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His love will marry another at Christmas! Time for desperate measures...

After six years nursing her late father, Margaret Johns looks forward to her long-awaited London Season. Instead, her elder brother claims he is too poor and she is too old to warrant the expense. To escape her unbearable home situation and her new sister-in-law’s spitefulness, Margaret accepts Squire Jenkins’ proposal of a marriage of convenience. When the charming and feckless Lord Alistair Dunridge visits her brother’s estate for Christmas, she’s reminded of her youthful dreams—of marriage to this dashing nobleman and a family of her own.

Alistair, the unloved and unneeded third son of a marquess, is now the heir to his grandmother’s estate and finally in a position to propose to Margaret, the woman he loves. When Margaret refuses to withdraw from her engagement to the Squire, desperate measures are needed to save her from an unsuitable future, even if that means kidnapping her before her Christmas wedding!

Can Alistair convince Margaret, before it’s too late, that he’s a changed man who can make all her dreams come true if she marries him?
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Chapter One
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22 December 1821

Alistair Dunridge leaned back against the soft leather squabs of his carriage as it swung off the main road. The vehicle trundled between crumbling stone gateposts, then bumped along the rutted gravel drive towards the country residence of Charles Johns, the new Baron Farley. 

Even the overcast December afternoon couldn’t dim his anticipation of staying at Farley Hall again. Ostensibly, Alistair was here to spend Christmas with Lord Farley’s younger brother, Edward, a close friend from his youth. But that was only part of the reason. 

The other, far more pressing, motive involved Edward’s younger sister, Margaret. And he wasn’t just focused on renewing their friendship now she had completed a year of mourning for her father, whom she had nursed for years. Alistair had admired Margaret since his days as a university student. But with no income or prospects he couldn’t support a wife and family, so he had kept her at arm’s length.

That had changed a year ago when his grandmother made him her heir and appointed him as her estate manager. His future was now assured. 

Now, Margaret and he were free to follow their feelings. If Margaret still held any for him after he had distanced himself from her following their one passionate kiss many years ago. And if he could prove he had changed from the reckless young man he had become afterwards. One who drank far too much, too often; and who made wild wagers with his friends, like scaling the tower of his Oxford college or carrying out heartless pranks such as sending a Valentine’s card to the plainest spinster of his acquaintance.

During this short Christmas sojourn with the Johns family, Alistair planned to pursue Margaret—her heart and her hand in marriage. He sat up a straighter on the comfortable seat. He would conduct his courting like a military campaign; with the determination he and Edward had shown during their service at Waterloo. This campaign was every bit as important to his future as that battle was to Europe’s.

The carriage wheels crunched over the gravel drive as his vehicle drew closer to the aged, two-story brick residence. Twin gables loomed from either end of the house, lending a sinister air to its faded grandeur. A graveled driveway circled in front of the building.

His vehicle swayed to a halt before the central entrance staircase of the residence. Within moments, a footman had opened the carriage door and let down the steps. Cool air, earthy from recent rain, wafted into the warm interior. Sheep baa-ed in the distance, while the carriage horses huffed and snorted after their exertion. 

Alistair stepped out and gazed around at the pastoral idyll. A dormant garden lay around the house. Fields filled the middle distance, truncated by woodland. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. The tension in Alistair’s shoulders eased and a small grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. 

Alistair opened his eyes to Edward, dressed for the country, hurrying down the steps. His face sported a wide smile. They shook hands heartily and Alistair clapped his friend on the shoulder. “So good to see you again, Ed.”

“And you.” Edward ran a hand through his cropped brown hair. “I’m glad you’re here. Hopefully not too late.” A crease carved the space between his straight eyebrows.

What did he mean? Had Ed fallen out with his older brother again? The distress on his friend’s face made him think it was maybe more than just a sibling squabble causing concern. 

Margaret appeared in the wide doorway above her brother, capturing Alistair’s attention and relegating his friend’s words to a ‘to be considered’ note in his mind. His eyes tracked her smooth progress until she stood beside her brother, smiling politely at Alistair. His heart beat a wild staccato in greeting. 

She looked ravishing. Her chestnut hair was tamed into soft rolls framing her forehead before sweeping into a high-set chignon. Her good nature still shone from her eyes, although a glimmer of concern lingered in their deep green depths. The tiredness and worry that had inhabited her face while years of household management and nursing consumed her, were gone at last. Her youthful glow appeared restored. 

“Welcome to Farley Hall again, Alistair.” The way Margaret innocently purred his name in her mellow voice caused him to suck in a breath. She held out a hand to him and Alistair slid his fingers beneath hers, raising them to his lips to press a kiss on her soft skin. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze before releasing it and grinned up at her. “Enchanting, as always, Margaret and looking lovelier than ever.”

Pink flushed Margaret’s cheeks as she lowered her gaze. It pleased him that he had flustered her. It hinted she might care about him. Fascinated though he was by her response, Alistair wrenched his attention back to his friend. 

Edward watched them, a look of interest on his face. He took Alistair’s arm in a firm grip. “Come inside, Alistair.”

“I’ll order the tea,” Margaret said and hurried away.

“I trust your behavior towards my sister will be honorable.” Edward murmured for Alistair’s ears only; a grim look on his face. 

Alistair held his friend’s gaze. “Utterly.” 

Edward gave a sharp nod. “That’s what I hoped and expected you to say.”

Bemused, Alistair raised an eyebrow in enquiry.

Edward made no response except to lead him inside the Tudor-era house and into the family’s informal sitting room, where Margaret waited for them. 

Alistair watched her, fascinated by the flush on her cheeks as she waved him to a seat. He commandeered his favorite comfy chair amongst the group arranged around a low table. By the time he had related a few of the amusing highlights of his journey from his grandmother’s estate, two maids arrived carrying a huge teapot, accompanied by the requisite fine china tea set and a plate of teacakes.

Alistair’s stomach growled. Eager to arrive at Farley Hall as soon as possible he had skipped luncheon. His mission was compelling and he had wanted to maximize the time available for its execution as much as possible.

Before Alistair could do more than take a huge bite of his butter-swathed teacake, the sitting room door swung open to reveal a plain and gaunt woman he had not met before. The elaborate gown she wore, complete with a ruff of lace at the neck, was far too elaborate for an ordinary day in the countryside. Who was she? Looking from her to Edward and Margaret for an answer, he rose to his feet as she entered the room.

“Let me introduce you,” Edward said as he too stood up. “Lord Alistair Dunridge, meet our sister-in-law, Lady Farley. Portia, this is my old friend, Lord Alistair, third son of the Marquess of Breckley.”

In response, Lady Farley tittered like a girl just out of the schoolroom. 

An unexpected response. Was she impressed by his connections? Alistair bowed his head. “Delighted to meet you, madam.”

Her pale blue eyes tracked over him, gleaming with delight. “And you, Lord Dunridge.”

“Felicitations on your nuptials,” he added.

“Thank you.” She smoothed a hand over her swollen belly. “And as you can see, an heir is already on the way.” A smug look bloomed on her face.

He fought to stop his
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