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Sabrina Jeffries


Sweet emblem of returning peace,

The heart’s full gush, and love’s release;

Spirits in human fondness flow

And greet the pearly Mistletoe.

—Anonymous, from The Mistletoe


Chapter One
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Walton Hall, Hertfordshire

December 19, 1829

Lord Stephen Corry, youngest brother of a marquess, might be considered too radical for polite company, but clearly he still had some credit in society. Otherwise he wouldn’t now be a guest at the manor house of American artist Jeremy Keane and the man’s new wife—Stephen’s old friend—Lady Yvette.

He entered the drawing room to find Yvette directing footmen who were hanging a large painting on one wall.

“Ah, there you are,” she said. “And just in time for the unveiling of my new portrait. Jeremy hasn’t seen it framed yet, so I’m surprising him by showing it off to our guests. The gentlemen are changing clothes after a day of shooting, the ladies will arrive any moment from shopping in town, and this must be hung before I can summon Jeremy from his studio.”

“He didn’t go shooting with the men?”

She laughed. “Jeremy is not the shooting sort.”

Stephen well understood that. “I fear I’m intruding on your house party.”

“Nonsense. Clarissa was absolutely right. It’s absurd of you to spend the night at the village inn when we have so much room here.”

What would Yvette think if she knew that her best friend—his cousin—had her own reasons for wishing him here? It had been a stroke of luck when he’d run into Clarissa earlier in the day.

I’ll convince Yvette to invite you if you’ll kiss me under the mistletoe in front of Edwin, Clarissa had said.

Why on earth would I wish to attend some society house party? he’d asked.

You told me once that you wanted to meet the owner of Montague Mills. Well, she’ll be at this party. I’ll introduce you.

Though Stephen hadn’t been sure what Clarissa was about with Edwin Barlow, the Earl of Blakeborough, he’d found the promise regarding Miss Amanda Keane, Yvette’s sister-in-law, impossible to resist. He had an article to write, after all, and he’d have no chance of meeting the American mill owner otherwise.

By all accounts, she was a colorless spinster with a hard-nosed view of life, who ventured into society as little as possible. He’d heard she’d be leaving England in a couple of weeks, so this would be his only chance to interview her.

“Well, I promise not to cause too much trouble,” he joked.

“Somehow I doubt that. Between our tendency to provoke people and the way women react to you, I imagine there will be trouble aplenty.” She grinned. “Fortunately, I enjoy a lively party. As does Jeremy.”

“Wait—how do women react to me?” he asked, genuinely curious.

Yvette eyed him askance. “You know perfectly well that every lady you meet wants to fall into your lap. The older you get, the more unobtainable they find you, and now that you’re nearly thirty, they’re practically salivating to catch the elusive Lord Stephen.”

“I’m only twenty-eight,” he said sourly.

“Close enough. Especially when you stalk about with that air of dismissive impatience that perversely attracts them all.”

“Have you been reading gothic novels again?”

“No, as a matter of fact,” she said lightly. “I’ve merely spent years watching you trail women behind you as though you were a prodigal son pied piper.”

The prodigal son part certainly fit. And it wasn’t his fault that his pursuits left him no time for the fairer sex. Or that his lack of interest only seemed to attract them more.

Sounds of horse hooves crunching on the snowy drive outside wafted to them. “We can continue this discussion later,” Yvette said. “That’s the carriages bringing the ladies from town, and I’m sure the gentlemen will be down soon, too. Go corral everyone and move them into the drawing room quietly, so as not to spoil the surprise, will you?”

Before heading off, Stephen asked, “Does my brother know I’m here?”

“How could he? When I arrived earlier, he was still out shooting with the others. But I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”

“I doubt that.” Ever since Stephen had begun writing for The London Monitor, he and Warren had been at odds. “He thinks me a dangerous radical determined to foment revolution and destroy England.”

“He does not. He merely worries you’ll do something rash and get yourself killed.”

Stephen snorted. Granted, some of his speeches had been known to rouse tempers, and his series of articles regarding the poor treatment of workers in mills hadn’t been well received by his peers, who cursed him for his lack of loyalty to other Englishmen of his class. But no one would murder him for them.

And once he interviewed Miss Keane and demonstrated that American owners were no better than English ones, people would see he wasn’t just throwing stones at his countrymen. That the situation in English mills mirrored an equally bad situation in America. Perhaps then they would finally regard working conditions in the cotton industry as a problem that spanned continents.

Perhaps then they would finally do something about it.

He entered the foyer to find chattering women everywhere, stamping the snow off their boots as footmen hurried to take their bonnets, cloaks, and capes. Some gentlemen had already come down, including Blakeborough.

Overhead hung a kissing bough, a ball of evergreens with a bunch of mistletoe dangling from it. Here was Stephen’s chance to discharge his obligation to Clarissa. Now, where was she?

Ah—there she was, with her back to him; he recognized her forest-green cloak and deep-brimmed bonnet. She was near the earl, so she must be setting up the scene she wanted him to play for Blakeborough’s benefit.

Making sure that the earl was looking on, Stephen strode up to his cousin and spun her around. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere, you little minx!”

But as he bent to angle his head under the bonnet’s brim, he caught sight of a freckled nose that was decidedly not Clarissa’s.

That arrested him—especially when the woman gave him a startled look from eyes the color of a sparkling brook. With her sweet-featured face turned up to his, he could now clearly see the curls beneath her bonnet.

A low simmer began in his blood. Her hair was vibrantly, gloriously red. His favorite. Besides, they were under the mistletoe, and he couldn’t balk at kissing her now or it would look as if he’d found her lacking.

Everyone had fallen silent to watch what he would do. So he pressed his lips to hers. For her sake, of course.

He enjoyed it, too, despite the tittering and whispering around them. Her mouth was soft, supple. She smelled of apples and tasted of cinnamon. And when she raised up slightly to meet his kiss, it made him want to stand there forever with his lips sealed to hers . . .

God, what was wrong with him? He had no time for this.

Pulling back, he reached up to pluck the requisite berry from the kissing bough, then forced a smile for his blushing mistletoe miss. Or perhaps not a miss. Damn it, what if he’d kissed someone’s wife?

Seeking to recoup, he handed her the berry. “Thank you for that, madam.”

She took it with a look of confusion. “Pardon me, sir,” she said in an accent he couldn’t quite place. “Is this some quaint English custom for greeting guests?”

English custom? Wasn’t she English? “Actually, kissing under the mistletoe is a quaint Christmas custom. I take it you were unaware of it, Miss . . .”

“Keane. Miss Amanda Keane.”

That froze the simmer in his blood. “Miss Keane,” he said disbelievingly. She certainly didn’t look like a colorless spinster. “Owner of Montague Mills.”

That seemed to amuse her. “As a matter of fact, yes. And sister to the man of the house.” Removing her bonnet, she handed it to a nearby footman. “Though I don’t believe we’ve ever met.”

“No.” This was bad. She would think him a complete idiot to be kissing a stranger, and then he would never get his interview.

She was even more fetching without the bonnet, her hair a flaming beacon in the foyer. She had the sort of freckle-faced country girl appearance that fired his blood and made him want to tumble her in a haystack.

God save him. He hadn’t reacted this fiercely to a woman in a very long time. Why did it have to be with her, of all people?

Then Blakeborough stepped up to cast Stephen a chastening glance. “Miss Keane, this is Lord Stephen Corry. Knightford’s brother. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.”

Her smile faltered. “You’re Lord Stephen? Who writes the articles in The London Monitor ?”

“You’ve read my articles?” This got worse by the moment. How had a woman with her family connections encountered a radical newspaper? That would make it damned hard to get her to answer his questions truthfully.

“Yes, I have.” Her pretty eyes hardened. “Every ill-considered, blustering word.”

His temper flared. “If that’s how you feel about bettering conditions for workers,” he said coldly, “then I suppose I know where you stand on the matter of reform.”

“That’s how I feel about your depiction of mill owners, sir.” She was a tiny thing, but somehow her voice expanded to fill the room. “You write only about the worst ones, then tar the rest of us with the same brush. I’ve toured several English mills and have seen none of the things you describe.”

He laughed harshly. “And who arranged these tours? The owners? Because they aren’t about to show an esteemed foreign visitor how matters really are.”

“Yet they’re willing to show it to a lord whose idea of hard work is writing an article?”

As he bristled, Yvette hurried up to take Miss Keane’s arm. “Come, Amanda, your mother has been asking for you in the drawing room.”

Sparing a disgusted look for Stephen, Miss Keane let herself be led away.

She’d so roused his temper that he’d already started after her when someone grabbed his arm. “Leave her be,” Clarissa muttered.

He halted, though his eyes followed Miss Keane as she marched purposefully into the drawing room. Like a man. Or a woman with a very firm will. Oddly, that attracted him even more.

No, he was not attracted to the termagant. How could he be? She was an owner, for God’s sake.

“What were you thinking, to kiss Miss Keane so blatantly?” Clarissa went on. “I realize you were under the bough, but still—”

“I was thinking to do you a service.” He dragged his gaze from the doorway through which his mistletoe miss had disappeared. “It wasn’t my fault I mistook her for you.”

“How could you? We look nothing alike.”

“She was wearing your cloak and bonnet.”

“Not mine. Her own.” She scowled at him. “Yvette bought matching sets for the three of us. She thought it might be fun to have them for Christmastide.”

“How was I to know that? I saw Miss Keane from behind.”

Clarissa rolled her eyes. “You could have actually paused to speak to her before you put your mouth on her.”

“In hindsight,” he snapped, “that does seem the more sensible choice. But you weren’t in the room, so I assumed she was you, setting the scene for Blakeborough.”

“I forgot my reticule in the carriage and had to go back for it,” she said defensively.

His eyes narrowed. “How fortuitous. Did you plan this?”

“Oh, for pity’s sake.” She huffed out a breath. “Yes, I planned for you to sneak up on the poor woman and kiss her senseless without stopping to think.”

When she put it that way . . . “I wouldn’t exactly describe her as a ‘poor woman,’ ” he grumbled.

“No,” Clarissa said with a faint smile. “Unlike most of the ladies who set their caps for you, she actually has a mind of her own.”

“I noticed. And it’s dead set against me. I’ll never get my interview now.”

“Well, I’ve lost my chance, too. Edwin is going to be highly skeptical about your interest in me if you’re kissing every other woman in the house.”

“Wait, is that what this is about? You’re trying to make Blakeborough jealous?”

She blinked. “Don’t be ridiculous. This is about . . . something else.”

“If you say so.” He headed for the drawing room door. “Whatever it is, it looks like we’re both on our own from now on. And I, for one, mean to try again with Miss Keane.”

There was more than one way to go about this. Her reaction to his kiss before she’d learned who he was had been decidedly enthusiastic. Perhaps he could use that. Flirt with her. Tease her. Gain her trust so he could find out what he needed to know.

That’s right—this is all for my cause. It’s not because of any attraction to her. No, indeed.

She was a means to an end, no more. And he would do whatever he must to achieve that end.

With that resolved, he entered the drawing room. Unfortunately, he was immediately confronted by the one person sure to ruin his plans: the Marquess of Knightford.

Who was also his eldest brother, Warren Corry.


Chapter Two
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Amanda Keane stood in the drawing room, pretending to study the portrait her brother had done of Yvette, while she strained to hear the low-voiced argument taking place between Lord Knightford and Lord Stephen.

Oh, what she wouldn’t have given to know what Lord Knightford was saying to his arrogant, self-satisfied younger brother. She hoped he was flaying the ass alive.

Not for his flirtations, no. At twenty-six, she’d had enough experience with the male sex to appreciate a fellow who was good at kissing, especially when he managed to do fluttery things to her insides. But once she’d found out who he was . . .

Leave it to a man to ruin a perfectly good kiss by being an awful person.

With a scowl, she opened her hand to stare at the white mistletoe berry Lord Stephen had handed her. Why she was holding on to it was a mystery. Honestly, she should have tossed it back in his face.

Hopefully his brother would toss him out. Or coax her own brother into tossing him out. Wasn’t that what their new St. George’s Club was for—getting rid of unacceptable suitors to their sisters and wards? Though Lord Stephen wasn’t her suitor, he’d made it look as if he was. And unacceptable certainly fit him.

She sneaked another peek. What a pity the man was so infernally attractive, with his firm jaw and sensual mouth and wavy brown hair. Not to mention his smoldering green eyes.

How appropriate for a firebrand. He made a profession of speaking out on matters he knew nothing about. She hated men like that. Especially when they condescended to her, like her late father.

Thrusting that lowering thought from her mind, she slipped out the nearest door into the hall. She must avoid Lord Stephen at all costs. Otherwise, she was liable to brain him with the nearest poker the next time he opened his mouth.

Or tried to press it to hers.

No, she mustn’t think of that. It wouldn’t happen again, if she had anything to say about it.

Fortunately, avoiding him proved remarkably easy. At dinner she was seated between her brother and Mama, nowhere near the argumentative Lord Stephen. And once the ladies retired to the drawing room, she was able to slip away, pleading a headache.

But it was early still, and she was too agitated to sleep. So she went to what had already become her favorite place in Jeremy’s new manor house: the conservatory. She entered and went to peer out the window, glad that the moon was bright enough for her to view the lawn outside.

How lovely it looked at night. Snow frosted the cedars and holly hedges, and icicles sparkled along oak branches, reminding her of the Christmas trees people decorated in her native Pennsylvania.

Her stomach clenched. She missed Montague, even in winter. She missed the firs and the iced-over lakes, the log cabins and the elk. She didn’t belong here in elegant England, with these elegant people and their elegant ways.

Unfortunately, of the two aims she’d had in coming to England, only one had been reached—getting her brother to agree to come home long enough to help her settle Papa’s affairs.

But her other aim—getting information about how English mills achieved their success so she could make improvements in her own operation—had eluded her. The English were wary of having their advancements stolen by Americans—there was even a law against exporting English designs.

As much as she hated to admit it, Lord Stephen had been right about one thing: what she’d been allowed to see on her mill tours had been carefully orchestrated.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

She whirled with a little squeak to find the man himself leaning against the wall next to the lone candle lighting the room. “Are you mad, sneaking up on me like that? You nearly gave me heart failure!”

“Sorry,” Lord Stephen said, but the golden light spilling over his face caught the unrepentant twinkle in his eyes. His lovely, intriguing eyes.

Curse him for those. “How did you find me?”

Pushing away from the wall, he strolled toward her. “I asked Yvette where you might go, and she told me this was your favorite room.”

“That traitor,” she grumbled.

“Hardly. She merely realized that we should talk.”

“Why, so you could insult me again?”

His face was in shadow now that he’d moved in front of the candle. “Are you referring to when I kissed you?”

“Not that.” She could barely see him, but still she caught his sudden smile and realized her mistake. “I mean—”

“Too late to take it back.” He stepped closer. “So, you didn’t mind the kiss.”

“It doesn’t matter if I did or not.” Deliberately, she turned her back on him to gaze out the window. “You didn’t mean it. You were just adhering to some silly English custom.”

“There was more to it than that, and you know it.” His richly accented voice spilled over her like fine wine. “I enjoyed it. As, I believe, did you.”

She swallowed. So he’d noticed, had he? “Why wouldn’t I? You kiss well enough . . . for an Englishman.”

If she’d thought to prick his pride, she’d sorely miscalculated. He laughed. “So Americans kiss better than the English, do they? And how exactly do you know that?”

“I’ve been kissed often enough to make comparisons.” She couldn’t prevent the bitterness that crept into her voice. “As the only heiress for thirty miles around my home, I’ve had more than my share of flirtations.”

With men who wanted Montague and all it stood for. Having seen what Mama had been forced to put up with after marrying Papa and handing him her family’s mills, Amanda wasn’t about to follow in her footsteps.

“That’s not why I kissed you,” Lord Stephen said irritably. “I did it because you were under the mistletoe.”

“And because you thought I was someone else.”

That brought him up short. “What makes you say that?”

“Your familiar manner of speaking to me when you turned me around. And your surprise when you saw my face.”

A long silence passed, as if he were deciding whether to admit the truth. Then he sighed. “It wasn’t an unpleasant surprise, I assure you.” The low thrum in his voice sent a delicious shiver through her.

“Until you found out who I actually was.”

“True,” he said frankly. “Though I believe you were equally annoyed.”

She faced him. “I still am, as a matter of fact. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

As she started past him, he caught her arm. “I came in here to apologize. And I haven’t yet had the chance.”

Pulling her arm free, she stared expectantly at him. Goodness, why did he have to be so attractive? Why must his coat fall crookedly and his cravat be slightly askew, as if someone had mussed him up on purpose to make him more appealing to her?

And why must he thread his fingers through his wavy ash-brown hair until it stuck out, making her want to step forward to smooth it down?

“Well?” she asked, annoyed by her reaction.

He stiffened. “Forgive me for implying that you are as unfeeling as the rest of the mill owners.”

“Apology accepted,” she said curtly, though it wasn’t much of one. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

“I’m not finished.” His jaw tightened. “I admit I made assumptions about you . . . but only because I don’t know you well enough. I should like to remedy that, so I can form a proper opinion of you and your mills.”

She cocked her head. “You mean, so you can write about them—and me—as harshly as you’ve done all the others.”

He looked startled.

“I’m no fool, Lord Stephen. Since all anyone wants to discuss these days are the difficulties of the textile trade, sometimes the press actually deigns to interview a female like me. I presume you wish to do the same.”

He crossed a pair of rather impressive arms over what looked to be an equally impressive chest. “And if I do?”

“I shall regretfully have to decline. I have no desire to see you portray my mills as scenes of unspeakable horror because it suits your purpose.”

A smug expression crossed his face. “So you’re afraid of what I might learn by talking to you.”

“Certainly not!”

“Then why not let me do it?”

Did he think her a complete fool? “Because you’ll twist my words into an indictment of a business you know nothing of.”

He recoiled as if she’d slapped him. “I may not run a mill but I know plenty about them. That’s why I came here in the first place. To see if what I’ve been hearing about Hanson Cotton Works is true.”

“And what is that, pray tell?”

“Why should I tell you? You don’t want to tell me a thing about your precious mills.” Triumph glinted in his eyes. “Besides, you can always go on one of your special tours, can’t you? The ones where they show you everything.”

Arrogant rascal. “I suppose Yvette already told you that Mr. Hanson refused to give me a tour at all.”

“Did he, indeed?” His eyes narrowed. “It doesn’t surprise me. If what I’ve heard of him is true, he wouldn’t want anyone, even a fellow owner, witnessing his methods.”

Drat it all. Lord Stephen couldn’t have garnered her interest more effectively if he’d offered her actual designs of English machines. She wished she could dismiss his sly hints, but she knew full well that he discovered things no one else did. Someone on the inside was always willing to talk to him. It was how he exposed cases where laws were ignored, how he brought great injustices into the public eye.

“If he’s so secretive,” she said, “how have you happened to hear of it?”

One corner of his mouth kicked up provocatively. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Ooh, he was infuriating. But maybe she was going about this all wrong. As Mama was so fond of telling her, one could catch more flies with honey. Maybe she could make use of him, and in the process teach him a thing or two about responsible mill owners.

“I would like to know, actually. So much so that I might even be willing to agree to your interview.”

That certainly made him take notice. “Really?”

“But only if you introduce me to your sources of information and let me ask them as many questions as I please.”

His face closed up. “I can’t guarantee they’ll answer you.”

“They’re more likely to if I’m with you, aren’t they?”

“Perhaps.” He tilted his head, still wary. “And I suppose you expect to be given some measure of control over what I write about you and Montague Mills.”

“Is that a possibility?”

“No,” he said tersely.

“What a relief. For a moment, you had me thinking that members of the English press can be bought. In America, we believe that they shouldn’t be stifled.” He was still blinking at that remark when she added archly, “Although obviously someone should have considered stifling you long before now.”

He burst into laughter. “You do speak your mind.”

“As often as I can.” And he was the first man to say so without its sounding like a criticism. To her annoyance, that softened her toward him. Somewhat. “So? Do we have a bargain?”

“Not yet. There are some things to work out first. For one, you and I cannot wander the town alone together speaking with my sources.”

She shrugged. “My mother can chaperone.”

“For another, I heard that you’re leaving England soon. So when exactly do you mean to do this?”

“I’d like to begin tomorrow, if you can.”

“In the middle of the house party?”

“Certainly. I’m not exactly the kind of woman who enjoys sitting around making silhouettes or embroidering gloves. And I doubt you’re the kind of man to enjoy shooting or fishing or whatever else gentlemen do during a house party.”

“On the contrary, I enjoy such activities upon occasion.” A slow smile curved up his lips. “But I confess I’d much prefer squiring you about town.”

The rough timbre of his voice affected her most tellingly. “Well, then,” she said as she strove to ignore that. “Are we agreed?”

“I believe we are.” He marched forward, forcing her to back up or be run down. When he halted, his gaze drifted unexpectedly to her lips. “All that’s left is to seal our bargain with a kiss.”

That fluttering in her belly began once more. “Why would we do that?”

With a broadening smile, he pointed overhead. “Because we’re under the mistletoe again.”

She looked up, dismayed to see there was indeed another kissing bough hanging from the ceiling. Goodness, how many of them were there?

Then it dawned on her. That was why he’d maneuvered her in this direction, the arrogant devil.

And just his mention of a kiss had her heart pounding again, even harder than before. She couldn’t gather enough air to breathe, and what air there was seemed rich and thick, heavily perfumed by the Persian irises and Christmas roses of the conservatory.

Or maybe it was just the heat simmering between them that made it seem so. Good heavens, she didn’t want to feel this for him, of all people.

“Oh, very well, get it over with,” she said, trying for a dismissive tone.

As if he saw right through her, he smiled. Eyes gleaming in the dim light, he tipped up her chin with one hand. “Rules are rules.”

Then he took her mouth with his.

And oh, what a kiss. His lips were harder this time, commanding rather than entreating. So when he ran his tongue along the seam of her lips, it seemed perfectly natural to open her mouth and let him in.

Everything got more interesting then. His tongue sank inside to play with hers in slow, silky caresses that warmed her blood and banished any lingering reluctance. He slipped his arms about her waist to anchor her against him; she looped hers about his neck to bring him even closer.

It was amazing, like no kiss she’d ever known. His mouth consumed hers with long, hot strokes that made something heady and wanton curl up from below to entwine her like steam.

This must be what desire felt like. Oh, help.

“Lord Stephen, we shouldn’t,” she whispered against his lips.

“Stephen,” he corrected her, brushing kisses along the curve of her cheek. “And why shouldn’t we . . . Amanda?”

If her brain had been working properly, she could have summoned up any number of reasons. But it wasn’t and she couldn’t, and now he was kissing her again. That alone kept her from answering.

And when Lord Stephen . . . Stephen was plundering her mouth, he turned into something other than an insufferable English radical. He became a man, who tasted of brandy and smelled of wood smoke and wool, who knew how to kiss very, very well.

Who made her blood run hot and her knees wobble.

A noise in the hall arrested her. She pushed away from him. “Stop that,” she hissed. “Someone’s coming.”

“I hope not.” With a grin, he reached up and plucked a white berry, then pressed it into her hand. “I’d say there’s at least . . . oh, ten more of these. We might be here all night.”

That sent her pulse into a shameless scamper. She’d never expected Lord Stephen of The London Monitor to be such a flirt, though she was beginning to understand that Stephen was an outrageous one.

She closed her fingers about the berry. “What have the berries got to do with anything?”

“For every kiss, a berry must be plucked,” he said huskily, “and once they’re gone, there can be no more kissing.”

That was the silliest thing she’d ever heard. “What’s to stop a woman from plucking all the berries from the mistletoe while no one’s watching?”

He chuckled. “For one thing, that would be cheating. For another, the women like the game, too.”

No point in denying that; he’d know she was lying. Because she was rather enjoying having a man tease her. The men she’d known in America were far more interested in telling her what a woman ought to do, and how she ought to do it.

Yet this English lord was definitely flirting with her. Maybe it was time for her to try flirting back. It certainly seemed more enjoyable than fighting.

With what she hoped was a coy smile, she held out her hand. “Well, then, if there’s to be no cheating, you must play fair. By my count, you gave me two kisses. You owe me another berry.”

His amused gaze darkened into something more provocative. Keeping his gaze locked with hers, he reached up and plucked a second, then a third.

When she regarded him quizzically, he took her hand and put one berry into it. “This is for the kiss we just had.” He lowered his voice to a seductive murmur as he placed the other berry in her palm and closed her fingers over it. “And this is for the one we’re about to have.”

Oh goodness. If he kissed her any more, she would end up doing something she was sure to regret. Best to retreat while she still could.

“Thank you for the warning.” Slipping her hand free, she ducked around him and headed for the door.

“Hey, that’s not fair!” he cried from behind her.

She paused in the doorway to blow him a kiss. “There you go.”

“That doesn’t count,” he growled and started toward her.

“It’s not my fault you plucked the berry prematurely.” She waggled her fingers at him, delighting in his scowl. “See you in the morning for our trip to town.”

Stifling a laugh, she flew down the hall and up the stairs. She heard him grumbling behind her, but she knew he didn’t dare pursue her. There were too many people about.

Remembering the look on his face, she entered her room and collapsed into laughter. That had been fun. She’d never had fun with a man before. Maybe it was time she did more of that, too. Flirting and fun might be a nice change.

She threw herself down on her bed with a grin. And if in the process she also got to torment Lord Stephen Corry for his rigid opinions, so much the better.


Chapter Three

[image: Images]

Alone in the breakfast room the next morning, Stephen swallowed some regrets along with his eggs and toast. He shouldn’t have kissed Amanda in the conservatory. He shouldn’t have kissed her more than once. And he definitely shouldn’t have had erotic dreams about her that would rival the activities in a whorehouse.

Bloody hell. While his mind feared that Miss Keane was as ruthless as any other mill owner, his damned body didn’t want to believe that Amanda was anything but the sweet, artless woman whose mouth he’d ravaged beneath the mistletoe. That same mouth had featured so luridly in his fantasies that just remembering them made him hard as a—

“Good morning,” a familiar female voice chirped. “I’m glad to see you didn’t forget about me and Mama going into town with you today.”

Oh, God, could this get any worse?

“I didn’t expect you to rise so early, though,” Amanda added.

Rise? Could she actually see his arousal?

He groaned. Of course not. But she would see it when he stood, which he must— Oh God, and now her mother was entering the room, too.

“Good morning, ladies.” He rose and bowed in one smooth motion, hoping that it was enough to shield him, then waited until they’d swept past him to the buffet before straightening. By the time they took their seats, he was safely ensconced in his own.

“You’re up early, too,” he told Amanda.

“This isn’t early—at home I’m out of bed by five.”

Just the mention of her and a bed threatened to overset his control. Determinedly, he glanced at her mother. “You, too, Mrs. Keane?”

“Oh, I never rise before ten. But then, I don’t run the mills. Amanda insists upon being there as early as her workers.”

The mills. Right. He should focus on that.

Wait, she went in at the same time as her workers? How odd. Few mill owners did that. Of course, few were women, either. Amanda seemed to be extraordinary in many respects.

Like the fact that she ate a robust breakfast more suitable to a farmer’s daughter. And that she—like her mother—was dressed soberly this morning. Like him, they wore no expensive linens, no rich silks, no lace, as if somehow they’d known that serviceable wool gowns and cheap cotton fichus would be more suitable for today’s foray into town.

“So where exactly are we going this morning?” Mrs. Keane asked.

Stephen glanced at Amanda. “Didn’t you tell her?”

“Not the specifics. You didn’t mention them when we discussed it. You were too busy making bargains.” She cast him a secretive little smirk that tightened every muscle in his body. He could practically see the look on her face last night as she’d blown him that kiss.

“Ah, yes.” Let her smirk. He’d have the last laugh. “You said you wanted to speak to my sources. I thought we’d start in town with Mrs. Chapel.”

“And what does Mrs. Chapel do at the mill?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why are we visiting her?”

“You’ll see.”

Last night he’d decided there was only one way to decipher the real Amanda Keane—put her in certain situations and watch her react. Because he had to know where she stood. He owed it to himself . . . and to the girl whose memory he honored. To all the children who deserved better than a wretched existence as pauper apprentices.

After they finished breakfast, they headed into the foyer. Amanda donned a somber blue cloak and bonnet very different from her festive green yesterday, yet they didn’t keep him from itching to kiss her as she passed under the bough.

He scowled. Why the hell must she do this to him? He’d kissed plenty of women in his day. While at Oxford, he’d even joined Warren on a few expeditions to the stews of London. Yet nothing had ever affected him as profoundly as the simple pleasure of having Amanda in his arms. Indeed, it was all he could do not to drag her back into them as he helped her into the carriage.

While the women settled against the squabs, he leapt in to take his seat opposite them and ordered the driver to go on. Then he leaned back to fix Amanda with an even look. “You mentioned touring some English mills. Which ones?”

“Henley in Manchester. Wright’s in Liverpool. And of course, the most important one and the one I primarily wished to see—New Lanark.”

“Ah, yes,” he said cynically, “everyone’s favorite model cotton mill.”

“We were very impressed,” Mrs. Keane gushed. “I’ve never seen a mill town built from the ground up, with decent lodgings for the workers and schools for their children.”

But Amanda had caught Stephen’s sarcasm. “I take it you are not so impressed, my lord.”

He sighed. “Don’t misunderstand me. I admire what Robert Owen has done. I merely wish he wasn’t the only forward-thinking fellow. It took him years to make enough profit to please his investors, and even then, he had to buy some of them out before he found men willing to see his vision. Sadly, no one else wants to follow his stellar example.”

“I do,” Amanda said stoutly. “I hope to model my own factories after New Lanark.”

“Hope to? So that’s a new endeavor?”

She glanced out at the snowy fields they were passing. “For me, yes.”

Mrs. Keane smiled thinly. “My late husband and daughter didn’t always see eye to eye on the running of our mills. Now that he’s gone, Amanda wants to make improvements.” Before he could remark that wanting and doing were very different things, Mrs. Keane added, “And speaking of family disagreements, is it true that you and your brother, the marquess, are at odds?”

The abrupt change of subject, not to mention the highly personal nature of the question, threw him entirely off guard.

“Mama,” Amanda chided, “that’s his lordship’s private business.”

“It can’t be all that private,” her mother said with a sniff. “Everyone heard him and his brother arguing in the drawing room last night.”

He burst into laughter. Mrs. Keane was apparently as forthright as her daughter. “Warren was merely trying to convince me in his usual autocratic fashion to move back home, where he can keep me under his thumb.” His brother hadn’t admitted that was his intention, but Stephen suspected it was.

“You don’t live at home?” Amanda asked, bracing herself in a turn.

“No. If I did, it would make it harder for me to convince the workers that I’m their champion. This may surprise you, but some of us ‘whose idea of hard work is writing an article’ have the courage of our convictions.”

Amanda winced. “I . . . er . . . suppose I should apologize for that particular remark. I know that you do more than write—that you give speeches about reform and take great care with your research.”

“Do you?”

“I’m well aware of your reputation,” she said defensively. “And I laud your efforts. I just hate your assumption that all mill owners are alike, that the perfidy of the ones you haven’t destroyed with your pen merely hasn’t yet been revealed.”

He resisted the impulse to squirm under that rather harsh assessment. He focused on the bad ones because he wanted to shut them down. That didn’t mean he hated all mill owners.

“So if you don’t live at home, Lord Stephen,” Mrs. Keane said, clearly trying to steer the discussion into safer waters, “where do you live?”

He tore his gaze from Amanda to smile genially at her mother. “I have modest lodgings in Chelsea, but I’m seldom there since I travel so much.”

Mrs. Keane arched an eyebrow. “And how does your wife feel about that?”

He stifled a smile. Apparently matchmaking mothers were the same the world over. “I’m not married, madam.”

“Why not?” the woman pressed. “You seem old enough.”

“Mama!” Amanda said with more force this time . . . and a decided blush.

Absurdly, that blush pleased him. It reminded him that beneath her fierce mill-owner exterior was a warm woman with a penchant for hot, intimate kisses.

He flashed Mrs. Keane his most ingratiating smile. “Few Englishwomen are interested in marrying a lord who eschews the trappings of his rank, especially a younger son.”

That seemed to catch Amanda’s interest. “I thought younger sons in England usually became clergymen or barristers or soldiers.”

“They do. Sadly, I’m not terribly religious, wigs make me itch, and by the time I was old enough to consider becoming a soldier, England had stopped fighting Boney.”

It was a flip response. But telling the truth—that he was too wary of all such institutions to join them—would only rouse more questions. “So there you have it. Instead, I write. And no woman wants to marry a writer with only a bit of money left to him by his mother, and no land at all. Land is everything in England.”

“Money is everything in America,” Mrs. Keane said.

“So I hear. But my inheritance is hardly enough to tempt anyone, English or American.” It was the truth . . . and also a warning, if she wanted her daughter to set her cap for him. “And despite my brother’s wishes to bring me back into the fold, I’m not interested in giving up my ideals to return to a world where I’m neither comfortable nor welcome.”

“I see.” Mrs. Keane smoothed her skirts. “In other words, you aren’t married because your wife would have to join you in being an outcast from society.”

“Oh, heavens,” Amanda muttered.

He chuckled. “You could put it that way.”

“Then Englishwomen must be stupid indeed,” Mrs. Keane said.

That stymied him. “Because they don’t wish to be outcasts?”

“Because they force you to choose between two opposite spheres, when there are many gradations between.”

“In America, perhaps,” he said dryly. “There aren’t many gradations in England.”

Mrs. Keane sniffed. “I hardly believe that. I’ve met several respectable females who are neither outcasts nor ladies of high rank. Surely you could find a woman among them who’s willing to compromise for the sake of love.”

“You don’t understand, Mama.” Amanda steadied her gaze on him. “It’s not the women who don’t want to compromise. It’s Lord Stephen.”

He met her gaze evenly. “I suppose you consider my refusal to compromise a flaw in my character.”

“That’s a flaw in anyone’s character, young man,” Mrs. Keane said. “Especially in a husband. Marriage is all about compromise.”

“For the women,” Amanda said tartly. “Never for the men.”

Her mother stared at her. “That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?” The resentment festering in Amanda’s voice gave him pause. “Papa never compromised with you. Things were always his way.”

Was that also true of the man’s treatment of his daughter? Was that why Amanda was so quick to take offense when a man with strong opinions started voicing them?

Mrs. Keane sighed. “All right, I’ll grant you that.” She smiled sadly. “But that’s precisely why I know how important compromise is, my dear.”

Stephen wanted to hear more about Amanda and her father. About her. But just then, they pulled up in front of a shop in the center of town.

Amanda looked out and frowned. “We’re going shopping?”

“No, but I want it to appear that way. I’d rather not call attention to Mrs. Chapel’s willingness to speak to us by driving right up to her cottage in your brother’s impressive carriage.”

That sobered both Amanda and her mother, as well it should. Warren hadn’t been entirely wrong to worry about the danger of Stephen’s activities. But it wasn’t dangerous for Stephen; it was dangerous for the workers feeding him information.

As soon as they’d disembarked, the coachman handed down the basket Yvette had sent along. Then Stephen ushered his companions through a series of alleys and streets until they were strolling on the outskirts of town.

So far his companions had asked no questions and made no fuss. Had Mrs. Keane known what she was agreeing to when she came along? Or had Amanda pawned it off as some fun excursion? Whatever the case, Mrs. Keane didn’t look at all perturbed when he led them up to a tumbledown wattle-and-daub cottage.

He knocked, and Mrs. Chapel answered the door with her babe on one hip. “Milord!” Pleasure wreathed her face in smiles until she spotted his companions. Then she turned wary. With a quick survey of the road behind them, she swung the door wide open. “Quick, come inside, if you please. Before anyone sees.”

Neither of his companions questioned her caution, but Amanda did shoot him an odd look as they entered the single room that constituted the entire home.

In the center was a rickety table with four mismatched chairs, and a kettle was on the hob. On one side sat a worn chest of drawers. The other side held a crudely built trundle bed, a basket that served as a crib, and a separate horsehair mattress lacking a bedstead. The beds were neatly made up, though a three-year-old wearing a threadbare cotton dress sat atop the trundle bed banging a pot enthusiastically with a wooden spoon.

Mrs. Keane’s eyes lit up as she saw the child, but Amanda turned distant once more, her eyes regarding him with a suspicion that roused guilt in his chest.

He tamped it down ruthlessly. “Mrs. Chapel, I’ve brought some friends from Walton Hall to visit. This is Mrs. Keane and her daughter Miss Amanda Keane. They own mills in America.”

Mrs. Chapel’s wariness turned to confusion. “You mean, Mr. Keane owns the mills, don’t you?”

Amanda smiled. “Actually, I own the mills. They were left to me and my brother by my father. My brother sold his share to me with my mother’s blessing.”

Something like awe passed over Mrs. Chapel’s face. “A woman owner. Who’d have thought it? America must be very different.”

“Not as different as we’d like,” Mrs. Keane said dryly, “but it’s so vast a land that both men and women are needed to run things.” She stepped forward. “May I hold the babe?”

“Oh! Why, of course, ma’am. Though hand her right back if she turns cross. Wouldn’t want her to spit up on you.”

As Mrs. Keane took the child and began to coo at it, Stephen handed Mrs. Chapel the basket. “The mistress of Walton Hall asked that I bring you these. Her guests went shooting yesterday and managed to kill more pheasants than anyone at the hall could eat. She said she was sure you could use them.”

Mrs. Chapel blinked back tears as she took the birds. “Oh, yes, milord, thank you. Tell her it’s most kind of her. The lads will make short work of these.”

“How many boys do you have?” Mrs. Keane asked as she jiggled the baby up and down.

“Three, counting the baby, ma’am. And Mary there makes four children altogether.”

Mrs. Keane glanced about the small room and frowned, but didn’t say anything. He sympathized. He’d long ago become accustomed to seeing whole families crammed into a room the size of a pantry at home, but that didn’t mean he liked it.

“Tom and Jimmy are at the mill right now, along with Mr. Chapel,” Stephen said.

“I would work there meself,” Mrs. Chapel said, “but someone has to tend the little ones.”

Mrs. Keane blinked. “Surely you aren’t old enough to have lads of an age to work at the mill.”

That caught him off guard. Mrs. Chapel looked every bit of her thirty years, even a little older. Mrs. Keane shouldn’t be surprised.

Mrs. Chapel preened a bit. “Thank you kindly, ma’am, but my oldest is nearly eleven.”

“Eleven is the oldest?” Amanda looked shocked, which gave him pause. “How old is the younger one?”

“Seven,” Stephen said in a hard voice. “Tom is a mule scavenger.”

Amanda fixed him with a horrified look. “Climbing about under the moving parts of the spinning mule for whatever bits of cotton fall,” she said, as if to clarify.

“That is what a mule scavenger does, isn’t it?” he said coldly. “Don’t you use them in your own mills?”

Mrs. Keane gaped at him. “Our mule scavengers are fourteen, my lord. My husband used to hire them as young as twelve, but Amanda refuses to hire anyone before the age of fourteen.”

“Anyone?” He turned to Amanda. “That’s the youngest age of any of your workers?”

“Yes. The piecers and tenters are generally older.”

Astonishing. There wasn’t a mill in England that started their apprentices as old as fourteen. But neither her nor her mother’s shock had been feigned. Perhaps Amanda wasn’t as hard-nosed as he’d assumed.

Then again, he’d been fooled by owners before.

Mrs. Keane now had a martial light in her eyes. “How can they let a seven-year-old work in the mill?”

Mrs. Chapel turned defensive. “We don’t have no choice, ma’am. They hired my husband as a mule spinner only because the two boys could work, too. I was agin’ it myself, but my husband—”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure he saw no way out,” Mrs. Keane said. “I’m not talking about your and your husband’s choices, Mrs. Chapel. Sometimes we have to do difficult things to support our families.” She glanced at Stephen. “But I was told it was illegal in England for any mill to employ children under the age of nine.”

At the word illegal, Mrs. Chapel whirled on Stephen in a panic. “You said you wouldn’t make trouble for me husband! He needs this post, milord. If they turn him off because you report Mr. Hanson—”

“They won’t turn him off,” Stephen said. “No one will know who gave me the information.”

“Really?” Amanda said. “You can promise her that?”

The hint of accusation in her voice made him bristle. “Why do you think I’m taking these precautions? When I write my article, I won’t use the Chapel name. I won’t give specifics anyone can tie to her or her husband. Trust me, plenty of other seven-year-olds work in that mill. And six-year-olds and five-year-olds and—”

“Enough,” Amanda said, her voice soft with compassion. “I know that your intentions are good, but mill communities are small. You must be careful or you’ll endanger the very people you want to help.”

“I suppose you think I should look the other way and never try to change things,” he snapped. “Let devils like Hanson bully their workers, paying them wages so low that they’re practically forced to sell their children in order to eat. Let them put the children in dangerous situations and punish them by—”

“No, of course not,” she said, her cheeks now as pale as Mrs. Chapel’s.

“I’ve been doing this awhile. I know how to keep the workers safe.” He turned to Mrs. Chapel. “I promise you, nothing will happen except that Hanson will be forced to follow the law of the land and not the law of profit.”

“And if something does happen,” Amanda told her, “I’m sure my sister-in-law up at Walton Hall can find work for your husband.”

He stifled a snort. And she thought he was making promises he couldn’t keep. Still, her words seemed to calm Mrs. Chapel’s fears where his own assertions hadn’t.

“Thank you, miss,” she said gratefully. “It’s much appreciated.”

Taking out his notepad and pencil, he licked the tip. “I’ve been asking everyone certain questions, Mrs. Chapel, so I can get my facts straight. If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you the same ones.”

When she glanced to Amanda for reassurance, it annoyed him. Amanda, not he, was supposed to be the person no one trusted. It was galling. It had taken him a week to gain Mrs. Chapel’s trust, and Amanda had gained it in minutes. He still wasn’t entirely sure she deserved it.

Mrs. Chapel seemed to consider a moment longer, then steadied her shoulders. “Things has got bad, real bad, at Hanson Cotton Works of late. If you think you can make them better, milord, I’m willing to tell you what I can.”


Chapter Four
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On the walk back to the shop where their carriage had been left, Amanda couldn’t even bear to look at Stephen for fear she’d fly into a rage. Over the past few hours she’d begun to suspect why he’d brought them to Mrs. Chapel’s, and if she was right, then he was the most deceitful, pompous—

“I can’t believe they work those poor children so long and hard,” Mama said in a hollow voice as they walked down an alley.

Amanda’s throat closed up at the thought of everything Mrs. Chapel had revealed. Workers at Hanson Cotton Works endured shifts of at least sixteen hours, which often stretched far into the night, in horrible conditions. Awful punishments were administered to those foolish enough to fall asleep. Accidents were so common, they were scarcely even reported any more.

“And the apprentices are so young, too,” Mama said. “It’s appalling.”

They were called “pauper apprentices”—most of them orphans taken from the workhouses in London to labor in the mills until they were twenty-one. Some began as young as four—four!—working as mule scavengers. Mr. Hanson and his men ought to be horsewhipped.

“It’s appalling indeed,” Amanda choked out.

“That’s all you have to say?” Stephen snapped.

Oh, that tore it. She halted just as they reached the alley’s end. “Mama, I’d like a word alone with his lordship.”

Her mother glanced from Amanda’s set features to Stephen’s narrowed gaze. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“I promise to leave him in one piece. That’s about all I can promise.” When her mother paled, Amanda softened her fierce tone. “Please just go on to the carriage. We won’t be long.”

Fortunately, Mama knew when to refrain from arguing with her headstrong daughter.

The moment she’d left, Amanda whirled on Stephen. “Why did you bring me to Mrs. Chapel’s?”

Something flickered in his eyes. Guilt? She doubted it. He was incapable of that.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “You said you wanted to speak to my sources.”

“You said you wanted to interview me. Except that this was the interview, wasn’t it? To see how I reacted to the recitation of such horrible, despicable—”

“Yes,” he said tightly.

She trembled with a fury she could scarcely contain. “And you thought I would approve of such methods? You thought me such a monster?”

“No!” He raked his hair away from his face. “I merely . . . Other mill owners regard these practices as acceptable, even necessary to their profits. The bastards don’t care about the human cost. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve listened to them defend their cruelties in Parliament speeches.”

“So you assumed I was as bad as they.” Her belly roiled. “You kissed me last night—several times—while thinking that I might be—”

“No.” He gritted his teeth. “You don’t understand.” Stepping closer, he lowered his voice. “I had to determine whether you were an ally or an enemy. I think I have good reason for caution.”

“Really? Have I personally given you any reason?”

“Not yet, but—”

“Not yet ? Are you waiting for me to show my true colors?”

A distinct unease crossed his face. “Certainly not, but—”

“We’re all the same to you, aren’t we? All monsters.”

“I do not think you a monster,” he bit out.

“You could have fooled me.” Before he could respond, she said, “Tell me something, my lord. Where do you think your cotton shirt and cravat were made? Or did you personally see to it that they were produced by handloom weavers in a cottage somewhere?”

“Of course not,” he said stiffly. “There are scarcely any of those left in England.”

“Precisely. Because people need cheaply made cotton goods. So somebody’s mills have to produce them. Wouldn’t it be better to support those mills that follow fair practices, rather than trying to tear down an entire industry?”

“I’m not doing that!”

“No? Without so much as a shred of evidence, you apparently assumed that my mills are as awful as Hanson Cotton Works. Have you ever even been to America?”

“I have not.” He drew himself up. “But I have trouble believing that American mills are any better than English ones.”

“My mills are better!” Amanda cried. “I can only speak for my own. Unlike you, I don’t presume to know the practices of every mill in the world. But I should hope that most owners are conscientious enough not to prey on their workers.”

“Most? I doubt that, having spent countless hours in research and observation.”

“Of the worst mills you can find.”

“Yes! The ones that need changing. It makes no sense to look at the good ones.”

“Maybe if people were to hear how things could be, they might push for change more willingly.”

He glared at her. “People only change if you shock them into it.”

“Now you sound like a mill owner who justifies his harsh treatment by saying that people only work hard if beaten.” Her voice caught. “I suppose you used the same argument to justify your manipulating me so you could find out where I stood on these matters. Instead of asking me, like a decent person.”

He looked momentarily shaken. Then his eyes hardened. “How could I have been sure you would tell the truth?”

“Why would I lie about practices I thought were, to use your words, ‘acceptable’ and ‘necessary’ to my ‘profits’? You pointed out last night that I speak my mind. Did you think I wouldn’t speak it about this?”

He met her gaze coldly. “And what about your determination to talk to my sources? You had some purpose for that which you didn’t bother to share with me.”

Drat it all, she wasn’t like him. She wasn’t! “You never asked my reasons, so I never told you. But they were innocuous enough. I wanted to find out why the English are more successful in their cotton textile production than we Americans.”

“Well, if American mills are all as perfect as you claim, then the owners of English mills succeed because they hire children and work them to death!”

“That is not why!” She thrust her face up to his. “I’ve run factories long enough to know that horrible conditions lead to accidents and losses. Such practices don’t even make good business sense. And when it comes to mistreating children that young . . .”

She choked down bile, unable even to think of a child as young as four in a mill.

Unexpectedly, he pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry.” When she tried to struggle free, he wouldn’t let her. “I admit I jumped to conclusions about you.” He brushed a kiss to her hair. “I just . . . worried that you were too good to be true. And I stupidly thought this the best way to find out.”

Pushing against him, she scowled. “This, and kissing me. Seeing what you could wheedle out of me by flirtation.”

“Absolutely not.” His eyes burned into hers. “The kisses had naught to do with it.”

“Really?” she said bitterly. “They weren’t an attempt to soften me up?”

He shook his head. “Perhaps I had some notion along those lines at the beginning.” He rubbed his thumb over her lips. “But our kisses rapidly became something else. An unintended complication. An unwise attraction.”

“Very unwise,” she agreed, only somewhat mollified by his assertion that his flirtations had been honest. Tearing herself from his embrace, she turned toward the end of the alley. “I’m glad to hear that we agree on that.”

He blocked her path. “I’m sorry I manipulated you, but as far as I’m concerned, our bargain still holds.”

“If you think I am going to—”

“You said I should write about the good mills. Very well, help me do that.”

That arrested her. “How?”

“Tell me about yours.”

“And you’ll listen without bias,” she said skeptically.

He flashed her a rueful smile. “I promise to try. And in exchange, I’ll see if I can’t find people who can tell you more about English mills and how they work.”

“The good factories,” she prodded. “Not the awful ones who rule their workers by fear and deprivation.”

“Yes.” He stared at her. “But first I must finish my article. And I’m hoping you can assist me.”

She lifted an eyebrow.

He seized her hand. “Help me interview the workers. I can see you have a good heart. What’s more, the workers see it, too. They may be even more likely to talk honestly to a female owner who understands their concerns and isn’t part of the English system. Working together, you and I could learn a great deal more than I could learn alone; we could put an end to at least one bad owner’s reign. That’s what you want, isn’t it? To force Hanson into cleaning up his mill?”

She sighed, still haunted by the fear in Mrs. Chapel’s voice for her family. “I do.”

“So, what do you say?” he asked, his gaze intent on her. “It’s Christmastide, a time to set things right. Will you help me with my article? Agree to a truce for the sake of the children?”

“I suppose.” Her tone hardened. “But only because you need to nail Mr. Hanson and his disgusting compatriots to a wall.”

“We need to do that.” Cocking his head, he smiled faintly. “I had no idea you had such a bloodthirsty streak.”

“Luckily for you, I can restrain it when necessary.”

“Well, you did promise your mother to leave me in one piece,” he teased.

If he thought he could jolly her out of her bad humor, he had another think coming. “That’s the only thing that saved you from my wrath,” she said, and slid past him.

“I was saved from your wrath?” he called after her. “I think I missed that part.”

As she headed down the street, his laughter rang in her ears.

Let him laugh. He would soon find she wasn’t the sort to easily give up a grudge. Especially one that involved her being manipulated by some man.

Christmastide or no, it would be a long time before she forgave Lord Stephen Corry.

♦ ♦ ♦

Five days had passed since Stephen’s argument with Amanda in the alley, and to his irritation, they were once again surrounded by far too many people. Earlier in the day, the servants had brought piles of holly, cedar, and other fragrant greens into the drawing room, and the ladies were now weaving them into garlands and wreaths in preparation for hanging them tomorrow, on Christmas Eve.

“I’m so glad you accepted my husband’s invitation to shoot, Mr. Hanson,” Yvette said as the mill owner helped himself to some cucumber sandwiches. “We do so want to be an important part of the community in our new home. I’m just sorry that the sleet forced all of you gentlemen inside.”
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