissy, parading thing that she is.” Noel’s mouth twisted with disgust. “She must say something, you know, to account for the fact that she didn’t take in three Seasons on the market. But you’re different. I’d have insisted Maman fire you off last spring, had we not still been in mourning. But even during the Little Season, you’ll likely nab yourself an earl at the very least!” His hazel eyes twinkled irrepressibly in the faint light of approaching sunrise.

      In spite of the pain she felt at her brother’s imminent departure, Holly had to chuckle at his absurdity. Her dowry was respectable, but scarcely enough to tempt a peer. “Merely an earl?” she asked with assumed lightness. “If I can’t go off with you to become a national heroine, I must console myself with at least a marquess, or perhaps even a duke!”

      “That’s better,” said Noel approvingly. Then he sobered. “Now remember, you are not to breathe a word to anyone—anyone—of where I am going. It could be extremely dangerous, especially since I’m not precisely official. I will get word to you if I can, using our old code, but as far as Maman and everyone else is concerned, I’ve joined a regiment taking ship for Upper Canada to defend it against the Americans.”

      Holly nodded solemnly. “I won’t forget. But I will find some way to do my bit here, Noel, you’ll see.” Her voice caught as she heard the low rumble of the approaching stage. It rounded the curve and its pale lamps twinkled into view.

      “Oh, must you go?” she cried suddenly, startling herself as much as her brother. “As a spy—especially an unofficial spy—you will be in far more danger than if you were truly going to fight as an officer. And whatever would I do if—”

      “Ever my sentimental little raven,” chuckled Noel, gently tugging his sister’s straight ebony tresses, so unlike his own curly chestnut mop. “You of all people know how much I want to do this. And England needs me in this capacity, whether she knows it yet or not.”

      The stage pulled to a halt before them, the horses stamping and jingling their harnesses.

      “Take care of Maman—and old Arrow, here.” He patted the hound at her side. “Don’t let Blanche ride roughshod over any of you.”

      Digging her fingernails into her palms, Holly forced a smile. “You will win the war for England, I know. But do be careful!” Blinking rapidly, Holly fought to hold back the tears that suddenly threatened. She was determined that her brother’s last sight of home would not be of her weeping.

      Noel gave her a quick, rough hug. “I promise. And you do your damnedest to catch yourself that marquess!”

      His luggage was stowed and in less than a minute the coach was under way again. As the bobbing lamps receded, Holly’s shoulders sagged and her tears, no longer held in check, ran freely down her cheeks.
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        CHRISTMAS EVE, 1812

      

      

      “DO STOP twitching, cherie,” admonished Mrs. Paxton as she tried to adjust Holly’s veil. “’Tis nearly time for you to go down.”

      In spite of her mother’s remonstrances, Holly turned her head slightly, trying to get a peep at herself in the glass. “I know the bridegroom is not supposed to see me before the ceremony, Maman, but surely I may see myself?”

      “Eh, bien. You are ready, I think.” Mrs. Paxton stepped back and allowed her daughter to turn completely around.

      “’Tis a shame white does not suit you so well as it does me,” said Blanche peevishly from her place by the window. She shook her head slightly to better admire, in a small hand mirror, the fall of her blond curls against her rose velvet bridesmaid’s gown. Plainly, she had still not forgiven her younger sister for marrying out of turn.

      Finally able to examine herself in the pier glass, Holly felt sure she had never looked so well, not even in her finest ball gown. Despite Blanche’s words, she thought the sumptuous white lace over satin dress became her quite well. Her black locks were swept up beneath a Brussels lace veil and her green eyes positively glowed.

      “Pray don’t do anything to embarrass us, Holly,” Blanche sniped as their mother handed Holly the beribboned Christmas bouquet she was to carry. “It is scandalous enough that you are marrying Vandover a mere two months after your betrothal—and in the wilds of Yorkshire instead of in London.”

      “Blanche, mon ange, do not add to our little bride’s nervousness.” Mrs. Paxton gave a quick shake of her head.

      But Holly spoke up. “’Tis not scandalous at all. I think it very sweet that Lord Vandover wished to marry on my birthday. And he insisted on holding the wedding here only so that his grandmother would not miss it. The two of them are very close.”

      Holly knew too well what was really bothering Blanche. Not only was she marrying first, but she had attracted a peer. The thought of herself as a marchioness—eventually, a duchess—seemed vaguely absurd even to Holly. For the hundredth time she wondered what dashing Lord Vandover could have seen in her to prompt an offer.

      “It does seem almost unreal, doesn’t it?” she murmured as her mother moved to open the door. “Everything happened so very quickly.” Indeed, since her arrival in London in mid-September, her life had been one exciting whirl.

      “’Twas the most romantic thing I ever saw.” Mrs. Paxton gave a happy sigh. "Lord Vandover must have been thoroughly enchanted to make you an offer only a month into the Little Season, and he so gallant, so handsome—and heir to the Duke of Wickburn! Such a coup for you—for us all!”

      Blanche’s face took on a pinched look, but Holly smiled dreamily, remembering.

      Of course she had accepted him. Not only did his title, wealth and looks place him head and shoulders above his rivals, as Maman had repeatedly pointed out, but she sensed in him a depth that went far beyond the shallow flirtation of her other suitors. His compliments, though few and never flowery, always sounded sincere. More importantly, he seemed kind. But so serious. Holly had sensed a need in him, a hunger for happiness, for simple gaiety, that she had immediately longed to fill.

      She had fallen head over ears in love before she knew where she was.

      Swept up in the wonder of her first romance, Holly had not recalled until just recently her brother’s parting words. Wouldn’t Noel be amazed to learn she'd done exactly as he jokingly advised—and through no real effort of her own. She chuckled, finally turning away from the glass.

      “Allons, my love, come!” Her mother urged her through the door. “The others will be waiting by now. Blanche, cherie, you have my fan?”

      Upon leaving the now-familiar chamber she had occupied during her two weeks at Wickburn, Holly’s flash of humour unexpectedly gave way to panic as it hit her that there was no turning back now. Glitter and romance were all well and good, but marriage was for a lifetime—a lifetime to be spent with a man she barely knew.

      Since their betrothal two months ago, the Marquess and Holly had enjoyed exactly three private conversations, all of them brief. His insistence on a speedy wedding told her he was used to having his own way, at least. What else might he insist upon? She tightened her grip on her mother’s arm as they descended the grand staircase.

      Mrs. Paxton merely patted her hand comfortingly. She had given her daughter reams of advice, both practical and cautionary, and pieces of it spun through Holly’s head now.

      “For all that he is plainly a passionate man, you must not be hurt if your Marquess conceals his feelings. The English are not so open about such things as we French,” she had said once. And then, only last night, “Pray have no fear of your wedding bed, my love. A little pain—tut!—what is that? ’Tis over in a flash, and many women feel none at all, only pleasure.”

      Oddly, it was the Christmas decorations that helped to restore Holly’s equilibrium. The drapings of greenery and the red velvet bows reminded Holly of Christmases past at her home in Derbyshire. The familiar sharp scent of fir and the gleam of holly berries made Wickburn's imposing Great Hall seem less intimidating, even as they made her miss Noel more acutely than ever on this, their joint birthday. His absence lent the only melancholy note to what was surely the happiest day of her life.

      What was he doing all this time in France? So far he had sent no word. Holly sent up quick prayer for his continued safety.

      Suddenly she was at the bottom of the grand staircase and all thoughts fled in the bustle around her. The Dowager Duchess, Lord Vandover’s grandmother, was there, along with the Duchess of Wickburn, his stepmother. The Duchess was strikingly lovely in pale green satin trimmed with white fur, her flame red hair piled elegantly beneath a matching bonnet that was the height of fashion. The Marquess’s sister, Lady Anne, stood close by, cheerful and pretty in a rose gown that matched Blanche’s.

      “Well, my dear, your day has arrived!” The Dowager Duchess, dressed in lilac velvet and looking remarkably lively for her eighty-odd years, came forward at once to clasp Holly's hands. “Dare I hope you are as happy as I about it?”

      Holly warmed instantly to the elderly woman’s infectious cheerfulness. “Happier, I should hope, your grace,” she responded somewhat breathlessly.

      The Dowager perceived it at once. “A bit nervous, are ye?” A touch of Irish lilt was noticeable in her voice. “That’s to be expected, but you needn’t be. Hunt will do well by you. If he don’t, he’ll answer to me!” She nodded vigorously, her blue eyes twinkling.

      “Have the gentlemen gone on to the church already?” asked Holly’s mother.

      “Nearly ten minutes ago,” replied the Duchess, from behind the Dowager. “We should hurry, Miss Paxton.” Holly had a fleeting impression that the Duchess’s smile did not quite reach her eyes.

      Then she was being bundled out the door and into the carriage waiting to convey the ladies to the ceremony. Wedged between the Dowager and her mother, chattering across her like magpies, Holly felt herself again swept up into the moment.

      At the door of the church she felt her panic momentarily resurface. A throng of the local people waited without, ready to cheer and offer congratulations the moment the newlyweds emerged. Their presence underscored the fact that one day she would be Duchess on these lands, with important responsibilities to these people. It seemed an intimidating prospect.

      Then, seemingly between one breath and the next, she was inside the church, her mother and the Dowager putting finishing touches to the set of her tiara and the fall of her lace. Music was struck up and the portly, jovial Duke of Wickburn himself stepped forward to escort her the length of the aisle to where the Marquess awaited her. With a brief pang, Holly wished that Noel were here to give her away, but then her eyes met those of her bridegroom and all her misgivings fled.

      The Marquess looked handsomer than she had ever seen him, attired in deep blue satin, the gold embroidery of his waistcoat picking up the matching highlights in his brown hair. At the sight of her, his clear blue eyes warmed and his firm lips curved in a slight smile.

      

      Ashton Huntcliff Maitland, Marquess of Vandover, “Hunt” to his friends, watched Holly’s progress with pride. Amazing that he had found such a woman so soon after making the decision to wed. What a wife she would make him!

      Years of diplomatic missions, mostly abroad, trying to forge his own career while covering for his father’s frequent blunders, had left him cynical almost to the point of bitterness. Holly, with her raven hair, ivory complexion and wide green eyes sparkling with laughter and joie de vivre, had drawn him like a moth to a flame, a welcome counterpoint to his own sombre, world-weary outlook.

      Nor did she have any of the airs and affectations one might expect in one so lovely. Instead, she seemed totally unaware of her own charms, a vivid contrast to his stepmother, who demanded that everyone within her radius pay homage to her beauty. Watching Holly walking toward him, so elegant in her bridal finery, Hunt felt a surge of longing. Schooling her in love would be sheer delight—a delight that would begin tonight.

      Finally completing the long, slow walk up the chapel aisle, Holly took her place at her bridegroom’s side. As she repeated the vows, his eyes frequently sought hers and she felt a delicious warmth fill her at the promise in their expression. Their kiss at the conclusion was all too brief; she would have liked to explore further the interesting sensations that occurred at the touch of his lips on hers.

      Holly floated on air during the return trip down the aisle on her new husband’s arm. The wintry daylight that greeted them along with the cheers of the common folk buoyed her spirits further—she had always loved winter. Glancing up at the sky, she wondered whether it might snow, to complete the perfection of this Christmas.

      “You make as beautiful a bride as I thought you would, Lady Vandover,” the Marquess whispered into her ear as he handed her into the decorated carriage that was to bear them back to Wickburn.

      Holly blinked. Lady Vandover. The title sounded so strange, so new. She smiled. “And you make a very handsome bridegroom, my lord,” she responded warmly, meaning every word. Surely, this was her happiest birthday ever.

      As though divining her thoughts, her new husband drew her close against him in the private carriage as it began to move. “My Christmas bride. I’m glad I insisted upon a Christmas wedding instead of waiting until next summer, as the Duchess wished us to do. Are you?”

      Holly nodded happily. “’Twill make this special day even more so. Nor need I fear you will ever forget our anniversary, my lord,” she teased.

      “Nor your birthday, either.” His answering chuckle delighted her, for Lord Vandover’s apparent lack of humour had been her one reservation when she accepted him.

      “But come,” he continued. “Now we are married you must call me Hunt, as my friends do.” He gazed down at her. “And what do your friends call you? Holly Berry perhaps?” She rolled her eyes at him in response. “Perhaps not. But I rather like it. Come, Holly Berry—give your new husband a kiss.”

      She tipped her face up to him, smilingly surrendering her lips. He had kissed her only twice before the wedding, chaste kisses much like the brief brush of lips in the church. This was quite different.

      Putting one arm about her shoulders, he pulled her to him gently. With his other hand he traced the curve of her face. His lips teased hers and she revelled in the masculine, spicy scent of him, the strength of him. As he deepened the kiss, the sensation she had briefly felt at the end of the ceremony rekindled and she responded eagerly. She felt his hands stroking her back and the nape of her neck, and the first real surge of desire she had ever experienced awoke within her.

      Chuckling again, he put her gently away. “We will be at Wickburn in a moment, and I would not have our guests think me so impatient that I ravished my new bride on the drive from the church.”

      The glitter in his eyes told her clearly that he very much wished to do just that. Absurdly, Holly felt herself blushing.

      “Now your lips look like holly berries in truth.” Then, more seriously, “Tonight cannot come too soon for my taste.”

      She remained silent, suddenly recalling in detail what her mother had told her about the marriage bed. Surely, she would be one of those fortunate women who felt little pain? She could not imagine Lord Vandover—Hunt—hurting her.

      Their carriage came to a stop before the ducal mansion and a footman lowered the steps. Nervously tucking a stray hair back into place beneath her veil, Holly emerged to another burst of cheering, this time from the extensive staff at Wickburn. More people who would one day be dependent upon her. She concealed her trepidation by smiling brightly to the assemblage.

      The Dowager had promised to school her thoroughly in her duties, she reminded herself. Besides, with Hunt’s stepmother and grandmother here, surely little would be expected of her for some time. Today, at least, she would not worry about the future.

      Guests from Yorkshire and the surrounding counties had been invited to the wedding breakfast and nearly all were in attendance, for the marriage of a duke’s heir was no small occasion. Many would stay through the holiday season as well, Holly knew, recalling the flurry of preparation over the past few days. Tomorrow would be a happy Christmas, indeed.

      She blushed again, recalling that by tomorrow she would be indoctrinated into the mysteries of married life. But then, glancing up at Hunt’s strong profile, she felt secure, even eager. It would be all right.
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      Though she had met many of the guests at her betrothal ball a fortnight since, Holly despaired of ever remembering the names and faces presented to her during the interminable reception at the door. At length, though, the guests had filed past and the new couple were allowed to leave their posts.

      “Now for the next bit of pomp,” murmured Hunt into Holly’s ear. She smiled in relief at this evidence that he disliked the overwhelming formality as much as she did.

      There were toasts and speeches by all and sundry to the health and future of the new Marchioness, and then the orchestra began to play. Hunt led Holly out to begin the dancing.

      “Only a few more hours, my sweet, then it will just be us,” he whispered.

      As they danced the minuet with their eyes locked, Hunt’s gaze spoke volumes about the pleasures in store. Holly drank it in, her vague nervousness dissipated by champagne.

      The rest of the afternoon and evening passed in an ecstatic blur. The only thing that marred the otherwise perfect day was her concern for Noel, never quite forgotten. Had Uncle Henri found him a post where he could uncover useful information for the British? Had he found a way of communicating it? She longed to know.

      Finding herself alone for a brief, breathless minute early in the evening, Holly was accosted by her new mother-in-law, Camilla, the Duchess of Wickburn.

      “My dear, you are holding up wonderfully, I must say. Most girls would have wilted by now under the whirl you have been subjected to all day. How excessively strong you must be!” The Duchess’s lovely brown eyes were guileless, so Holly decided to interpret her words as a compliment.

      “Yes, my mother often remarks on my energy, your grace.”

      “Ah, your dear mother! I trust she has given you some idea of what you may expect tonight? But then, I am forgetting—she is French. No doubt you have received a most thorough education in matters of that sort.”

      Holly regarded her doubtfully, trying hard to construe her meaning as other than an insult. “My mother spoke to me, yes,” she replied carefully.

      “Good, good!” The Duchess showed her teeth in a breathtaking smile, though her eyes glittered with curiosity. “Then I need not add my own advice, I am sure. I vow, I was terrified on my own wedding night!” She lowered her eyes modestly. “My mama was English, you understand, and not so forward about such things.”

      Holly frowned slightly. “There is nothing forward about my mother, I assure you, your grace.” She strove to keep her tone polite, for she would be spending a large part of her life in this woman’s company.

      “Oh, no, of course not, dear,” said the Duchess quickly. “I merely meant that there are certain...differences between the English and the French. No offence was meant to your mother. Ah, there is dear Lady Mountheath! I have been trying to catch her for a word all afternoon. If you will excuse me, dear.” She flitted away.

      Differences? Did the Duchess consider her marriage to Hunt to be unequal in some way? Unconsciously, Holly straightened her shoulders. Her family was as good as theirs. Papa had been a son of the Earl of Ellsdon, and Grand-pére was a French comte, even if he had lost his lands in the Terror. The Paxtons were a far older family than the Maitlands, as well, dating back to the Norman invasion.

      A touch on her arm recalled her to her surroundings. “Most of the guests have gone, you know. The ones that are left plan to stay the night. What do you say we slip away?” Hunt’s voice was low, but it thrummed with an emotion that struck an answering chord in Holly’s midsection. At once, all thoughts of the Duchess fled.

      “I thought you’d never ask, my lord,” she replied breathlessly, her heart hammering in her breast. Placing a hand upon his sleeve, she accompanied her new husband from the ballroom, through the Great Hall and up the grand staircase.
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      “OH, HUNT, how lovely!” exclaimed Holly when he threw open the door to what would now be her suite. The sitting-room was furnished in vibrant floral tones, giving the impression of a garden. Behind it was the bedchamber, more softly decorated in lilac and white. All Holly’s favourite colours, in fact. How had he known?

      “I’m glad it pleases you,” said Hunt gravely, gazing down at her. “There is a dressing-room through that door—” he pointed “—and my own chambers just beyond. I’ll show them to you...in the morning.” He closed the door quietly and turning towards her, he lowered his lips to hers.

      This kiss was even more thorough than the one in the carriage, and Holly felt she was drowning and coming alive all at the same time. Hunt began to unpin the lace veil from her hair.

      “Should I...ring for my maid?” she asked reluctantly.

      “Not tonight, I think.” His blue eyes were smoky now. “I will do her office instead.”

      He turned her around, removing her veil and undoing the tiny hooks down her back with deft fingers. His touch sent a shiver of anticipation through her. With firm hands on her shoulders, he pivoted her to face him again for another lingering kiss.

      “You’re not afraid. That’s good.”

      Holly recalled the Duchess’s words, but now, with Hunt so close, they had no power over her. She was nervous perhaps, and a little excited, but not afraid. “I want to make you happy, Hunt,” she murmured against his throat as he held her. The deep chuckle she loved rumbled for an instant beneath her lips.

      “You will, my sweet. I’ll show you how.” As carefully as her maid could have done, he removed the costly wedding dress and laid it aside. “And now your hair. I’ve wanted to run my hands through it since the first night I saw you.” He unpinned the ebony mass one lock at a time, kissing her after each one, until she longed for him to finish and go on to whatever the next stage might be.

      Finally, her hair was down and he stepped back. Holly felt oddly vulnerable clad in only her sheer chemise and the black mantle of her hair, but seeing the glow in Hunt’s eyes, she relaxed.

      He smiled. “Lovely. Even more so than I’d imagined. And now—” He drew her down with him to the bed.

      Her mother had been right—there was nothing at all to be afraid of. Hunt was as gentle as he was thorough, slowly guiding her to a state of wondering arousal. At first Holly’s inexperience hampered her response, but soon eagerness swamped hesitancy and she urged him on. The slight pain she felt when he first entered her was quickly forgotten as other, pleasurable sensations took its place.

      “Did I succeed?” she asked, as they lay cuddled together afterwards.

      He rolled onto his side to regard her in surprise. “Succeed?”

      “In making you happy.”

      His slow smile answered her. “Happier than I can ever remember being, my Holly Berry.”

      “Then you must be a good teacher,” she said playfully. Now that the dreaded—and longed-for—first time was behind her, she felt liberated from the last vestiges of anxiety. “But surely I will need further lessons?”

      Hunt’s smile became a grin. “You are an apt pupil, my dear. We will run over the basics once more, I think, then move on to more advanced studies.” He pulled her to him again and she responded eagerly.

      As she finally drifted to sleep hours later, Holly felt as if a whole new world had opened up to her. The most amazing discovery of all was that she could bring Hunt such pleasure. It made her feel that theirs could not be such an unequal marriage, after all.

      She was now truly Hunt’s wife, she thought dreamily, his lady in every sense of the word. The years ahead glittered with promise. She would learn even more ways of pleasing him, both within the bedchamber and without. She would teach him to laugh, to enjoy life. And they would spend long hours talking, discovering everything about each other—becoming friends. Enveloped in happiness, she slept.
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      At the touch of Hunt’s lips on hers, Holly awakened from a delicious dream to find the morning already well advanced. They had neglected to draw the bed curtains, and the morning light streamed in across them, picking out the golden highlights in her husband’s hair as he gazed down at her. Holly’s heart turned over. He looked so handsome, so loving.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” he said, a slight smile tugging at the comer of his mouth. “My, but you wake prettily.” His eyes roved over her possessively.

      Suddenly realizing that she had nothing on, not even a sheet, Holly blushed and his smile broadened.

      “Such maidenly modesty! You needn’t be embarrassed before me, my little Holly Berry—ever.” He bent his head to hers and Holly quickly forgot her shyness in a renewal of last night’s pleasures.

      A discreet tapping at the door roused them from a nap sometime later. The angle of the sun showed it to be past noon.

      “My lord, my lady?” came the voice of Mabel, the smart young maid who had been assigned to Holly. “The Duchess wishes to know if you will be down for Christmas dinner.”

      “By Jove! I’d dashed near forgot this was Christmas Day,” whispered the Marquess. Then, raising his voice, he called, “Give me five minutes, then you may come in to help your mistress dress.” He gave Holly another kiss, but quickly. “They must have gone to service this morning without us. Grandmama’s doing, I doubt not. I’m glad she managed to overrule Father and Camilla on it. I wouldn’t have relished being wakened at sunrise.”

      He never called the Duchess “mother,” Holly had noticed.

      After one last embrace, he disappeared through the dressing-room door. Burning with embarrassment at what the maid would think, Holly called out for her to enter.

      Though she smiled rather a lot as she fastened her new mistress into a cream wool morning gown, Mabel said nothing, for which Holly was profoundly grateful. Still, she wondered how on earth she was going to face a houseful of people who must know why she and Hunt had missed the early morning church service. Just as she reached the door, however, the maid put her mind at rest on that point.

      “Oh, I almost forgot, m’ lady! Her grace, the Dowager, wishes the family to attend evening service, as so many of the guests slept in this morning.”

      Holly breathed a sigh of relief just as Hunt emerged from his chamber, conservatively dressed in dark blue and cream. He offered Holly his arm and together they went downstairs.

      Christmas Day was one of the liveliest Holly could remember, mainly owing to the presence of Lady Anne’s three children, as well as a few other youngsters who had come with their parents. They entered into the old traditions with such enthusiasm that even the adults got involved, exclaiming over gifts the children had made, playing blind man’s bluff and putting on a mumming play complete with Old Father Christmas, portrayed by the Duke of Wickburn himself.

      The Christmas dinner served late that afternoon dwarfed even the lavish buffet that had been spread to celebrate her wedding yesterday. Geese, capons and pheasants jostled for space on the groaning tables with jellies, tarts and trifles. Long before the splendidly blazing plum pudding was carried triumphantly from the kitchens, Holly was stuffed to capacity.

      Across the table, Hunt sent her a wink and a slow, seductive smile that whetted a whole different appetite. Her pulse quickened as she suddenly longed for Christmas Day, the happiest she’d ever spent, to draw to its close.
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      “When I was a child, Boxing Day was always my favourite part of the whole Christmas season. I believe it is still,” Lady Anne confided to Holly as they paused just inside the barn where the traditional Feast of St. Stephen was being held.

      Holly could understand why. On her father’s small estate of Tidebourne, Boxing Day had been observed only perfunctorily, servants carrying gifts to the poorer tenants. But clearly the Duke of Wickburn never did anything shabbily.

      Every Wickburn tenant and villager was gathered, along with the wedding guests, for a dance and celebration at the biggest tenant farm. Mr. Miller, the resident farmer, greeted people as they entered, noble or humble, as graciously as though he were welcoming them to a fine ballroom furnished with gilt chairs instead of a barn decorated only with greenery and with bales of hay for seats.

      The Duke himself was plainly in his element, handing out cheeses, smoked sides of ham and brandied cakes to all and sundry, and directing the placement of the beer barrels himself. Hunt, by his side, seemed to be enjoying himself as well, as did Lord Reginald, Hunt’s half-brother, and Dowager Duchess Aileen. Class distinctions were laid aside for this day—at least by most. The Duchess stood off to one side, deep in conversation with Lady Mountheath and a few other high sticklers, as though trying to ignore the peasantry around them.

      When the gifts were all distributed, the band struck up a country tune and Wickburn led Mrs. Miller out for the first dance. With a wink at Holly, Hunt partnered old Mrs. Crockett, the butcher’s wife, while Holly and Lady Anne seated themselves on bales of hay beside Anne’s two youngest children.

      “I cannot get over the change in Hunt since he met you,” Lady Anne said. “In years past, ’twas all we could do to convince him to attend the St. Stephen’s dance, much less join in the revelry. Only when Grandmama forbade him to work on estate or Foreign Office business would he come.” She smiled warmly at Holly. “Thank you.”

      “He has always been so serious, then?” Holly had been drawn to Lady Anne from the first and hoped now to discover a bit more about Hunt, who was in so many ways still a stranger to her.

      “Oh, as a child he enjoyed these parties as much as I did, I believe. But with each passing year he has taken more and more responsibility on himself, wrapping himself in duty, honour and protocol and leaving no room for enjoyment—except on the hunting field, of course.”

      “Of course.” Holly already knew of Hunt’s fondness for fox-hunting. It was the reason she’d seen so little of him between their betrothal and marriage.

      “But there, he need not open himself up to people. I am happy to see him regaining his ability to trust.”

      “To trust?” asked Holly curiously. “But why—”

      At that moment, however, Anne’s eldest son, William, ran full tilt into one of the beer kegs, knocking it over. His mother rose hastily to intercede in the ensuing argument between William and young Jeb Miller, another sturdy lad of seven, over whose fault it had been.

      Holly was claimed for a dance by one of the local farmers then, and when she questioned Lady Anne later about her comment, Hunt’s sister made a vague comment about events conspiring to make Hunt close himself off from even his family.

      “But now it is plain he has got over that and is back to being the big brother I love and remember. What a marvellous Christmas present you have given me, Holly!”

      It was plain that Lady Anne had no wish to pursue the subject of Hunt’s earlier problems, so Holly let the matter drop. Hunt himself came to claim her for a reel just forming, and in the revelry she found it easy to forget what was plainly in the past.
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      During the days that followed, Holly discovered that even though they were married, her only private moments with her husband were in her bedchamber at night. Her days were filled with games and excursions, singing and feasting, while the Marquess and most of the gentlemen took advantage of the continued fine weather by hunting.

      Every single night there was a dance, so it was usually after midnight before she and Hunt could graciously retire, though once or twice the Dowager nudged them up the back staircase earlier, promising to make their excuses. By contrast, Holly sometimes fancied that the Duchess of Wickburn disliked the very notion that she and Hunt spent their nights together, strange as that seemed.

      The Dowager, however, made no secret of the fact that she could scarcely wait to hold a great-grandchild in her arms. Owing to her machinations, Hunt and Holly found themselves beneath the kissing bough with amazing regularity. Hunt often seemed even more embarrassed than she by the necessity to kiss before an audience. But one evening, as the orchestra tuned their instruments for the nightly dancing, Hunt deliberately led her beneath the mistletoe and paused to kiss her lingeringly.

      “Perhaps we should keep one of these delightful things up year-round,” he suggested, surprising Holly further. It seemed her liveliness truly was beginning to infect him, just as Lady Anne had said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      For New Year’s Eve, the local gentry were again invited to partake in the revelry and at intervals throughout the evening, groups of the common folk came wassailing to the door, singing their letting-in songs and bearing huge wooden bowls which were cheerfully filled with lamb’s wool punch by the Duke.

      “There’s nothing like a well-filled bowl; To make the yuletide carols troll,” he would recite, or compose some other spur-of-the-moment rhyme, and everyone would laugh politely. The other guests offered coins, which the wassailers graciously accepted before moving on.

      “Ah, sister! This time ’tis I who have caught you beneath the mistletoe!” It was Lord Reginald, Hunt’s half-brother, and the apple of the Duchess’s eye. “Come, give me my due!” Reaching up, he plucked a berry from the mistletoe dangling at the centre of the raft of greenery above them and smilingly approached her.

      Holly returned the brotherly kiss willingly, for she liked Reginald, though he was as impossible to take seriously as the Duke, with his tendency to dramatics and his wildly coloured evening wear. Tonight he was clad in a red coat, red-and-white striped waistcoat, white breeches and bright red pumps. He looked like a giant stick of peppermint candy, she thought, stifling a giggle. His hair, nearly as red as his mother’s, completed the effect.

      “My, you look festive tonight,” she managed to say with a tolerably straight face after they had exchanged their peck.

      “I thought it appropriate for New Year’s Eve. I have convinced Father to let me be tonight’s first footer, as well. Just west of here, red hair is considered the luckiest colour, you know.”

      Holly smiled—indeed, it was hard to do otherwise around Reginald. “In that case, I will consider your kiss a wonderful omen for the year ahead.”

      Reginald grinned. “I hope so. I can scarcely wait to have another niece or nevvy to spoil, as I’ve told Hunt repeatedly.” He waggled his brows and winked. Then, bowing deeply, he sauntered off to find a partner for the next set.

      Catching sight of the Duchess dotingly following Lord Reginald’s progress, Holly’s smile faded. Could that be why her mother-in-law seemed less than enchanted with the idea of Hunt’s producing an heir? At the moment, Reginald was next in the succession, but any son Holly bore would supplant him. At least Reginald himself did not seem put out by that prospect, thank heaven.

      Holly forced a smile back to her lips and turned away to find Hunt. Together they would bring the Duchess round in time, she decided optimistically. Noel had always said she had a knack for setting people at ease.
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      Only once during the Christmas festivities did Holly and the Marquess manage to slip away together during daylight hours. The morning after New Year’s Day, Hunt whisked her out of the house just after breakfast to show her his kennels.

      “This is one of the finest packs of foxhounds in all England, if I do say so myself,” he informed her proudly. She leaned over the rail to look at the enthusiastic residents of the large straw-floored enclosure. Holly’s father had kept his dogs kennelled at one end of the barn, but Hunt had an entire building devoted to them.

      “They’re wonderful,” she agreed. “Have you directed their breeding yourself?”

      He glanced at her in surprise. “Why yes, I have. You speak as if you know something about it.”

      She smiled, her eyes still on the hound she was patting as it stood on its hind legs against the gate. “Father kept a pack, though now we only have old Arrow. Father sold the rest to Mr. Danvers after he fell ill, but Arrow was too old for the hunt.”

      “Your father was a sportsman, then?”

      Holly nodded, realizing anew how little they really knew about each other. “He was nigh as enthusiastic about it as you are,” she said with a twinkle. “’Twas why he originally purchased in Derbyshire, I believe.”

      “And your brother? Does he not hunt?”

      Holly tried to ignore the pang she always felt when she thought of Noel, far away and possibly in danger—a danger she was not allowed to share. “Oh, he loves it. Doubtless he will start his own pack when he...returns home. He may even buy back some of the offspring of Father’s hounds, as he had a hand in their breeding.”

      They continued to converse on that and other topics for another quarter hour before some of the other gentlemen came looking for her husband to form yet another hunting party while the weather held so fine.
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