
  
    [image: A Very Wicked Christmas]
  


  
    
      A VERY WICKED CHRISTMAS

      
        THEIR WICKED WAYS

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ARI THATCHER

      

    

    
      ASPENDAWN PRESS

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        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

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Excerpt: The Viscount, the Blacksmith and the Lady

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other Books by Ari Thatcher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      A Very Wicked Christmas

      Copyright © 2024 Ari Thatcher

      All rights reserved.

      

      Cover design: Aspendawn Designs

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.

      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

    

  


  
    
      
        
        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.com/free-books-and-newsletter/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “And this is to be my home?” Lady Ruth Barnes said aloud in the empty carriage as she approached the expansive Hill House just as the sun was setting behind a hill. The residence was suitably large to impress her father, should he ever deign to visit, but she experienced no joy at the sight of it.

      The last place Ruth wanted to be in the days before Christmas was at the country home of her fiancé, Matthew, Earl of Wainstalls. She was as excited over the party she was attending as she was about her impending marriage to the earl, which was to say not at all. Her mother would never forgive her father for the arrangement he’d made, and if Ruth had her way, she’d never have to speak to her male parent again.

      As she entered the house, the butler informed her that many of the guests were already gathered in the drawing room, but she decided to take care of her unpacking first before meeting them, to allow herself time to freshen up from her journey. And to gather her nerve. She would have expected Wainstalls to have come looking for her, but he clearly was more concerned with his other guests. Not the woman he planned to marry.

      During the past Season in London, he’d been solicitous enough, performing the rites of dancing with her and taking her for strolls or drives in the park, but he still felt like a stranger to her. A polite stranger who was good at playing the role of suitor when it suited him.

      Stop it, she chided herself. He might not have been told she’d arrived. His negligence could be a simple matter of staff failure.

      Mary, the maid her fiancé had assigned to her, held up one of Ruth’s gowns from her trunk and shook out the wrinkles.

      “Prepare the sapphire blue crepe for supper tonight,” Ruth instructed. The dress, with its low neckline and almost sheer fabric, would showcase her figure, her mother had advised, and entice Wainstalls to be happy at the choice he’d made to marry her. If the money he was to receive from her dowry didn’t make him happy, Ruth didn’t see how a pretty dress would do so, but she didn’t wish to appear dowdy.

      Mary nodded, her nimble hands already lifting the specified gown from its resting place.

      “Tell me, do the other guests seem ... friendly?” Ruth asked as she tried to mask her unease.

      “Many of them appear jovial, my lady,” Mary replied cautiously. “Though it is hard to say for certain without having met them personally.”

      Ruth glanced at the door, wishing her father would walk through it and whisk her away from this place where she knew no one. It had all happened so quickly—the engagement, which took place between her father and the earl even before her introduction to the man, and now, this unchaperoned stay at his estate.

      “Is there anything else, my lady?” the maid inquired when she’d unpacked the last bag.

      “Nothing more, thank you.” Ruth offered a small smile.

      Mary took the sapphire dress with her as she left the room.

      Alone for the moment, Ruth took the time to repair her hairstyle, where the bonnet had loosened some pins. Her traveling gown was in decent enough repair, not too wrinkled, she felt, to require her to change. The distant sound of laughter and music beckoned, a reminder that the house was alive with anticipation of the evening’s festivities. She couldn’t put off joining them for much longer. Smoothing her skirts, she stepped toward the door.

      Ruth glided through the shadowed hallway, her slippered feet silent upon the Persian carpet, which showed its age in the pale red path down its center. She shouldn’t be surprised, knowing her dowry was his ultimate prize. Portraits of Wainstalls’ forebears lined the walls, their eyes seeming to follow her with a disapproving stare that sent shivers down her spine. Each frame ensnared a slice of history, stern lips and austere eyes bearing the weight of legacies long past.

      She wondered if her fiancé was as stern as they were when not putting on his charming front. How she wished she knew him better, but that was the purpose of this party. From the sounds echoing off the walls, he was a man who enjoyed good company and lively evenings.

      A passing footman told her she’d find the drawing room on the floor below the bedrooms. She easily located it from the noise and light spilling into the corridor like an invitation. Laughter rang out, mingling with the notes of a pianoforte playing a lively tune. A buzz of conversation hummed beneath the music.

      She felt a sudden chill, her breath catching in her throat as her eyes met those of the Earl of Wainstalls. He stood at the center of attention, his charm on full display, and yet, there was no spark within her, no fluttering heartbeat at the sight of him.

      Recalling the whispered dreams of marrying for love that she had shared with her sister, she asked herself, “Is this truly what my future holds for me?”

      “Ah, Lady Ruth!” the earl exclaimed, grinning lasciviously as he draped his arm around the waist of the petite blonde beside him. “Just the lady we’ve been waiting for. Come, join us. We’re discussing the delights that await all who attend our little gathering.”

      Ruth hesitated, her chest tightening as she listened to the lewd conversation unfolding before her. The earl’s words dripped with innuendo, promising all the sex they desired while under his roof. Her heart sank, weighed down by the reality of her impending marriage to such a man.

      “Your hospitality knows no bounds, Lord Wainstalls,” replied a guest, raising his glass in a toast. “And your taste in women is impeccable, if I may say so.”

      The earl laughed, his gaze lingering on Ruth’s form. “Indeed, I’ve done well in choosing her. But do not worry, gentlemen, there is plenty to go around during your stay.” He squeezed the woman beside him.

      The woman squealed in delight.

      Father, what have you done? Ruth fought back tears as she questioned the path chosen for her. She straightened her spine, determined to not let anyone see her distress.

      With a deep breath, she mustered her courage and approached a group of guests engaged in lively conversation. Their laughter filled the air, but the eyes of the men held a predatory gleam that sent a shiver down her spine. “Good evening.”

      One man cast a sidelong glance at his companions, wiggling his eyebrows. “Welcome, Lady Ruth. We are debating the merits of various pastimes we might enjoy during our stay.”

      Another chimed in, a wicked grin playing on his lips. “Some prefer riding, others hunting. But I daresay most of us are looking forward to more ... intimate pursuits. Within and without the bed chamber. What do you prefer?”

      Ruth blinked, unaccustomed to such blatant talk, but she refused to be deterred. “Well, I do enjoy riding. Given the weather, perhaps we might arrange a recital one afternoon. I am quite proficient on the pianoforte.”

      The ladies offered polite smiles, and men exchanged amused glances before one replied condescendingly, “I’m sure that would be delightful, Lady Ruth. But I believe our host has other entertainment in mind.”

      Feeling rebuffed, Ruth’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She excused herself from the group, her gaze wandering around the room in search of a familiar face, some semblance of comfort in this sea of strangers.

      As she studied the crowd, she noted the various liaisons already forming, the stolen kisses and roaming hands that seemed to indicate a week of debauchery to come. A knot of dread tightened in her stomach, and she wondered how she could navigate this treacherous landscape without losing her sanity.

      A flicker of movement caught Ruth’s eye, and her heart leaped as she recognized the familiar face of Graham Stephens, the Marquess of Vintnor’s illegitimate son, who was a close friend of her older brother David. The sight of him was a boon, a decent man standing out amidst the surrounding debauchery. His broad shoulders cast a formidable silhouette against the flickering flames of the fireplace beyond him. His brown hair, the shade of rich mahogany, was styled with an air of casual elegance.

      “Ruth,” Graham called out, his voice ringing with warmth as he navigated through the crowd towards her. He reached out and took her hand in his.

      Relief washed over her like a balm, soothing her frayed nerves. “Good heavens, Graham. I cannot tell you how relieved I am to see you here.”

      His piercing blue eyes met hers, and she could see both concern and understanding in their depths. “I can only imagine what you must be feeling, Ruth. This is hardly the place for a lady like you.”

      She sighed and glanced at the guests surrounding them. “My father has thrown me into the lion’s den, it seems. And I fear I am woefully unprepared.”

      His grip on her hand tightened reassuringly. “You are stronger than you know. And you have friends who care for you deeply. I will let nothing happen to you while you’re here, I promise.”

      “Thank you. Your support means more to me than you can ever know.” Tears prickled at the corners of her eyes and she blinked hard, blaming them on the long journey in the carriage and a need for rest.

      “Think nothing of it.” He flashed her a familiar, rakish grin that reminded her of happier times spent laughing with her brothers. “Now, come—let us find some respite from this madness.”

      Together, they retreated to a quieter corner of the drawing room, where they could speak without fear of being overheard. As they conversed, Ruth found herself able to forget—if only for a moment—the twisted path her life had taken. Curiosity filled her. “Tell me, how did you come to be invited to this gathering?”

      He chuckled ruefully, running a hand through his hair. “That is a tale best saved for another time, I think. But suffice it to say, our dear host has interests that extend far beyond the social niceties of London.”

      “So I’ve seen.” Ruth’s mind reeled as she considered the implications of his words. “And what of you, Graham? Do you share such ... interests?”

      His features became serious and his eyes locked onto hers. “My interests are unimportant. Know that I am here for you. And I will do everything in my power to ensure your safety and happiness.”

      “Thank you.” Her heart swelled with gratitude. The days ahead would test her resolve in ways she could scarcely imagine, but she took solace knowing that she would not face them alone, at least for as long as Graham remained at the house.

      She glanced about the room, and her momentary solace shattered as she caught sight of Wainstalls in an intimate embrace with that blonde woman, kissing most passionately. Ruth’s eyes widened, and her breath hitched in her throat. “Who is that woman?”

      Graham followed her line of vision, his expression darkening. “That is Florie Brown. She is no one you need to concern yourself with.”

      “Yet she is clearly a friend of my future husband.” As Ruth tried to reconcile the man she was betrothed to with the scene before her, her insides knotted. She wasn’t naïve enough to think her husband would come to her with no past dalliances, but he obviously had no intention of ending this one.

      Before Graham could reply, Wainstalls boldly fondled Florie’s breasts, drawing the attention of a few men nearby who appeared more intrigued than scandalized. They stared as the earl’s fingers plucked at the woman’s swollen nipples, luckily still covered by her gown. Ruth’s pulse raced, her shock growing with each brazen touch the earl bestowed upon the sultry blonde.

      “Surely, this cannot be happening …” Ruth murmured, barely audible even to herself.

      Wainstalls whispered something into Florie’s ear that Ruth couldn’t hear. He then tugged on her neckline, baring one of her breasts to the room. As if that wasn’t shocking enough, he beckoned a nearby man, who eagerly bent down to suckle the exposed flesh.

      How can he do this? Here, in front of everyone? Ruth’s her heart pounding in her chest, a mix of embarrassment and disbelief washing over her. Would the earl treat her this way,  too?

      “Ruth, I ... I’m sorry you had to see this,” Graham said, clearly disturbed by the scene unfolding before them.

      “Is this what my life is to become? A parade of debauchery and degradation?” The words slipped from her lips, raw and pained. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the sight of Wainstalls and Florie, even as it sickened her.

      “Your father could not have known what sort of man Wainstalls is. He would never knowingly put you in harm’s way,” Graham said.

      “I must find a way out of this wretched arrangement.” Her voice cracked, and she drew a deep breath to steady herself.

      He placed a hand on her arm. “Let me talk to your brothers. They will help us. In the meantime, I’ll do my best to keep you away from the other guests here.”

      “Thank you.” She excused herself, needing to get as far from the scene as possible. Her life would never feel safe again.
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      Tucked away in shadows of the conservatory, Graham sat alone, the lush foliage of the conservatory a cloak around his brooding mood. Moonlight filtered through the glass dome above, casting a silvery glow on the marble floor. The exotic scents of orchids and damp earth filled the air, yet offered him little comfort. He was an outsider here, as he had always been—an invisible specter at the grand festivities of nobility.

      Graham didn’t belong there, at Hill House, but he had nowhere else to go. He hated that there were times even the worst company was more bearable than being alone. His father, the Marquess of Vintnor, might have acknowledged him enough to see to his education and provide an allowance once he’d graduated, but he’d never invited Graham into his life, his home. As a youth, he spent his holidays with the Masters at Eton, except for the years David Barnes’ family invited him to visit during the summer breaks.

      Graham had planned to depart the next morning to flee the insufferable company of Lord Wainstalls. Yet, now he couldn’t leave. What were the odds he’d come across his friend’s sister at a gathering of debauched characters such as those in the drawing room upstairs?

      The sound of hushed voices drifted to his ears, and he stilled. Lady Ruth entered the conservatory with the widow Lady Fairchild, one of the few decent women in attendance. Ruth’s gaze was cast downward, her hands fluttering with a nervous energy as she spoke softly, betraying her lack of composure.

      Her presence was like a bloom amidst winter’s chill, her auburn hair a fiery contrast to the coolness of the evening. She moved with practiced grace, yet the sorrow in her features betrayed the facade. Her lips parted in quiet conversation with Lady Fairchild, who strolled quietly beside her.

      Graham thought to announce himself, but the women seemed to appreciate their solitude as much as he’d been enjoying his own. Perhaps, if he remained quiet, they’d leave quickly to return to the warmer parts of the house.

      He shifted slightly in his chair, the rustle of his jacket a soft sound in the stillness. He watched Ruth’s every gesture, seeing more than she likely meant to display. The subtle tell of hands clasped too tightly, the faint quiver of her forced smile, showed her distress. Ruth spoke, and though her words were lost to him, the gravity of her manner weighed on him.

      Damn it all, he thought. He should speak up. But what could he say? She should never have been put in this situation, engaged to a horrid man like the earl. When Ruth’s gaze flickered to the heavens above, as if seeking answers from the almighty, he felt an invisible fist tighten around his heart.

      Protect her, his conscience commanded, an order that resonated within him. A few weeks past, Wainstalls had mentioned in passing he’d signed a lucrative wedding agreement, but hadn’t mentioned his bride-to-be’s name. He’d merely said his income worries were no longer a concern, thanks to her dowry.

      Graham should send a letter to David, as he’d told Ruth he’d do. No, he should go to him. Yet that would leave her alone with this lecher.

      Graham swallowed a bitter taste. David must know Wainstalls, or at least have heard of the type of parties he was known to throw. How could he let his sister attend?

      Ruth’s silhouette stilled before an array of ferns and blooming night jasmine. Her hand fluttered to her throat, a delicate touch upon the pearls that lay there. Her voice reached him now. “I never imagined my engagement could land me in a situation such as this.”

      “I wondered at such. Only a match in name, then? No flame of passion to warm your nights?” Lady Fairchild asked with a touch of sympathy.

      Ruth turned to face the other woman. “Passion is a luxury that never came into the marriage agreement, I’m certain. My father made the match only last month. He never asked what I thought.”

      “That’s the way of fathers, I fear. You seem to be a gentle soul. The need for love is not easily set aside.”

      “Love,” Ruth echoed. She glanced away and Graham couldn’t see her expression. “Now there’s a folly I must relinquish.”

      “Never relinquish hope, my dear,” Lady Fairchild urged, her thumbs caressing the back of Ruth’s hands.

      “Hope isn’t something we ladies can afford,” Ruth replied. “Especially when bound to a man who knows nothing of a lady’s heart.”

      “It’s not too late to cry off.”

      Ruth frowned. “I could never do that, defy my father in such a way. He would disown me.”

      Graham’s hand tightened around the arm of his chair, a fern leaf brushing his knuckles. He watched Ruth, the dim light of the conservatory casting shadows across her face. Her words clutched at his chest.

      She couldn’t afford to hope for happiness, she said. That was true. He knew Wainstalls too well, with his charm as thin as the ice on the Serpentine in early winter, masking a predatory intent that made Graham’s skin crawl. The man was incapable of tender feelings.

      The slight tremble of Ruth’s lip betrayed her inner turmoil. Her eyes held the dull sheen of resignation. Her fingers fidgeted with the lace at the hem of her sleeve.

      She sighed and straightened her posture. “I will find contentment in my life, somehow.”

      Her words unfurled a fierce protectiveness within him, a need to shield her from all that awaited her at the hands of Wainstalls. There wasn’t time to send for her brothers to watch over her. It was up to him.

      When Ruth spoke again, her tone was lighter. “Wainstalls is accomplished at hosting parties, it would seem.”

      “Quite proficient, I would agree,” Lady Fairchild said gently, if not sarcastically.

      “That’s a good word for it, proficient.” Ruth managed a hollow laugh, brittle as autumn leaves beneath a rigorous step. “He has the charm of a well-polished boot, and all the warmth of one as well.”

      An involuntary snort escaped Graham’s nostrils, quickly stifled by the palm of his hand. Ruth’s wit, even ensnared by despair, glimmered in the dim light of the conservatory. It was that spirit, that fire he’s always admired in her. He must help her.

      Lady Fairchild’s hand reached out to touch Ruth’s arm. “I’m concerned that you don’t understand fully the life you will share with Wainstalls. You’ll understand later, after supper, when the real entertainment begins.”

      “What has my father done?” Ruth whispered as her head bowed, her resolve apparently gone.

      Graham felt those words like chains tightening around his own limbs. His mind raced with plans half-formed, each one more reckless than the last. To spirit her away? Challenge Wainstalls to a duel? Madness, surely, but madness seemed a paltry price for the prize of seeing the return of Ruth’s smile.

      “The thought of his touch makes me shudder,” Ruth continued.

      With every word she uttered, Graham’s determination swelled, drowning out reason. His mind raced with the memories of their youth—their laughter echoing in the halls of her family’s estate. He’d been focused on shared adventures with her brothers, but her presence permeated throughout those days.

      Damnation. Graham cursed at his host. The earl would not have her. Not while blood coursed through Graham’s veins.

      He leaned closer, hidden still, as he watched her clutch at the pearls at her throat. Her fingers traced their contours, as if seeking comfort from their icy surface—a stark contrast to the warmth she deserved.

      No matter what he did to save Ruth from this engagement, there would be scandal. Her reputation would be ruined, although simply being attached to Wainstalls as she was now likely ended any hope she had of finding another man to marry. Graham couldn’t save her reputation, but he could help her find happiness again.

      Somehow, he’d make Wainstalls break the engagement. Ruth would survive the stain on her name, which was nothing compared to a life with that reprobate.

      Now he needed a scheme. Something bold enough that the earl couldn’t just brush it aside. It must wound the man’s ego to the point of no forgiveness.

      And Graham was just the man to instigate it.
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      Graham sat at the long dining table later that evening and watched as the guests enjoyed their meal. The clinking of glasses and the rich aroma of roasted meat and vegetables filled the air. Amidst the boisterous guests, he noted the grace with which Ruth performed her duties as hostess at her end of the table. Her smile was perfection as she conversed with the men seated on either side of her.

      His scheme was simple, and he’d act as soon after the meal as possible. Wainstalls might enjoy sharing his light-skirts with others, but he’d likely become enraged if one of his possessions—his bride-to-be—was seduced by another man. Graham must tread a thin line, not wanting to injure Ruth’s sensibilities beyond repair, but be bold enough to guarantee the earl reacted strongly enough to end his marriage agreement.

      As he sipped his wine, Graham’s thoughts raced with imaginings of stolen kisses and forbidden touches with her, and his belly tightening at the prospect. He hadn’t seen her in several years, and she’d blossomed into the sort of woman he craved, curvaceous, a face any artist would beg to capture. Her sense of humor had always been a pleasure to enjoy, and her kind spirit accepted his presence in her home despite his baseborn beginnings.
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