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    To anyone who lost someone in their lives, single parents & orphans, and to those who need a shoulder to lean on.
You are loved. You are cherished. You are never alone.
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Seaton Delaval Hall, Northumberland, Christmastide, 1805

Lord Liam Lincoln Greenfield had never enjoyed being cornered. And yet here he stood as the clock struck eleven in the long gallery of Seaton Delaval Hall, the strains of fiddles and pipes carrying from the great drawing room, while Captain Reginald Fairfax fixed him with the kind of stare that had sent scores of young midshipmen to their duty with spines straightened and souls chastened.

“Your brother has informed me you would be a credit to the service, Greenfield,” Fairfax said, his voice low but edged with conviction as candlelight from the nearby sconces lit up the darkened hallway and danced across his weathered face. “The Navy needs sailors like you—quick-thinking, steady, clever. Not merely soldiers, but strategists. Napoleon is a fox, and foxes must be hunted by hounds with brains as well as teeth. The Raven Seal Branch has use for such men.”

“And, pray tell, what is the Raven Seal Branch? I know Lawson is a member, and I’ve heard murmurs of it before, but I never pay attention to gossip... or my brother.”

The captain nodded knowingly with a chuckle. “Officially, it is a division of the Home Office, though you’ll never find it listed in public documents. Unofficially, it is where the Crown sends men to solve problems too dangerous, too delicate, or too damning for public knowledge. Spies, sedition, disappearing fortunes—as you said, whispers of its work drift through salons and private clubs, dressed up as gossip by those who claim to know nothing at all. We let the rumors fly, so it’s easier for us to hide in plain sight. No need for masks or uniforms.”

The flicker of torches along the gallery walls caught the captain’s scarred cheek, the pale line a brutal souvenir of Copenhagen. 

Liam shifted, tugging at his cuff. He admired the man—respected him, even—but could not help feeling the weight of the man’s expectations pressing down like a yoke.

“I am flattered,” he replied, managing a lopsided smile, “but I fear you mistake me. My brother might thrive under your banner, or indeed, Landon, before marriage settled him. But me? I’m a lover, Captain, not a fighter. Ask me to compose a verse or charm a maiden at a dance, and I am at your service. Request me to carry out clandestine missions in His Majesty’s name...” He shook his head. “I’ll have to give it some thought.”

Fairfax’s brow darkened. “Think, by all means. But do not mistake softness for safety. This war will not leave England untouched. It is that charm of yours and your handsome features that shall help us infiltrate the enemy lines. Best to choose one’s battles before they choose you.”

With that cryptic pronouncement, the captain bowed stiffly and moved off, his naval coat a shadow slipping into the noise and heat of the great hall.

Liam exhaled slowly, tension draining from his shoulders. Trust Fairfax to sour even Christmastide with talk of espionage and war. A man like him wanted laughter tonight, not shadows. Liam desired music, merriment, and maidens, not whispers of blood and duty.

He turned and followed the swell of sound toward the drawing room, adjusting his dark green coat as he went. The hall was already crammed with guests—the Earl and Countess of Delaval had spared no expense in decking their home with festoons of greenery and candles enough to make the very walls glow. Holly berries glinted crimson in the garlands, ivy curled around gilt sconces, and at the far end, a massive Yule log burned in the hearth, throwing out waves of heat.

The air smelled of pine and beeswax, mingled with the sweeter perfumes of ladies in satin and silk. Fiddlers scraped a lively reel, the bowstrings sharp and joyous, while feet stamped in rhythm across polished oak. It was a crush, bodies pressed close, laughter bubbling over the music as partners whirled.

And in that burst of light and color, Liam saw her. A veritable angel.

She stood near the wall, half-shadowed beneath a garland of ivy. A simple white muslin gown draped her slender form, unadorned but for the long ivory gloves covering her arms. Not a jewel sparkled at her throat, no plume or pearl crowned her coiffure. Yet the candlelight fell directly behind her, outlining her in a halo of gold. Her hair, loose enough to hint at a waterfall of locks, gleamed like sunlit honey. She was motionless while others spun; watchful while groups gossiped; serene where guests constantly moved.

A pixie—he was drawn in, yet held still.

Most men swept past her, dismissing her plain gown, her lack of ornaments. But Liam’s gaze clung. There was dignity in her posture, sincerity in her expression, and those eyes—large, soft, doe-like—seemed to drink in everything around her. His breath escaped him, but his heart beat faster.

Lawson’s voice jolted him back. “Liam, you’re woolgathering.”

His elder brother, the Marquess of Middlesbrough, leaned at his shoulder, dark brows arched in amusement. “I’ve seen that look before. Who has snared your attention this time? Not one of Lady Sydney’s ambitious daughters, I hope. I’d rather avoid another duel over your poetic flattery.”

He ignored the jab, nodding subtly toward the wall. “Who is she?”

Lawson followed his gaze, then blinked. “The ol’ clergyman’s daughter? Miss Lily Hill. Lives with Delaval’s new vicar and wife. Orphan of the old one, with no connections. Plain little thing. Why do you ask?”

“Plain?” Liam repeated, incredulous. “She looks as though she stepped out of a midsummer dream.”

His brother snorted. “You would see angels in mud. Leave her be. She’s no match for a peer’s son, and you know it.”

But he had already put his mind in focus and set his jaw. “Introduce me.”

“Introduce—?” He hissed under his breath. “Are you mad? Half the room would titter. And you are fully aware of how the duke feels about even the faintest hint of scandal.”

“All the more reason,” he replied, eyes never leaving her. “No young fairy should be left alone at Christmastide.”

Lawson groaned but yielded—he always did when his brother’s stubborn streak showed—and conceded he would lose. With a muttered curse, he threaded through the dancers, Liam in tow. They approached the quiet corner where the woman stood, unaware they were about to address her.

“Good evening, Miss Hill,” Lawson said with brusque politeness. “Permit me to present my youngest brother, Lord Liam Lincoln Greenfield.”

She startled, curtsied, her hands twisting in her skirt. “Lord Lawson, thank you. Nice to make your acquaintance, Lord Liam.” Her voice was soft, lilting, with a northern burr that charmed him instantly.

He bowed low. “Miss Hill. A pleasure.”

Her cheeks colored under his gaze. He sensed her discomfort—the self-consciousness of someone unused to notice—but he could not tear himself away. A nearby candelabra shone directly toward her face, making her hazel eyes glow almost gold. Around them, whispers had begun, subtle but sharp: One of the most eligible bachelors in England? With her? Liam ignored them.

Lawson excused himself with a mutter, relieved to have fulfilled his duty. He could now seek out more entertaining leisure. Liam remained, leaning into the space his brother had abandoned. He offered Lily a smile meant not to dazzle but to coax her from the shadows where the world seemed content to leave her.

“I can’t help but think you’ve been sent from another realm,” he said lightly. “Standing there so still, with candlelight crowning your hair. Tell me truthfully—are you an angel?”

Her lips parted in surprise, then curved. “Only on Sundays. An owl, perhaps for the rest of the week. I prefer to observe from the edges, not flit around the center.”

“An owl?” He feigned shock. “Then allow me a chance to transform you. Can you spread those wings in a swanlike fashion in a quadrille?”

A laugh bubbled from her throat—bright, unguarded, utterly enchanting. “If you are brave enough to risk my talons, my lord, then yes.”

“I have faced worse,” Liam said, offering his hand. He gave his most charming smile, which produced that irresistible dimple women seemed to love. He grinned deeper when he saw her catch her breath before shaking her thoughts away.

She hesitated only a moment before placing her gloved fingers in his. He led her to the set, ignoring the lifted brows and murmured speculations. The fiddlers struck up again, and Lily moved with surprising grace, her muslin skirts swaying as they turned.

She was not the most dazzling partner he had ever held. Besides the lack of fine fashion, she had no curves to boast of, nothing that would catch a man’s eye in a crowded ballroom. But her laughter was genuine, her eyes alight, her spirit unforced. And Liam—dubbed a Casanova among London’s debutantes, widows, and lonely wives—felt something stir in his chest that no Raven Seal mission, no conquest, no fleeting affair ever inspired. The realization shocked him to his core. He was the personification of passion in drawing rooms and bedchambers, yet he had never once known what it was to love in truth.

The quadrille ended, and she curtseyed to depart. Still, he lingered at her side, unwilling to let her go. 

Her gaze flicked toward a knot of ladies whose open fans did little to conceal their whispers. Color rose in her cheeks, but before self-consciousness could take root, Liam offered his arm and steered her toward the refreshment table. He pressed a glass of wine into her hand, which she accepted with a grateful smile. 

Together, they took a slow turn about the room, Liam glaring at anyone bold enough to cast a questioning glance. He could not say why, only that a fierce need to shield her from the world had taken hold of him.

He sipped his dry wine before speaking. “My brother informed me you are residing at the vicarage?”

She nodded. “Yes, they have been so kind to let me dwell with them. My parents died over a year ago from an illness that took them quickly. The earl was close to my father and allowed me to mourn in the only home I ever knew. I have no other family, so I was at a loss as to where to go.” She took a sip of wine before continuing. “I had always helped them with the Sunday service and parish matters, so when Father Ceolfrith arrived with his wife, they insisted I stay on in exchange for room and board.”

“I am sorry you lost your parents so young,” Liam said, inclining his head with gentle sincerity. “It is generous of them to keep you on. Is that how you envision your future—working and living at the vicarage?”

A delicate shrug lifted her shoulder. “That is all I know. I enjoy tending a garden, and I do hope one day to marry and have children of my own. But I would like to remain here, I think. I love our little countryside, and the fact that our very doorstep opens to the sea. To see how every river and stream hurries to join it—it fills me with wonder. And the sounds of water and birds bring me such joy.”

“Even with this weather?” he asked cheekily, glancing toward the darkened windows. 

Seaton Delaval Hall sat high on a hill where, on a fine day, one might glimpse the expanse of the North Sea. Tonight, however, only a thick layer of snow was visible, fresh from a storm that had raged for days but now, at last, seemed to rest.

“Especially in winter,” Lily said with a smile that took his breath away. “How about you? Your brother mentioned you all reside at Ormesby Hall.”

Liam tilted his head in thought. “We do, though I’ll need to find a place of my own as the duke married recently. I’ve always wanted to live down south, where the winters aren’t as harsh.”

She looked at him with interest. “Somewhere like London? I’ve been told it is lively and full of activity, but noisy and not so clean.”

Liam guffawed, throwing his head back. “You described the city perfectly. No, not London. In the same way as you, I prefer living in the countryside. I might not need an ocean, but at least a lake or stream. The Ormesby Beck runs alongside my home, and I love any chance I get to sit by the water’s edge, listening to the water rush by, or be able to dip my feet in without getting taken under by a wave.”

“That sounds lovely,” Lily replied, eyes glazed over like she was standing next to the very view he painted in her imagination. “It gives the impression that you have a town in mind.”

He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Yes and no. When I attended Oxford, it sat on the River Thames, so I was searching for a piece of land along there. Maybe somewhere in between London and Bath, just in case, as you described it, I am in need of activity or a bit more liveliness.”

The gong’s toll cut short their conversation, and the crowd
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