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Above all, live well, Cordelia. You were a good wife and a boon companion. And you deserve to live a life filled with adventure and passion. Of all the things you did not get to experience with me. 

I am eternally grateful to you. Eternally grateful that you sacrificed so much of yourself to help a friend in need. 

Though our marriage was not the traditional sort, I still consider myself blessed to have experienced it. 

Live every day like the gift it is. 

Yours, 

H. H. 

Cordelia sniffled as she read the last few sentences of Harold’s missive to her. The illness that had made her a widow at only four-and-twenty had come on suddenly and ravaged him swiftly. 

She had no idea what it had been. Harold had always gone out of his way to protect her, shield her from the unpleasant details. He’d been like a doting older brother, constantly trying to make up for the fact that their’s had never been a love match. 

No, that wasn’t true. They had loved each other. Just platonically. Harold had spent his days in his library or study, and his evenings with his friend and lifelong companion, Oliver. Indeed, it had been Oliver who’d introduced Cordelia to Sir Harold Hampton in the first place. 

Recently orphaned and suffering in genteel poverty, she’d written in desperation to her distant cousin asking whether he knew of a governess position or something, anything, to keep her from falling into utter ruin. 

Oliver had generously offered to have her come and live with him, a wealthy bachelor. And there she had met his companion, Harold. A dear, sweet, older man who needed a wife to secure funds from a trust. A trust he’d desperately needed to run his barony since the title was without coin. 

All in all, it had been a pleasant four years. Harold had made it clear that it would be a friendship, a marriage in name only, and nothing more. And Cordelia had been so grateful to both he and Oliver that she hadn’t even questioned it. She’d plodded along quite happily, living a quiet, bucolic life until six months prior when Harold’s health had suddenly deteriorated. 

She and Oliver had stayed by him while he’d battled it, wasting away day by day. He’d used the time to get his affairs in order, to bequeath her a healthy sum since the barony and all its holdings, successful now due to Harold’s management, would go to a nephew. 

He’d promised her that she’d be wealthy. He’d made her promise that she would use her new-found coffers and independence to carve out a life for herself. 

And then, he’d closed his eyes and never opened them again. 

The aftermath had been brutal. Tragic. Infuriating. 

The family that she’d never even met since they had had no interest in Harold whilst he’d been living, had descended like locusts. Oliver, who for reasons still unknown to Cordelia, had left for his estate in Ireland, assuring Cordelia that he would not be welcome in the Hampton house any longer. 

And Cordelia had been left mourning the loss of her friend surrounded by strangers who were hostile at best, feeling sad, and lost, and utterly alone. 

Just that morning, after the reading of the will, she’d been informed by Harold’s nephew that her bags would be packed and ready for her to take her leave. And that he would oh, so generously provide his private carriage to take her to wherever she needed to go. 

Cordelia had taken the hint. Which was how she now found herself leaning against the plush interior of the new Baron Hampton’s coach, reading the letter Harold had left with his solicitor, and wondering where in Christendom she was supposed to go to. 

She missed her friend. She missed Oliver who had told her to come to Ireland. And she thought perhaps she should. But then she glanced at the letter once more. All Harold had wanted for her was to spread her wings. To live. 

You are young, bright, and beautiful, Delia, he used to say, when I am not holding you back, you must stand on your own two feet and make something of your life. 

Running away to Ireland to hide with Oliver was tempting, but it would not be the adventure Harold had been so sure she needed. 

No, it was time she stopped relying on the kindness of others. She had the means to live independently now, something she had never thought would be possible. It was time to do as she’d promised Harold. 

Her first order would be to instruct a man of business to help her manage her inheritance. Then, she would find herself a home. And hopefully, somewhere along the way, she would find some semblance of a life, too. 
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“Please, please, please join us, Delia. You’ve already said Oliver is staying in Ireland for Christmastide and this place will be a graveyard!” 

Cordelia laughed at her friend’s dramatics. Elinor had been a steadfast friend in the two years since Cordelia had become her neighbor. Elinor and her husband, the honorable Mr. Charles Higham, had immediately welcomed Cordelia into their home, their lives, and their social circle. 

As a result, Cordelia had found herself settled quite well in Bath. Being a widow of means afforded her a certain freedom that she wouldn’t otherwise have experienced without a husband. She could come and go as she pleased, was accepted into Society without the need for a chaperone, and had a full, satisfactory life. 

It was close to blissful. The only real drawback, she supposed, was the loneliness. When night fell and she had returned from whatever social engagement, when the days grew colder and people returned to their country houses, Cordelia was made all too aware that she was alone. 

And now, Oliver would not be traveling for Christmastide, and Elinor and Charles were joining Charles’ old Oxford friend, the Earl of Sinclair, at his estate in Scotland. Apart from her skeletal household staff, she would be quite alone. 

“Elinor, I already told you, I appreciate the invitation, truly. But it would be unseemly to spend the Yuletide in a stranger’s home.” 

“Oh, stuff and nonsense. Nobody cares about any of that. And I already told you, Colin has said he’s happy to have you. Besides, the place is a veritable castle, he wouldn’t even notice an extra floating about it.” 

Cordelia sighed in defeat. In truth, Elinor was the most stubborn woman in Christendom and now that she’d decided Cordelia should be spending Christmas with Charles’ old friend, there would be nothing to stop her from making it happen. 

“I just feel awkward.” Cordelia tried one last time to reason with her friend. “The poor man has never met me. And now I’ll be underfoot. He’ll think I’m barmy. Or worse, he’ll pity me; the spinster friend who needs to be taken care of.” 

Elinor gave an unladylike snort. “Spinster, indeed. Delia, you’re still young. And most unfairly beautiful. If anything, he’ll be thanking the heavens for delivering such a stunning woman into his lap.” 

Cordelia felt her cheeks heat at Elinor’s outrageousness. Elinor had assumed that since Cordelia was widowed, she was au fait with all things bedroom-related. And Cordelia had never felt the need to point out that she was very much mistaken. Her marriage to Harold had been as platonic as possible. She’d never even been kissed, for goodness sake! 

But because she’d never told Elinor any of this, her friend assumed that she was an experienced widow and would therefore enjoy the perks that many widows of Quality – well, enjoyed. 

“Have I told you how beautiful it is up there?” Elinor persisted. “The house sits on the shore of the most enchanting lake, surrounded by snow-capped mountains. Well, I say house but it’s a castle really. Complete with turrets! It’s like something from a fairytale, truly. I’ve never seen anything like it. And with the snow? Oh, it’s heavenly, Delia. Simply heavenly. Please join us. Please!” 

Cordelia could only laugh in the face of her friend’s persistence. Though it did sound rather beautiful. She’d traveled to Ireland once with Oliver and Harold. It had been a honeymoon of sorts, though of course nothing like one. And she’d spent a lot of time alone, giving Oliver and Harold their own time together. 

She’d wandered the rugged, wild beauty of the coast and thoroughly enjoyed every breathtaking moment. And given that she’d heard Scotland could rival that untamed beauty, there was a healthy dose of temptation there. If she didn’t go, she would be quite alone. Her servants deserved time with their families and she wouldn’t force her maid to keep her company. 

If she did go, she ran the risk of imposing on a complete stranger. 

“What is he like?” she asked Elinor, choosing to ignore her friend’s wheedling. “This Lord Sinclair. Nobody really talks about him.” 

Elinor’s grin was positively wicked. “Oh, but they do talk about him. They just do it behind their fans in scandalized whispers.” 

Cordelia tilted her head slightly. “Whatever do you mean?” 

“Well.” Elinor leaned forward, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial hush. “I haven’t actually spent that much time in his company. He was at our wedding breakfast but in all honesty, spent little time here before scarpering off somewhere else. But his presence created quite the stir. David says everyone’s talk of him his exaggerated but judging by the way people reacted to him, I’m not so sure.” 

Cordelia was intrigued despite herself. “Good heavens,” she answered. “What on earth did he do?” 

“What didn’t he do, more to the point! The things I’ve heard, Delia. Even as a married woman, I was astonished. There are the affairs, of course. Actresses, opera singers – sometimes at the same time, bored spouses and of course,” she added with a wink, “beautiful young widows.” 

“Elinor, really,” Cordelia huffed, feeling her cheeks heat. “If he’s as bad as all that, perhaps I would do well to stay away.” She wanted to ask her friend what ‘at the same time’ could mean and then decided she was better off not knowing. 

“And why on earth would you do that? You should see him, Delia. I love my dear Charles, but Lord Sinclair has to be the most intriguingly handsome man in Christendom. A little frightening looking, maybe, but who doesn’t like a bit of danger, hmm?” 

Me, Cordelia thought. I very much do not like a bit of danger. At least – she didn’t think she did. Truth be told, she had no way of knowing. 

“Lady Dewbury was so appalled by his presence that she left our breakfast early, you know. Which was quite fine by me since she insists on bringing that odious little dog of hers everywhere. But of course, once she left that set tongues wagging. Apparently, Lord Sinclair had dallied with Lady Dewbury’s goddaughter and the young lady was shipped off to Spain with a husband old enough to be her grandfather as a result. I don’t know if it’s true, of course. But I do know that Lord Sinclair winked at Lady Dewbury and it sent her into an apoplexy of rage. We hadn’t even served the cake yet. Oh, I wish we’d been friends then, we could have gossiped for months about it. The entire town was agog. I’m sure your Harold would have known Lord Sinclair, God rest his soul. We shall ask Charles at dinner.” 

Elinor finally stopped to take a breath and Cordelia had a moment to process all she’d heard. This Lord Sinclair sounded positively sinful, an apt moniker then. Every instinct told her he was the type of man she should stay away from. 

Sipping her tea, she thought of a refusal that would stick. But then, she heard it. Harold’s voice. Live a little, Delia. If you don’t, you’ll have nothing to look back on but regrets. 

As time had weakened him, Harold’s pleas for her to experience life in all its glory increased. His instructions took on a desperation. He felt guilty, he’d said often at the end, that he’d taken a young bride and used her for his own gain. But Cordelia had never felt that way. They’d helped each other at a time when they’d needed it. And he had been her dearest friend. She would never regret a single second of their life together and had told him as much. 

Harold had merely smiled in that sad way of his and patted her hand. Having you in my life has been a wonderful thing, dear girl, he’d said. But you are young and innocent. You don’t miss anything because you don’t know what there is to miss. Promise me you’ll find out. 

Cordelia hadn’t been entirely naïve as to his meaning. In fact, over the turns she’d spent with Harold, more than one footman or local cad had made a certain interest known to her. 

And lord knew that sometimes when she was alone and wondering if she would ever know love, the type she read about in her stories, the temptation to take one of the gentlemen up on their no-so-subtle offers was there. If only to know what it would feel like. But the desire had never been strong enough to actually make her act upon it. 

Perhaps, she thought now as she had done many times in the past, that part of her was broken. Perhaps romantic love, and lovemaking, and everything in between, wasn’t for her. Certainly, she couldn’t ever imagine wanting multiple participants like the Earl of Sinclair! She wouldn’t even know where to put everyone. 

But sexual deviance aside, turning down an offer to spend Christmastide at a gothic Scottish castle wasn’t in keeping with her promise to Harold to seize every opportunity to experience something new. 

“Delia? Are you listening? I’ve shocked you, haven’t I? Was it the part about him receiving -ah – pleasure in the box at the theatre? Because that part might not be true. Nobody actually witnessed anything, and you know how rumors work.” 

Cordelia’s attention snapped back to the present and Elinor’s resumed chattering in time to hear the last bit. “Gracious,” she said a bit weakly. What sort of man was this Lord Sinclair fellow? He sounded more ravenous beast than a peer of the realm. 

“Oh, dear. I have scared you off. But I so wanted you to come. It would be nice to have a friend there. Lord Sinclair can be a little, um, broody. Especially when he can’t have any of his less-than-salubrious guests to stay. And I’ve never felt unwelcomed by him but he’s not exactly the most open of fellows. I so looked forward to being able to send him and Charles off so he wasn’t stuck making stilted conversation with me. Well, his sister will be there but she’s barely out of short skirts. And he has a brother, I believe, who’ll be returning early from his studies to join the party but what good is another man?” 

“No, no. Of course, you haven’t scared me off,” she lied, feeling touched that Elinor wanted her company so much. And in truth, she wanted Elinor’s company, too. Besides, she knew better than anyone how much wagging tongues could exaggerate the truth. The earl was unlikely to be anywhere near as bad as what people said about him. 

“And you know, Christmas in a Scottish castle sounds quite wonderful. I’m sure it will be a nice, peaceful, uneventful Yuletide.” 
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“What the hell is he thinking, bringing some insipid little widow with him?” 

Alec Maddox, Fourth Earl of Sinclair crumpled up the missive and tossed it into the crackling fire. When he’d invited Charles, one of the few people whose company he could tolerate, he’d known the man would be coming with his chattering wife. That would be annoyance enough. But some lonely, pathetic widow, too? It was the outside of enough.

Usually, he was quite partial to a widow or two. But this one was barely old enough to be married, let alone already widowed, and Charles had rabbited on about the chit’s vulnerability and quiet nature. Alec wasn’t stupid. He’d read those words for what they were; a warning. The widow’s skirts were to remain unruffled. So what, precisely, was the benefit of having her here? 

“My lord?” Alec looked up at the dancing flames in the hearth, his eyes raking over the shamelessly naked form of the woman who’d come to find him. “You disappeared,” she pouted, her sultry voice and plump lips making his cock twitch, despite his annoyance. But then Marissa had always been something of an expert when it came to using her mouth. It was why he didn’t mind that sometimes she acted a little territorial. 

“Missed me, did you?” he drawled as she sauntered over to his armchair and placed herself between his legs. 

“Always, my lord,” she whispered. 

Alec scoffed, taking a healthy
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