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      Emily Hathaway makes a special wish this Christmas...

      

      Emily Hathaway wants to marry for love, but after three unsuccessful seasons she's given up on finding the same happiness her brothers found in their marriages.

      

      Sir Jonah Stanton has returned to England after ten years abroad. A Christmas party at Hathaway Manor provides the perfect opportunity to ease back into English society. But one thing has changed since Jonah's been away. His friend's little sister is now a young woman, and he finds himself appreciating her in ways he'd never imagined possible.

      

      As Emily becomes reacquainted with Jonah, she discovers the feelings she'd attributed to friendship run far deeper. Is it possible Jonah might be the man she's been looking for all along?
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        December 15, 1816

      

      

      Emily Hathaway could barely contain her excitement as she made her way to the Hathaway manor house. She’d taken care to bundle up, so the cold air that nipped at her nose didn’t dampen her spirits.

      It was ten days before Christmas, and her eldest brother had agreed to host a ball the following evening. Some of the guests who lived far away would begin to arrive this afternoon, and Emily’s thoughts had been filled with nothing else for the past month. The entire event would only last three days and two evenings, but it was, essentially, a house party. She’d never imagined such an event would take place under her brother’s roof.

      James had become Viscount Hathaway four years before, when their uncle died without an heir, but he’d never lost his preference for avoiding social gatherings. He attended only those events he felt were necessary and declined all other invitations. Of course, that only resulted in his favor being courted by all, his attendance at a soiree a prize many sought to claim.

      Her brother had loathed every second he’d spent in London over the past few years. He and Sarah had escorted her for what had proven to be three very long seasons during which James had scowled at any man brave enough to approach her. That Sarah had somehow convinced him to host this gathering spoke volumes about how much he loved his wife.

      Emily quickened her pace, looking forward to spending the morning with the two women who had made her brothers so happy. She imagined Sarah would already have things well in hand, but there were always last-minute details that needed to be taken care of.

      When she reached the manor house, she didn’t bother to wait for the butler to open the door and let her in. Nonetheless, he appeared instantly as she closed the door against the sharp breeze. She visited so often she might as well be living here. If Mama hadn’t insisted on staying at the dower house when James first inherited the viscountcy, she’d be living in the manor house now. But she hadn’t wanted to leave her mother alone when she was still reeling from the sudden change in their social status, and now Emily was comfortable with the arrangement.

      She smiled at the older man as she removed her hat and cloak and handed him the garments. “It’s a beautiful morning despite the cold, isn’t it, Dalton?”

      He inclined his head by way of response, but the corners of his mouth lifted in an ever-so-slight smile. “Lady Hathaway is waiting for you in the library.”

      “Thank you,” she said, then rushed down the hall to the room that was near the back of the house.

      When she crossed the threshold, she saw that Grace was also present. Both she and Sarah were seated on a settee placed near the blazing fireplace, their fair heads bent together in conversation. She was grateful for the tendrils of heat she could feel reaching out across the room.

      She’d known Sarah since she and James had wed four years before. She’d only been sixteen then, but they’d taken an instant liking to one another and had become friends from the start.

      Grace was a newer addition to the family. When her brother Edward had returned to England the year before after serving in the war against Napoleon, he’d met Grace in Somerset and fallen in love. They’d been expecting Edward’s arrival in Northampton and had been shocked to receive an invitation to Somerset for his wedding to a young woman named Grace Kent. They now lived in a small house bordering James’s estate, and Edward helped with Hathaway Stables, continuing the business their father had started before any of them had been born.

      Sarah turned to Grace as Emily made her way to the fireplace to warm her hands. “I told you she would be early.”

      “I may be new to this family, but I could have predicted that for myself,” Grace said.

      Emily only smiled in response as she waited for both women to stand so she could give them each her customary hug by way of greeting. It wasn’t the first time they’d teased her about her exuberance, but who could blame her? They were about to host an event she’d thought would never take place in this house.

      She pulled back after hugging Sarah and gave her head a slight shake. “I still can’t believe James actually agreed to host a house party. Everyone can see that he loves you, but my brother has got to be one of the most stubborn men in existence.” As far back as she could remember, James had always insisted he’d never allow himself to be forced to stay under the same roof with strangers who would expect him to dance attendance on them. He hardly tolerated a dinner party, and his behavior when in London was barely civilized. “You must share your secret.”

      Sarah laughed as she and Grace sank back onto the settee. She waited for Emily to join them before saying, “Well, to begin, don’t call it a house party in his presence. We’re referring to it as a Christmas ball and not mentioning the fact that some of the guests will be staying for two nights.”

      Emily fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Changing the name of the event doesn’t change what it is.”

      “You and I both know that. But James is terrified we’re going to have a snowstorm and all the guests will be trapped here for days on end. As for how I convinced him to host a ball in the first place…” She shared a look with Grace before continuing. “I shouldn’t tell you this since it takes the shine off my accomplishment, but it was actually Grace’s idea.”

      Emily lowered herself onto the settee next to Grace, barely managing to keep her expression even as all manner of unwelcome thoughts threatened to surface. She’d walked in on each of her brothers and their wives several times in what could only be called a heated embrace, and she now regretted asking the question. “If this has anything to do with what you get up to in the bedroom when you’re alone with your husbands, I’d rather not hear the details.”

      Grace and Sarah laughed again, and she realized she hadn’t been successful in holding back her slight grimace.

      “If you really want to know, it involves you actually,” Grace said when their amusement died down.

      “Me?” Emily was now more confused than ever. James would never agree to host a ball—especially not so near to Christmas—for her.

      “I’m almost afraid to tell you.” Grace cast a sheepish glance at Sarah before facing her again. “You might not be happy when you hear this.”

      Emily waved a hand in dismissal at Grace’s concern. “You might as well tell me straight away and get it over with. Even if I am annoyed, we all know I’ll forgive you soon enough as long as your intentions weren’t malicious.”

      “Oh no, never that. It’s just that… Well, you’ll reach your age of majority just before your next season starts.”

      This time Emily didn’t even try to hold back her frown. She tried not to think about the fact that she’d already had three unsuccessful seasons and was almost one-and-twenty with nary a marriage prospect in sight. After this year she feared she’d be firmly on the shelf.

      “Which means,” Grace said with an arch smile, “that you will no longer need your brother’s approval to wed.”

      Sarah jumped in to add, “I’ve assured Grace that James would never withhold your dowry to force you to fall in line with his wishes. He never approved of the way his father was cut off when he began breeding and selling horses, after all. James would never be so heavy-handed in dealing with his own family.”

      Grace nodded. “That means you’ll be free to wed whomever you wish.”

      Emily couldn’t see how her upcoming birthday had anything to do with hosting a ball, especially since she couldn’t imagine running off with anyone, and said as much.

      Sarah shook her head in exasperation, her blond curls swinging with the movement. “This will be the last opportunity James has to choose someone suitable for you. Or at least to have a say in whom you choose. When I pointed that out to him, he relented and agreed to host this party. Of course, he also insisted on providing me with a list of suitable candidates.”

      A sense of dread settled over Emily as she imagined all the staid, boring men
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