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An Enchanted Christmas: A Regency Collection

Barbara Metzger


The Christmas Curse


Chapter One

“’Struth, Christmas just is not what it used to be.” The old knight looked around his Great Hall with its banners and tapestries and suits of armor. He shook his bearded head.

“You aren’t what you used to be, either,” his fond wife replied with a tongue that could cut a haunch of venison.

“Faugh. In my time, we had ribbons and pine boughs, mistletoe and holly. Good honest revelry, with minstrels and mead, after we got down on our knees and prayed, of course.”

“In your time, you old tub of tin, you had knees.” Sad but true, Sir Olnic was a mere shadow of himself. He was, in fact, a shade, a specter, a spirit, a ghost. His beloved Lady Edryth, as beautiful in his eyes as ever, appeared to other, mortal eyes as a wisp of smoke, a dust mote in a moonbeam, a wafting of lilacs.

She drifted now through the Great Hall of Worth Keep, her long red locks flowing behind her, held off her alabaster cheeks by a simple gold fillet. A summer’s day would have burned that fair complexion, but Lady Edryth had not been kissed by the sun in a long time, a very long time. She had not been kissed by her husband in ages, either, and was not like to permit such license in the near future.

With her richly embroidered blue velvet gown making a soft swishing noise—or was that the wind whispering through the cracks of the ancient pile?—Lady Edryth floated past the long rows of antique armor that lined the smoke-darkened walls. Only one suit of metal was currently occupied, the one in which Sir Olnic currently sulked. It had been the knight’s second best chain mail, his finest one having suffered irreparable damages, although not as irreparable as Sir Olnic had suffered, that long-ago, curse-causing Christmas Day.

“Sir Olnic the Worthy,” his lady-wife muttered now. “Hah. You are not even worthy of a good polishing, not after you frightened off all the servants. Again. My home is going to wrack and ruin, no thanks to you.”

“Oh-ho, so now it is my fault? You did not chivvy the maids about their mopping?”

“Lazy creatures, all of them. But I never had a flock of angry geese attack the poor cook.”

“They were looking for the ring, by all the saints. Your blessed ring.”

“And what about the mad squirrels, or the bellowing cows? Was that before or after the wild boars or the whirlwinds? No one will come next or nigh the place, not at Yuletide.”

“Saints above, I was trying to move the ring. ’Sooth, it is getting closer, isn’t it?” Sir Olnic crouched lower in his armor, clanking the cuisse piece at the thigh. He jangled it again for good measure, not that anyone was listening. Servants rarely entered this area of the old castle, and never near Christmas, if they could avoid it. There was, the knight knew to his abiding regret, no avoiding his beloved’s recriminations.

“Closer?” his dulcet-voiced darling shrilled. “Three miles in three centuries? At this rate, the Keep will collapse around our ears, if we had ears, of course, and our heirs will be living on the moon, before we dissolve your wretched curse.”

Sir Olnic rattled the heavy sword at his side. “Your memory plays you false, madam wife, the same way you betrayed your marriage vows.”

“I never did, you maggot-minded old fool!”

“Prithee, ’twas not I who called the curse down around our house.”

“Well, ’twas not I lost my temper on Christmas Day.”

They had been entertaining the neighborhood at a Yuletide feast, with suckling pigs and stuffed partridges, venison and smoked oysters. There were musicians and mimes, ale, mead, and wassail. Spirits rose and, with them, tempers.

“I still say that cur Rostend insulted me and my house,” Sir Olnic declared.

“Sir Rostend paid me a compliment on my dress, by all the heavens.”

“His eyes were prying you out of it, I swear.”

Alas, Sir Olnic lost his head, challenging his long-time foe to a duel. The joust turned into a melee between their armies of followers, a bloody pitched battle. Sir Olnic lost. He lost his head, indeed, but also his arm, a leg, and various and sundry suddenly unnecessary appendages. Worst of all, he lost his wife’s wedding ring.

Jousting on Christmas Day, breaking the king’s truce, would have sent both men to the gallows. Taking a life, even one so unlamented as Sir Rostend’s, on the day of the Nativity would have sent Sir Olnic straight to Hell, except for his beloved’s parting words. As she angrily crammed her gold ring onto his little finger, her favor to wear at the joust, Lady Edryth had declared: “If you lose this ring”—which Sir Olnic would only do, of course, if he lost his life—“then your soul will walk this hall through eternity. You will never find rest, as God is my witness and by the love I bear you, until the ring is back in this castle, on the finger where it belongs.”

Lady Edryth had died shortly after her husband, defending her home and her son’s patrimony from those who saw her lord’s death as an invitation to increase their own holdings. She succeeded in preserving the succession, but was doomed to join Sir Olnic’s eternal limbo by that very curse. Taking the Lord’s name in vain, on Christmas, no less, and usurping His authority, kept her from the Gates of Heaven. Instead, she bided in the Great Hall of Worth Keep, keeping her spouse on his ghostly toes and the housemaids on theirs.

As far as Sir Olnic could figure, with centuries to consider the dilemma, he needed to get that blasted ring onto the finger of the bride of one of his descendants. Lady Edryth could no longer wear it, for certain, and simply placing the gold band in the hand of an heir could not possibly satisfy the terms of the curse. No, that would have been too easy for his lady-wife. She needed true love, besides. Oh, and he soon discovered—after a decade or two—that he could only be truly effective, have the slightest bearing whatsoever—besides a few moans and metallic clanks—on the solid world, during the twelve days of Christmas. His lady love did not do things by half. Nor did she have half the effect on the mortals who shared their castle.

Unfortunately, Sir Olnic’s descendants, who had taken the family name of Nicholson and who had risen, by that same pigheaded valor, to the title of Barons of Worth, seldom wed for love. They made advantageous marriages, increasing land and wealth and power at whichever court held sway at the time. They also took up residence elsewhere for most of the year, for which Sir Olnic could not blame them. Hell, the Keep was haunted, wasn’t it?

Aside from having neither heir nor beloved bride to hand, the ancient knight had not yet retrieved the ring, but he was getting closer. The jousting ground was a torn-up mud pit by the time all the bits and pieces of the combatants had been gathered for burial. Who knew who ended up in which mausoleum? No one cared, except for Sir Olnic, who was, to his—literally—everlasting regret, missing his left hand’s little finger, with his wife’s ring on it.

The tilting field was seeded for grass; he sent in squirrels to dig it up. The grounds keepers replanted; he called forth whirlwinds. They sowed wheat; he sent crows. They let it go fallow, he followed with rooting pigs. Finally, finally, many Christmases later, he managed to loose a herd of goats in the acreage. One of them actually uncovered the ring, but the blasted nanny ate the thing before Sir Olnic could get anyone to retrieve it. He was working on the milkmaid and her beau, but too late. The next effort was certainly beneath a knight’s dignity, surveying the grass beneath a goat. Still, he was rewarded. The ring ended in a pile of manure, that much closer to the Keep. Some years later, nicely rotted, the mound was gathered by the gardeners and placed around the rosebushes.

Sir Olnic tried hens and hedgehogs. He tried killing the rosebushes, but the gardeners merely replanted in the same spot. Geese, snakes, a small boy once— Nothing had brought the ring to the surface. Now the knight was desperate. For the first time in decades, the Nicholson heir was in residence at Christmastime…the bachelor Baron Worth.

Lady Edryth shook her head. “Forsooth, you’d do better trying to marry off one of the goats.”

*

“Christmas is not what it used to be, is it, Salter?”

“No, my lord,” the old butler agreed. “But then Christmas is never quite what one expects, at Worth Keep.”

Nick had to raise his glass to that. This would be the first Yuletide Oliver Nicholson, Baron Worth, had spent at the family seat in over a decade. This was not, however, the first glass he’d lifted since his arrival. The two facts had more than a passing acquaintance, although the dismal old place currently suited his dismal old mood. Still, the lack of decorations, the pervasive chill in the air despite the fires in the hearths, the absence of any reminders of the festive season, were vaguely disturbing to the baron on this Christmas Eve. He stretched his long legs closer to the fire in the book room of the newer wing. “Are there decorations in the servants’ quarters, at least?” he asked.

“There are hardly any servants in the servants’ hall, my lord, not at this time of year. Most take their holidays to visit family. Or accept temporary positions with whichever of the neighbors are entertaining.” He did not say that the few staff members with responsible positions or nowhere else to go were cowering in the gatehouse, the gardener’s cottage, or the estate manager’s house, as far from Worth Keep as they could get. “Mrs. Salter and I do have a red candle in our sitting room. If we had known of your visit, my lord, we would certainly have seen the family rooms decorated for the season, with a pine bough or such in your valet’s chamber, and a sprig of holly for your groom over the stables. Mrs. Salter does have a goose ready to cook for tomorrow’s dinner, however, and her special Christmas pudding.”

Which were undoubtedly meant for the loyal old retainers’ meal. “My apologies, Salter. It was a sudden decision. Still, I am sure you must have prepared a wassail bowl for the carolers who will be arriving any moment.”

The butler straightened a figurine on the mantel. “No carolers will be coming, my lord.”

“Ah. The Worth wraiths, I suppose?”

The butler nodded his gray head. “And the Christmas curse.”

“Do you and your good wife not believe in ghosts, Salter?”

Salter believed that no one but Master Oliver, now Baron Worth, would keep on such an elderly couple to run his residence. The butler’s eyes were bad. His wife’s hearing was worse. “We’ve neither seen nor heard any disturbances, my lord.”

“Well, I’ve ghosts enough of my own without counting the family phantasms. Why don’t you go make us some mulled ale or punch, then, that we might toast the holiday ourselves, and to the devil with curses and craven servants?”

When the butler left, Lord Worth poured himself another drink and relaxed back against the worn leather cushions of his chair, remembering other Christmases. He recalled house parties and balls at other people’s homes, services and children’s Nativity reenactments, at other people’s churches. Gaiety and gifts, mistletoe kisses and sleigh rides, rich foods, familiar carols, friends. The joy of the season echoed in his mind like a distant church bell. Why, he’d even made his first and only proposal of marriage at a Christmas ball, and had been turned down, right under a kissing bough. Nick barely remembered the young lady’s name, only that she’d laughed to think he expected her to follow the drum. With so much champagne and punch, and a promising military career ahead of him, he’d hardly regretted the refusal.

He regretted it now. If the pretty little blonde Julia had accepted, he could have children at his knees tonight, helping to light the Yule log, reading the Gospel. She could be playing the pianoforte while neighbors joined them in song. She could be warming his vast, cold bed upstairs.

Instead Oliver Nicholson was well past thirty, with a cousin as heir and a chill that never went away. He was more alone than he had ever been, with only his memories as companions. Ghosts, indeed.

Was he cursed? Nick wondered, fingering the scars that sliced down his cheek and kept his left hand from wielding anything heavier than a fork. He’d been a good officer, keeping his men alive under horrific conditions, keeping them armed and fed, half at his own expense. No, he was not accursed, unless surviving when others had fallen was a malediction, except…

Except that three years ago, his troops had been decimated when he’d been sent away from them, behind enemy lines, on Boxing Day.

Except that two years ago his best friend Gregory had given his life to save Nick’s, two days after Christmas, as soon as fighting had been resumed after the holiday peace.

Except that last year, the French cannon shot would have killed him, if the saber wound had not leveled him seconds before, on New Year’s Day.

Coincidences or some quirk of the family curse that kept Worth Keep in chaos at Christmastime? Nick did not know, any more than he knew what he was supposed to do with this life he’d been granted. He was useless to the army, although they had offered him a desk position. He could take his seat in Parliament, if he had a mind to be bored beyond endurance. His estates had competent managers, and his investments were in wiser hands than his. He had no taste for the beau monde and its frivolous pursuits, where the crucial decisions involved the color of one’s waistcoat or the height of one’s shirt points. The succession was assured with his cousin’s brood, so Nick did not even have the excuse of needing a bride as a mission for his sorry life. Besides, no female but the most arrant fortune hunter or blatant title seeker would have him, not with his scarred phiz and mangled hand.

Lord Worth did have one goal, though, other than getting as drunk as a dockhand off duty, a goal that had brought him to this benighted building at this season of goodwill: somehow, he was going to make amends to Gregory Rostend’s family. The baron raised his glass now, with his good right hand. “Here’s to you, old friend. May one of us believe that the life you saved is worth the cost.”

He drank the brandy as the hall clock struck midnight, then tossed the empty glass into the fireplace just as the bells of the distant church rang in Christmas Day. The noise was considerable, so loud even Mrs. Salter was sure to hear it. The sound was too loud, Nick considered in his brandy haze, for a mere shattered crystal goblet. The Worth ghosts must be stirring. Happy Christmas.


Chapter Two

“What have you done now, you gormless gaby? You could have killed those old ladies with your puerile pranks.”

“Bosh, I merely waved a greeting in passing.”

Lady Edryth threw up her hands in dismay and disgust. “Merely? Merely? An armored knight suddenly appearing at the side of the road is merely? By all the saints, you sent one coach into the ditch, and the other into a stone pillar. Why, you could rot in Hell for such an evil deed.”

Back in his suit of armor, where he would not have to look into his wife’s angry green eyes, Sir Olnic muttered, “How bad could Hell be, after an eternity with a nagging woman?”

“What was that, husband?”

“I said I bade them good e’en, not boo. Asides, if that other driver hadn’t been cup-shot, he could have avoided the mishap.”

“Now you are foisting the blame off on others? Fie on you, you rusty old relic. You took ten years off the lives of those old ladies, and neither had ten years to spare. To say nothing of what palpitations or permanent injuries you might have caused them.”

“Tough old birds, those sisters. They’ll live to dine out on the story for another score of years at least.”

“Ah, now you’ve taken to soothsaying? What’s next, divination from entrails? Why, if I could wield my dagger, I’d show you entrails, I would.”

Sir Olnic rocked back and forth, rattling his metal mouthpiece but keeping his own lips shut. After a century or two, even a hardheaded warrior learns a lesson or two.

“What were you thinking anyway? That you’d fetch the ladies to the Keep for the heir to choose a bride? They’re both old enough to be his mother, by the sword of St. George. Nay, if maidens still married so young, they could be his grandmother! Would you have the dolt take a wife too old to bear children, much less his weight in bed?”

Not willing to admit that he’d wished to see the women in the carriage for himself, to ascertain their ages and availability, Sir Olnic blustered: “You go too far, madam. I intend to find the heir a fitting bride, when the time is ripe.”

“The time has rotted on the vine, and those two plums have withered to prunes. Meanwhile, what is your jackaninny namesake supposed to do with two spinsters having heart spasms?”

“He’ll manage. Competent lad, our boy. A soldier, don’t you know.”

“Another bloodthirsty barbarian, more like.” She did not say, like father like son, but she was thinking it, Sir Olnic knew. “He’ll be too busy caring for the old maids to go courting this Christmas season, that is certain. If he does not drown himself in the bottle. Heaven alone knows when we’ll get another chance.”

From the depths of his armor, and the depths of despair, Sir Olnic swore: “I have a plan.”

Lady Edryth curled her lovely lip. “So did Genghis Khan.”

“And I’ll wager he’s not roaming his tents, trying to marry off his descendants to satisfy some romantic woman’s foolish curse, getting a lost ring on a Worth bride’s hand.”

“Give it up, prithee. Your baron will not find a wife.”

“What, do you think that his scars are so dire no female will look on his suit with favor?”

Lady Edryth waved her handkerchief at Sir Olnic’s visored helmet. “Those are honorable scars, won in battle. My scion sons have always served their kings and their countries, and no decent woman would turn her back on such a noble paladin. But a gentle lady will look inside.” She tapped on the steel breastplate. “And your gallant’s heart is as hard as your armor. Your heir carries far more wounds than meet the eye.”

“The boy is your descendant, too, you know. He’s got your green eyes.”

“But he has your black hair and broad shoulders. And your love of wine.”

Sir Olnic wished he had a drop of the spirit right now. “He’s brave. None but the stouthearted would take up residence here at Yuletide.”

“Hes thickheaded, just like you. Hiding away in a moldering castle, the way you hide in your armor. I do wonder where he got that nose, though.” She touched her own smooth, straight nose. “I always suspected that Lady Christina, the one who was married to Sir Buspar, had played her husband false. Perhaps this Oliver Nicholson is not our heir at all, not the one meant to end the curse.”

Just then they heard voices from the doorway. Lady Edryth stepped behind her husband’s suit of armor. One voice was louder than the other cries and screams and whimpers.

“Salter, fetch hot water. James, you ride for the doctor. You there, light more candles. And you, madam, had better stop shrieking in my ear or I’ll bloody well toss you in the castle’s dungeon for the rats to eat, if the ghosts and ghoulies don’t get you first.”

Sir Olnic nodded, which would have caused the woman in Nick’s arms to faint, if the baron’s threats hadn’t already. “That’s my boy, all right.”

*

Pandemonium, that’s what it was. For a moment Nick thought he was back at the front, in the thick of battle. Men were shouting, horses were screaming, bodies were strewn about. But there was no cannon fire, no pall of gunpowder hanging over the midnight, moonlit scene, just someone bleating: “God rest ye merry, gentlemen.”

Was he foxed? Trying to recall how many glasses he’d consumed, Nick shook his head, but the sight still remained. Without another thought, he began to free the frightened horses from their traces. With his one good hand, he managed to shift the light gig enough to make sure no one was trapped underneath, but the sole occupant must be the singer, propped against a tree, bottle still in hand. “Let nothing ye dismay.”

The other coach was smashed to pieces against one of the pillars that held the bridge leading to the castle. Another foot or so and the carriage would have landed in the water that surrounded Worth Keep. By now Salter was tottering across the bridge with a lantern, and a few servants peered out of the gatehouse door. Lord Worth, recently Major Nicholson, started bellowing orders, over the caterwauling.

One old lady was passed out cold, her head against a rock. At least she was quiet. Nick quickly ascertained that she still breathed, and no bones appeared broken. The other was screaming fit to wake the dead. If one believed her yammering, the noise was unnecessary, and too late. She was clutching her bony chest, though, which worried the baron worse than her hysteria. The women’s driver was babbling about bogeys, but Nick could smell the spirits on the man’s breath, so he ignored that, too. With luck the fellow was castaway enough that he wouldn’t feel his broken leg being set.

“There are no such things as ghosts!” Nick shouted over all the noise, for the benefit of the victims as well as his reluctant helpers. The grooms and the gatekeeper kept looking over their shoulders while they led the horses away and pulled the doors off the carriage, to use as stretchers. “The drivers were both drunk, is all.”

“Returning from the party at Rostend Hall, I’d wager,” the butler offered.

“Lady Rostend was entertaining?”

“As she has annually on Christmas Eve, except the years she was in mourning, of course.”

“Of course.” Nick used his neck cloth to wipe at the blood streaming down the bosky caroler’s forehead, trying to determine how badly the fellow was injured.

Salter held the lantern closer, although he looked away from the gory sight. “I, ah, am certain your lordship would have received an invitation if Lady Rostend knew you were in residence.”

Pigs would fly first, Nick knew. Then again, the way events transpired at Worth Keep, flying pigs would be an improvement. “Leave this old sot for last. The gash looks worse than it is; head wounds bleed a lot. A few stitches should be enough to fix him up, though.”

He lifted the unconscious woman onto the coach door himself, while her companion, her sister, according to Salter, screeched her refusal to set one foot inside Worth Keep. “If you will not walk, madam, I shall have to carry you, for you cannot stay out here, and your sister’s injury appears too serious to undergo another bumpy carriage ride. I have seen enough concussions in the army to recognize the symptoms.” The old lady only screamed louder, so Nick picked her up without a by-your-leave and started striding across the bridge to the Keep. The others followed, bearing their burdens and their qualms.

Inside, Mrs. Salter had placed sheets over the facing couches in the morning room, since none of the guest rooms had been prepared. The unconscious woman, Miss Henrietta Mundy, was carefully transferred to one, with a blanket hastily thrown over her to protect her modesty. Nick deposited the other lady, Miss Charlotte Mundy, who was now equally as unconscious, onto the other. The driver was laid on a blanket near the fireplace, before his litter bearers left to see to the horses. The other drunk was helping himself to the newly made wassail, serenading them all with his fourth or fifth chorus of “Comfort and Joy.”

If the man weren’t already bleeding like a stuck pig, Nick would have drawn his cork. Comfort and joy, indeed! The place looked like a field hospital. “The doctor is going to need hot water and bandages,” Nick instructed Salter and his wife, “and the Misses Mundy will feel better for some hot tea when they wake up. I suppose we’ll have to ready chambers for them, too. The driver can bed down in the stables, and this sorry excuse…” He nodded toward the bloody but cheerfully off-key caroler.

“Mr. Bidlaw, my lord.”

“Mr. Bidlaw can be sent home as soon as the doctor has stitched his head.” He noticed the footman James standing by the door. “Why the devil are you still here? I sent you for the doctor at least an hour ago.” That was what it felt like, at any rate.

James coughed and studied his feet.

Salter cleared his throat. “My lord?”

Nick had that prickling at the back of his neck, the one that had saved his life more than once, the niggly twinge that warned of danger ahead. “Salter?”

“Ah, Mr. Bidlaw is our local physician.”

*

The dawn of Christmas Day was almost breaking when Nick was finally finished. By the time the coffee had been made, Bidlaw was fast asleep, but the others were moaning or weeping or wailing, as was their wont. Nick would have joined in, but he was too busy giving directions. As the only moderately competent person in the Keep, he knew it was his duty to do the necessary, so he did it. With the grooms’ help, although their nervous hands were none too steady, he set the driver’s leg. With Mrs. Salter’s help, the only female employee on the premises, he loosened the stays of both thankfully unconscious Mundy sisters. With his valet’s help, before the clunch cast up his accounts at the sight of all the blood, he stitched the doctor’s forehead. Never had Nick missed the army more, or at least his knowledgeable batman, who was more skilled than any battlefield surgeon. When he had done what he could, the baron saw the patients carried to bedchambers and sent old Salter and his wife to bed before they collapsed. Then he saw to the horses. And made sure the debris was off the roadway lest the broken carriage cause another accident. Then he checked again on the old ladies, not liking how Miss Henrietta was still unconscious, or how Miss Charlotte’s complexion was grayish, or how upset they would be to find out he was the one who had helped the housekeeper remove their outer layers of clothing. Almost as upset as they’d be to wake up with his pasty-faced gentleman’s gentleman in their bedroom. Nick could almost hear the shrieks now.

Finally, with the candles guttering and the fires burning out, he dragged his weary body through the cold, silent halls until he faced the rows of armor.

“Damn you!” he shouted, almost shaking the broadswords and sabers that lined the walls. With his right fist raised, he swore again at the empty-eyed visors. “Damn you, I say! I am your target, not innocent people. If you have laid a curse on this house, I am lord here, I am the heir, I am Worth. On your honor, attack me, you fiends, not old ladies or drunks, or valiant soldiers like Gregory Rostend. Come at me, by God, or else be gone.”


Chapter Three

“Now you’ve done it, my lord sovereign of the scrap heap. Now he’s cursing at us! Our own flesh and blood is trying to exorcise us out of our own home. By the heart of St. Hildegarde, the heir is challenging you to a duel of wills.”

Sir Olnic puffed out his metal chest, no mean feat for a phantasm. “The boy’s got ballocks,” the old knight proudly declared.

“He’s got your blather for brains, arguing with astrals. In case you have forgotten, husband, you were to see that he fell in love, not into a distempered freak.”

“I am working on that, jewel of my heart.”

Lady Edryth turned her back on her spouse’s armor, and on his endearment. If the old fool thought he could turn her up sweet with honeyed phrases, he was a few years too late. A few hundred. “Well, he will not be receptive to Cupid’s darts, not with a houseful of invalids to care for on his own.”

“I am working on that, too.”

“How? No maids will enter the castle, not at this time of year. After this day’s work, I doubt any of the footmen will return from holiday. None of the villagers will take employment here; they already cross themselves when they pass the bridge. Or were you thinking he could send for some London doxy to play at nursemaid, then make her his baroness? It will not serve! I tell you now, I will not have a trollop taking my place here!” Lady Edryth stamped her foot, but since she hovered a foot above the marble-tiled floor, no sound disturbed the early morning air.

“Be patient, my love. I know what I am about.”

If looks could kill—and if he were not already dead—Sir Olnic was about to be melted down into a decorative tea caddy. What choice did Lady Edryth have, after all, but patience?

*

Lord grant him patience, Nick prayed.

Miss Henrietta Mundy had awoken to find him at her bedside, with his dark, scarred visage made more gaunt and shadowed by lack of sleep. She’d cried out something about the devil. “Not quite, ma’am, merely Oliver Nicholson. You are safe at Worth Keep.” At which she’d gone off in another swoon. Nick did not have to worry about her wits being addled from the accident, he was relieved to note. Any sane person would have fainted, too.

Miss Charlotte Mundy had half risen to find herself half dressed. Her screams were drowning out the church bells. At least she was not suffering an inflammation of the lungs.

Mr. Bidlaw had wakened with a pounding headache. “Too much celebration, what?” he’d confided in the baron, who decided not to mention the five ragged stitches the man now sported on his forehead. The drunken dastard of a doctor deserved the disfiguring scar. Bidlaw ordered laudanum for Miss Henrietta’s concussion, and bloodletting for Miss Charlotte’s crise de nerfs. Having seen more than his share of head wounds and shock, Nick knew both prescriptions were the worst possible. Then Bidlaw decided to unsplint the coach driver’s leg, to reset the broken bone. No gentleman could do a competent enough job, he’d sworn, not even a veteran of the Peninsula campaign. Likely the leg would have to come off.

Nick packed the still half-seas-over sawbones into one of his carriages and sent him home to torture other patients, not those at Worth Keep. Now, however, he was at point-non-plus.

“We need help, Salter,” he understated. “Send the other coach for the Mundys’ maid. I don’t think they should be moved yet.”

“The ladies do not have a maid, my lord. They live in rather reduced circumstances, you see. The coach and driver were hired for the night.”

“Lud, just what we needed, two genteelly impoverished spinsters. Well, call back our own housemaids. They can take turns sitting up with the ladies until I can find a more competent doctor. I could not find a less competent one, by Zeus.”

Salter stared at something over the baron’s shoulder. “I regret that our two housemaids are off visiting their parents in Yorkshire. The scullery maid is barely twelve years of age.”

“But Mrs. Salter cannot nurse the ladies and cook invalid food at the same time. I would not even ask her to manage the stairs again this morning, except for the emergency.”

Salter sniffled and his pale eyes grew suspiciously damp. “I regret, my lord, that we have let you down. My Livvy and I should have retired years ago, with the generous pension your lordship offered. But serving the Nicholson family and taking care of Worth Keep is all we know, nearly the only home we’ve ever had.”

Nick awkwardly patted the man’s frail shoulder. “And you shall have it as long as you wish. The fault is all mine, for not giving you warning of my arrival. I am certain you could have had the place fully staffed.” 

Salter was not so certain. “It’s hard finding workers, my lord, especially this time of year.”

“Nonsense. We’ll simply hire some local girls. A bit of coin never comes amiss, especially at Christmas.” The old butler shook his head. “They won’t come, at any price. Superstitions, you know.”

Nick knew them all too well. Hadn’t he been shouting like a bedlamite at one of them? “Surely there are a few levelheaded women in the village who don’t believe those ancient fairy tales. Older females who understand such things as possets and potions. What do the local folks do for a midwife? There used to be an herbalist, I recall. The neighborhood lads called her a witch.”

“That would be One-Tooth Mags. She’s been dead these many years.”

“Well, think, man. Sending to London will take too long. Miss Charlotte will work herself into apoplexy if we don’t find a female to aid her and her sister.”

“Well, there is Mrs. Merriot.”

The name meant nothing to the baron. “Another witch?”

“Oh, no, my lord. Mrs. Merriot is a gently reared young lady, a widow. I understand she keeps a well-stocked stillroom. She made up a tisane for Old Jake’s rheumatics that worked a treat.”

“Capital! Hire her. Whatever it takes, just get the woman here.”

“Oh, but Mrs. Merriot is not a servant, my lord. I doubt she needs the money, and her family would not—”

“Dash it, we need the blasted female! If she won’t come for the money, then she ought to come out of Christian charity. Thunderation, I’ll go ask her myself. If she refuses, I swear I’ll toss her over my saddle and drag her here. Now, where can I find the matchless Mrs. Merriot?”

Salter listened to the tolling bells. “Why, I suppose, my lord, that you’ll find her at church. It is Christmas morning, after all.”

*

Lord Worth strode down the center aisle of the old church, his boot heels tapping on the stone floor. The small building was filled, and the vicar was reading the Gospel, so Nick had no choice but to take his seat in the empty family pew, all the way at the front of the church. The vicar stumbled over his words when he saw the late arrival, and the black-clad woman in the pew behind Nick gasped. The baron did not need to turn his head to know that Lady Rostend’s Christmas was now as miserable as his own. He kept his eyes forward, willing the reverend to hurry through the benedictions so he could find Mrs. Merriot and flee, before he had to confront Gregory’s mother in public.

At last the vicar was intoning, “Go in peace, my friends. Happy Christmas.”

Nick stood up and turned to address the congregation. “Before you leave, I must beg a moment of your time. There has been an accident at Worth Keep.” He could hear the muttering, the word “curse” growing louder and louder.

“Miss Charlotte and Miss Henrietta Mundy have been injured, and are now resting at the castle. Mr. Bidlaw is unable to care for them, and I need assistance. Anyone wishing a position of employment will be considered. A Mrs. Merriot has been recommended to me as a healer, but I am not acquainted with the lady. If she is here, I beg—”

“Never!” Lady Rostend got to her feet and shook her prayer book at Nick. “My niece will never cross your doorstep, you murderer.”

“Your niece?”

“Amelia Merriot, nee Rostend, as if you did not know, sirrah.”

“Little Amy?”

“Amelia, and she is a decent, God-fearing young widow now, and you shall not sully her with your notice.”

Everyone in the congregation was noticing. No one had made a move to return home for their Christmas feast, not with this juicy morsel laid out at church. The vicar was wringing his hands, and his wife was hustling the Sunday-school children out the side door, lest anyone think she ought to attend the Mundy sisters.

No other female would meet his eye. Not a single one was willing to come to Worth Keep, not to save a hundred impoverished gentlewomen. So much for the spirit of the season.

“Is this how you celebrate Jesus’ birthday?” Nick spoke quietly, but with enough force to be heard in the last pew. “By turning your back on neighbors in need? Is this what you learn from your prayer books? What happened to His teachings, to doing unto others as you would be done to?” Everyone looked at their feet, except Lady Rostend, who was gathering her fur muff and her ermine tippet. Nick started to walk back down that aisle, saying, “May you never find yourselves in dire straits, and God have mercy on you if you do. For certain your friends and neighbors won’t.” Before he reached the third row of seats, a woman next to Lady Rostend stood. She was dressed in gray, and Nick had thought her a servant or a companion. Now she pushed back the hood of her drab cloak to reveal fair curls and a well-remembered, heart-shaped face. “I will go with you, my lord.”

Lady Rostend pulled on her arm, hissing, “No. You cannot go with him, Amelia. The dastard killed my son. He’ll try to destroy you, too.”

“Nonsense, Aunt Viveca, the French killed Gregory. I will be perfectly safe with his lordship.”

“Think of your reputation, girl! You cannot go into that place alone.”

“You are right, Aunt. You’ll have to accompany me.”

Lady Rostend sank back against the seat, her mouth opening and shutting like a landed trout’s.

Amelia patted her hand. “Never fear, I will take my maid. She can help make the ladies comfortable. And I’ll take Sir Digby, too, for protection.”

Nick raised an eyebrow as he led Gregory’s cousin Amy out of the church past the gawking parishioners. “Sir Digby?”

She giggled, the loveliest sound he’d heard in ages. Church bells ought to chime with such sweetness. She smiled up at him, her blue eyes alight with laughter, and said, “My dog.”

Nick drove Mrs. Merriot back to Rostend Hall to gather her things, while he described the Mundy ladies’ conditions so she would know what to bring.

“Yes, I have been making an infusion of the foxglove for Miss Charlotte, but I should think she’ll need a soothing draught first. Probably chamomile. Willow bark tea for Miss Henrietta, and rose water to bathe her head. Lavender is always a comfort. Laudanum for the driver if the pain grows too bad.”

Following the young widow through the entry of Rostend Hall, Nick could not help noting the difference between this manor house and his own castle. Not just the cleanliness and general air of elegance as opposed to mere antiquity, but Rostend Hall was swathed in pine boughs and ribbons, gold bells and pine cones, clove-studded orange balls and holly wreaths. Even the air here smelled of Christmas, full of gingerbread and greenery and spice-scented candles.

“I am sorry to be taking you from your celebrations, ma’am. I fear we cannot offer half the comfort and festive fare you’d be enjoying here.”

“Of course, you were not expecting company. Think nothing of it, my lord. I’ll have Cook prepare a hamper so we can be quite merry.”

“Mrs. Salter is preparing a goose, I understand.” She smiled again, that enchanting grin that was half girlish and half goddess. “In that case, I’ll have Cook pack two hampers.”

The quartermaster’s office could have used Mrs. Merriot, Nick decided, watching the slight figure efficiently direct Lady Rostend’s servants in ten different directions, for food and clothes and medicines and books and a hundred things she thought might be necessary. The way the servants hurried to respond, with fond respect and smiles, said much for the lady’s standing in the household, and her own character. She’d always been a winsome little minx, he recalled, wrapping her cousin around her tiny fingers. She had turned into a charming young woman, from all appearances. She must be, what? Five and twenty? Too bad she’d been widowed at such a young age, he thought, wondering about the departed Mr. Merriot, the poor clod. Nick wished he’d asked Salter more questions.

While her maid packed a valise, Mrs. Merriot bid Nick follow her to the stillroom, where she quickly packed jars and labeled packets into covered baskets. When one was filled, she handed it to him and started on the next. She would have passed that one to him also, but Nick had to hold up his injured hand. Trying to sound nonchalant, he said, “Sorry. It’s not good for much but matched gloves.”

Without the least bit of missishness, Mrs. Merriot took his hand in her own. She bent the fingers, flexed the wrist. “Bad doctoring, I suppose, but at least they saved it for you.” Then she went back to collecting her concoctions.

Nick marveled at her. The few young ladies of the ton whom he’d encountered had cringed from his disfigured face. They would have swooned at the sight of his ungloved hand with its gnarled ridges and crooked fingers, had he ever given them the opportunity to view the mangled limb. Not even the women he paid for companionship saw his uncovered hand by light of day. Mrs. Merriot, however, might have been selecting wools for her embroidery, for all the notice she paid the hideous scars. What a stalwart little soul she was, he told himself, just what he needed at Worth Keep. He’d make another donation to the church in thanks for sending him such a trooper.

“You’re not afraid of anything, are you?” Nick asked now, knowing he was going beyond the line of prior acquaintance.

Rosy color washed across Amelia’s fair cheeks. “Aunt Viveca finds me forward, if not an outright hoyden. I beg your pardon if I have given offense.”

“Lud, I meant it as a compliment. No mealy-mouthed milk-and-water chit could help me now. If she would, which is highly unlikely. But tell me, ma’am, are you not the least bit anxious about the Christmas Curse on Worth Keep?”

“Fustian. If there were such a thing, which I sorely doubt, the curse would have been used up for the year on the unfortunate Mundy sisters, although I am certain that the care you give them will far exceed any discomfort they might suffer.”

Nick bowed his head in acknowledgment of the high expectations Mrs. Merriot held. Her aunt, he supposed, most likely believed him capable of tossing the two old ladies back in the roadway, if not the river. “But what of the ghosts who are supposed to walk the halls at Yuletide?” he felt compelled to ask, giving his rescuer a last chance to back out of an awkward, perhaps awful, situation.

The gray-clad female drew herself up to her full height, about the level of his chin. “Ghosts?” she echoed. “You think I should turn craven at the silly notion of ghosts? I’ll have you know, my lord baron, that I am made of sterner stuff than that.” Then she flashed him that grin again. “Nothing so paltry as a disembodied demon can faze me, Lord Worth, not after living with Aunt Viveca for three years.”


Chapter Four

“A Rostend? You brought a Rostend descendant to my home? That base-born churl caused this whole mingle-mangle, or have you forgotten that small detail, husband?”

“How could I forget, my jewel, with you reminding me at every turn?” Sir Olnic was in a fine mood, fencing with the shadows on the walls, lunging, feinting, parrying imaginary sword thrusts. “Ah, what I would not give for a worthy foe.”

“What I would not give for a rational thought from you. You are out of practice, sir, out of your mind, and out of your armor.”

The old warrior looked down. “Why, so I am, my dear. I suppose I’ll have to don my mail. Wouldn’t want to give the Mundy sisters lewd thoughts, now, would we?”

Lady Edryth made a rude noise and turned her back. “’Tis more likely the sight of your hairy loins would give them a disordered spleen. ’Struth, it fair turns my stomach.”

“Ah, ’twas a different song you sang that last Christmas. By the saints, ’twas not your gut aching for me, my lady.”

If ghosts could blush. Lady Edryth would be a fiery red. “Fie on your memories, you old rasher of wind. What are you going to do about the widow? If you think to install her here as mistress, I vow I will lay another curse on you. I will not have that whoreson’s whelp take my place as chatelaine.” She peeked a glance over her shoulder at her bare-assed beloved, sighing. “I will not have that benighted man’s blood mixed with ours. I will not, I say.”

“Forget about the female, my lady. Mrs. Merriot is of no account. It’s the dog we want.”

*

Mrs. Merriot took over the Keep. She could do nothing about the missing servants, but she and her maid Stoffard, a stout, dour woman who held no truck with phantoms, or with flibbertigibbets who took any excuse to avoid an honest day’s work, had the sickroom in hand within hours of their arrival. Then they started on the rest of the castle. Amelia Merriot was not about to take up residence in a pigsty. Ghosts were bad enough, but dust balls were beyond the pale. Furthermore, she’d declared to the bemused baron, sending Nick out to care for the horses, dirt was unhealthful for the invalids. Mrs. Merriot, it seemed, considered shoveling manure a chore well suited for a titled gentleman, freeing up the few stable hands for moving ladders and turning mattresses.

The wellborn widow was not above helping in the kitchens or carrying cans of water herself, shaming the lily-livered footmen back from the gatehouse. She even had the baron’s valet, Hopkins, performing tasks the gentleman’s gentleman had considered well beneath his dignity. Soon the smells of beeswax and lemon oil replaced the odor of mold and mildew. Arrangements of evergreens and holly appeared on occasional tables, and Nick could actually see out the window of his book room, where he escaped with the estate’s ledgers, nursing his blisters.

When not directing her small army of servants, Mrs. Merriot was in the sickroom suite, two bedchambers connected by a small parlor. Her presence seemed to reassure the ladies of their safety, so they could expend their energies on regaining their strength—and gossiping. Miss Charlotte’s color was better, Miss Henrietta no longer saw double, and Amelia learned more about the Nicholson family history than she ever wished to.

The Mundy ladies were in no hurry to return to their own cottage. What, with no servants to bring them tea or lemonade or a drop of sherry? No fires in the minuscule bedrooms, nothing but bread and butter for supper, no one to talk to but each other, no one to gently bathe their foreheads with lavender water? No, thank you. They were far too weak to undertake the journey home.

Amelia was in no great rush to return to Rostend Hall, either. Here she felt needed, and could see the fruits of her labors in the wondrous old castle. Why, she half expected to see unicorns around every corner, the place was so filled with magic. In addition, no one was giving her orders, for a change. When Lord Worth protested that he had not invited her to his home to be a menial, she just laughed.

“What, did you think I was a lady of leisure at my aunt’s house? Aunt Viveca has quite firm opinions on the place of a poor relation. This is a vacation, I assure you. Besides, I enjoy keeping busy, and love uncovering the treasures you own, as Mrs. Salter and I remove the Holland covers. And Miss Charlotte and Miss Henrietta are dears, so appreciative of every small favor.” Unlike her aunt, although Amelia did not say so. “I should be thanking you for the holiday.”

They were having dinner together, at Nick’s insistence. “I would not see you growing sickly yourself, ma’am, eating beef broth and cow’s foot jelly in the sickroom.”

“No fear of that,” she laughingly declared, helping herself to another serving of pork cutlets from the tray Salter proffered. “I am no fragile hothouse blossom that will easily wilt, my lord.”

“No, but you are the rose in my garden of thorns, so I need to assure myself of your well-being. Lud knows how we would have managed without you and your maid.” He raised his wineglass to her in a toast, and Salter seconded, “Here, here,” before backing out of the room.

One dark eyebrow raised, Nick told her, “You see? Even old Salter recognizes the debt we owe you.”

Embarrassed, Amelia addressed her plate, but the warmth she felt had more to do with his words than the wine.

After dinner, Mrs. Merriot had to walk her dog, an undistinguished, scruffy-looking brown terrier, with a bushy beard and comical eyebrows. Sir Digby was longer than he was tall, and as fat around as an overstuffed sausage.

“Named after some country squire, I presume?” Nick asked, following the widow and her dog about the walled garden, where they were sheltered from the winter wind.

“Um, not precisely,” she replied, tugging on the small terrier’s lead when he would have stopped by a bare-branched rosebush, pulling him behind a rhododendron for privacy. “Here is a better spot, Sir Digby.”

The little dog immediately returned to the rosebush, stub of a tail wagging, nose pressed to the ground.

“No, sir, we are walking, not investigating where some rabbit might have passed. Come, Digby.”

But the terrier had other ideas, and started pawing at the earth.

Nick stepped back, not quite before his trousers were covered in loose flying dirt. “Ah, now I understand where he got his name.”

Embarrassed, Amelia quickly scooped up the animal, dirty feet and all. “We are guests here, you bad dog. You cannot go excavating the rosebushes! My apologies, Lord Worth. I will keep him—”

A crash of thunder boomed through the still night. Nick took her arm. “Did you hear that? We’d better go in before the storm hits.”

*

Mrs. Merriot and her maid took turns sitting up with the patients during the nights. Nick was not happy with the arrangement, not with both women working so hard during the days. They needed their rest, but he had no alternative, since the castle was still without housemaids. On the second night, he offered to keep Mrs. Merriot company on her vigil. “That way I could fetch more hot water or broth if you needed it, so you would not have to leave the ladies or rouse the servants. My man Hopkins can be on call during Stoffard’s watch.”

“Oh, no, I am sure that won’t be necessary. Miss Henrietta’s headaches are almost gone now, and Miss Charlotte has not suffered a nervous paroxysm since yesterday. There is no need for you to lose your sleep, too.”

He raised one eyebrow. “There is no reason for you to sit up there alone, either, when I am offering. Unless you find my company burdensome?”

“Of course not, my lord. You have been everything accommodating. But I fear…that is, my aunt…”

“You are worried about your reputation?”

Amelia studied the fringe on her shawl. “I have to live in this neighborhood, my lord.”

Nick had to laugh at that. Mrs. Merriot was more intimidated by gossipmongers than ghosts. “Destroying your reputation would be a poor reward for your assistance, wouldn’t it? I assure you, though, that none of the servants except Hopkins venture above stairs after dark, and he is as loyal as your Stoffard, so no one needs to know. Except the Mundy sisters, if they should happen to awaken, of course, but I think you could not ask for better chaperones than those two. We will leave the door open, naturally.”

She was still unsure, so Nick added, “Truly, ma’am, I have no designs on your virtue, just your comfort.” Lord Worth’s graciousness was making her uncomfortable, and a trifle disappointed, if Amelia was honest with herself. She nodded, though. “Then, I accept your generous offer.”

He read aloud while she sat with her mending, then they played a game of chess and a round of piquet. Nick went down to the kitchen and fixed a tray of tea and biscuits. Mostly, they talked. The cozy warmth of the small sitting room and their necessarily lowered voices seemed to inspire companionable conversation, shared memories, and confidences. Soon they were calling each other Worth and Amelia, then Nick and Amy. Eventually, the baron felt they were well acquainted—re-acquainted—enough that he could ask, “Why ever did you agree to come here, to this Godforsaken old place?”

“Why, to spite Aunt Viveca, of course.”

She smiled at him over her teacup, and Nick thought her husband must have been one lucky fellow, while he lived, to see that smile at his breakfast table every morning.

“And because it was Christmas,” she was going on, “and because you asked.” Then she set her cup aside and stared at the low-burning fire in the hearth. “And because I know how the Mundy ladies must have felt, alone and afraid.”

“As you felt when your husband died?”

“Before. After my mother passed away, my father went into a decline. He never made provision for my future. I had no home, no income, no dowry. I had no choice but to accept Mr. Merriot, a neighboring widower, a mill owner. He paid Papa’s debts, so I was grateful, but he was not…not a comfortable husband.”

That man who Nick had thought so lucky just moments ago was lucky he was already dead. Anyone who could bring such a note of sadness to Amy’s voice deserved to be thrashed. “And then?”
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