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  Prologue
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La Roche-sur-Mer, France 1812 (or a variation thereof) 
A few months earlier
Elaine Winters, Viscountess Silcox, could not recall ever having been happier than when she found herself standing in the lush gardens of the Duret home in France amongst a sea of friends and family, old and new alike, and watched her daughter Juliet marry the man she had loved and longed for for over four years.
Henri Duret.
Happy endings were not impossible, it would seem. They did come to pass…at least for Juliet.
Seeing her daughter’s joyous face, Elaine sighed, relieved that after all the tumult that had marked Juliet’s life, she was finally happy.
Happy and in love.
Beautiful ribbons decorated the garden and a large table had been set up, heaped with mountains of delicious-smelling food. Children were running around, laughing and giggling, stealing treats and playing catch and pushing each other on the swing that had been tied to a thick branch of an old oak tree. Everyone was dressed in bright, cheerful colors, and merry voices mingled with the soft notes of a small musical ensemble situated on the eastern side of the terrace. Elaine felt a balmy breeze tug on her mostly chestnut brown curls-—a few gray hairs were showing-—as it blew inland from the sea barely a stone’s throw away.
It was a beautiful moment. One Elaine would never forget. Yet she could not help the soft pinch that came to her heart as her eyes swept over the many smiling faces, for most were not simply happy…but in love.
An emotion Elaine had never known herself. Certainly, she had loved her parents. She loved her younger sister and, of course, her children. She knew love, but she had never been in love.
A wistful sigh left Elaine’s lips as she watched her daughter sink into her new husband’s arms. Juliet’s eyes glowed in a way that brought joy to Elaine’s heart…but it also stirred pangs of envy. If only she could snuff them out!
Even though Elaine’s first husband and Juliet’s father, Lord Goswick, had been a kind man, he had lost his heart long before she had met him to a habit that had seen them all but ruined. And then he had passed away, his life of gambling and drinking suddenly at an end, leaving Elaine and their young daughter alone to fend off debtors.
In desperate need, Elaine had married for a second time, accepting Lord Silcox’s proposal because there simply had been no other way. Unlike her first husband, Lord Silcox had been a rather unfeeling man. An heir had been all he had wanted from her, and once she had given him a son, Jacob—or Jake, as they liked to call him-—they had all but lived separate lives.
An arrangement that had suited Elaine just fine.
“Would you like a refreshment?”
Elaine flinched at the sound of her son’s voice, her hand flying to her chest as she felt her heart skip a beat before it resumed its normal rhythm. “Jake, oh, you caught me off guard, darling. What did you say?”
Her son’s dark eyes seemed to narrow in such a deeply concerned way that he looked far older than his twelve years. “Would you like a refreshment, Mother?”
Brushing a stray curl of his brown hair from his forehead, Elaine smiled at him. “Thank you, dear. I’m perfectly content. Go and enjoy yourself.” Her eyes swept over the wedding party. “With England and France still at war, it will be a while before we’ll get a chance to come together again.”
For a moment longer, Jake’s gaze remained upon her, something hesitant in his gaze, before he nodded and then returned to pushing his…?—yes, his step-cousin Antoinette upon the swing.
Indeed, their familial relations were somewhat complicated, which was precisely why Elaine only need turn her head to spot her second husband’s first wife, Alexandra Winters, dancing upon the terrace with her second husband, Antoine, another member of the Duret family. Indeed, years ago, Alexandra had faked her death and run away from her husband in the middle of the night, taking their daughter Violet with her. She had been deeply unhappy in her marriage to Lord Silcox—something Elaine could understand—and when Fate had led her into the arms of a French privateer one night, she had given up everything for her chance at love.
And it had ended happily.
Again, Elaine sighed with joy and that familiar pang of envy alike. Alexandra had found a new family and a new home in France while her husband, Lord Silcox, believing her dead, had sought himself a new wife in Elaine.
Of course, the secret had eventually come out as these kinds of things always did. Fortunately, Lord Silcox had been the only one to learn the truth; however, afraid to lose his heir—as his marriage to Elaine was now void—he had done his utmost to eliminate the threat to the continuation of his lineage, namely his first wife and daughter.
With the interference of the Duret family, however, everything had turned out well, with Lord Silcox the only one who had not survived the confrontation.
Elaine had not shed a single tear for her second husband. He had been a cold and unfeeling man, and she was only slightly ashamed to feel relief at the thought of being rid of him.
Now, she was free and safe and master of her own fate for the first time in her life. Her daughter was happily married, and her son would grow up without the harmful influence of the man who had fathered him, but who had never truly been a father to him in all those years.
Life was good again, was it not?
Elaine knew it to be so; yet when her gaze once more wandered from Juliet and Henri to other couples in love—there seemed to be too many to count!—she could not suppress that sigh of longing that made her feel as though something was missing.
“I’m happy,” Elaine whispered to the wind as it brushed over her skin. “Truly, I am.” And she was in so many ways…but one.
And now, it was too late. Now, she was an old woman, and love was no longer something within reach. It seemed it had never been meant for her. Few married for love. Elaine knew that. She knew that her daughter had found something rare. And yet as Elaine looked around, her eyes seeing signs of love wherever they turned, she could not help but wonder, “What might it feel like?”
Unfortunately, she would never know.






  
  Chapter one
A Most Puzzling Note
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Errington Hall, England 1812 (or a variation thereof) 
A few months later
Rather dumbfounded, Gilbert Stirling, Earl of Errington, stared at the small thank-you card in his hands. He was uncertain what baffled him more: the fact that it had been sent by a lady who had always rebuffed every attempt at a closer connection, or that she was thanking him for an invitation he had never issued.
“A Christmas house party,” Gilbert mumbled under his breath, with his left hand stroking his salt-and-pepper beard thoughtfully while turning the card back and forth in his right, as though doing so would somehow explain this oddity.
Indeed, he could not recall when there had last been a Christmas house party at Errington Hall. With its old-world charm, it was certainly suited to it. Tall towers rose into the sky, the fortress’s outer wall a reminder of times long ago when battles had been waged in the borderlands between England and Scotland. Tapestries depicting such scenes covered the brick walls on the inside while ivy obscured the ancient rock on the outside. An enormous fireplace sat in the great hall, a shield with the Errington coat of arms hung above it. Of course, Gilbert had ensured that the castle that had been in his family for generations was well maintained, every chamber comfortably furnished and equipped with the latest amenities.
With the card still in his hand, Gilbert stepped up to the window, allowing his gaze to sweep over the vast forests surrounding his home, now half-hidden under a thick layer of snow. “Where would she have gotten the idea that I—?” He paused, once more glancing down at the card. “This is not a mere misunderstanding,” he mumbled to himself. “She writes in response to an invitation I never sent.” Again, his thumb and forefinger traced the lines of his jaw, feeling the coarse hairs of his beard. “If I did not send it, then who did?”
In truth, there was only one other person who could have.
Striding from his study, Gilbert followed along the corridor framed by portraits on both sides. He crossed the great hall, his gaze momentarily drawn to the dancing flames in the grate, before he donned his winter coat and stepped outside into the crisp, wintry air.
The icy wind felt like pinpricks against his skin as he strode across the courtyard toward an outer tower that had served as a dungeon in times past. The heavy door stood open, and he stepped inside, allowing his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim interior. “Ethan!”
Out of the shadows, a scrawny boy of twelve years materialized, a wide grin upon his face. “You did not see me, Father, did you?”
Gilbert laughed and reached out to tousle his son’s stark red hair. Ethan, however, darted out of reach with a triumphant glow in his blue eyes. “I did not,” Gilbert admitted, once again taken aback by how quickly time had passed. It seemed only yesterday that his son had been only a tiny babe.
“I received a thank-you note from Lady Silcox,” Gilbert said without preamble, his gaze fixed upon his son’s face. “She writes that she and Jacob will be more than happy to join us here at Errington Hall for our Christmas house party.” His brows rose in question.
Even in the dim light in the tower, Gilbert could see his son’s face pale considerably. He seemed to freeze in place like water suddenly turned to ice, his blue gaze going wide as he stared at the card in Gilbert’s hand.
“You invited her and her son,” Gilbert surmised, needing no further confirmation. “In my name?” The last part was added with a bit of a questioning tone, for it would not do for Ethan to think it right to impersonate his father whenever it suited him.
Ethan swallowed hard, his mouth falling open as he searched for words.
“Why?” Gilbert asked, allowing a small smile to show upon his face. After all, he was not angry with his son. As an only child, Ethan often felt lonely when he returned home from school, wishing to have his best friend at his side as he explored the grounds and twisted pathways of Errington Hall.
Ethan shrugged his shoulders in a bit of a helpless gesture and then said, “I want Jake here for Christmas.”
Gilbert exhaled a slow breath, then he placed a hand upon his son’s shoulder. “You should have simply told me,” he said in a stern voice that swung with understanding, nonetheless. “But why a house party?”
Again, Ethan shrugged. “Jake said his mother might not accept if she knew…”
Gilbert nodded knowingly. “That she would be the only guest?” He could not help but think that the lady disliked him. Why? Gilbert did not know. 
Certainly, whenever their paths had crossed, Lady Silcox had spoken most kindly to him; however, she spoke most kindly to everyone. Never had it appeared as though she sought his presence or volunteered more than a polite conversation demanded. More than once, Gilbert had tried to lure her out of her shell; however, she had never taken the bait, a polite smile and a friendly word all she was willing to offer.
Ethan nodded, his blue eyes watchful as they looked up into his father’s face. “Do you like her?”
Taken aback, Gilbert stared at his son. “What…what makes you ask that?” He cleared his throat, wondering if he had been too obvious in his efforts to further their acquaintance.
His son shrugged. “Sometimes you seem lonely.” His blue eyes appeared wise beyond their years. “So does she, says Jake.”
Gilbert blinked, then chuckled as a suspicion formed in his mind. “Are you two trying to play matchmaker?”
The serious expression vanished from Ethan’s face, and a wide grin revealed two large front teeth that occasionally made him look like an over-sized rabbit.
Shaking his head at his son, Gilbert smiled. “You surprise me, my son. You surprise me.” Again, he reached out a hand to tousle his son’s hair, and this time, Ethan was not fast enough to duck out of the way.
“Will you let them come?” Ethan asked as he did his best to smooth out his curls. “Please!”
Sighing, Gilbert knew he could not deny his son’s Christmas wish. He could not deny himself. After all, Ethan was right; Gilbert did like Lady Silcox, and perhaps this was the perfect occasion to find out if, perhaps, she could like him as well.
Gilbert held his son’s gaze and then nodded. 
Shouting with joy, Ethan jumped into the air. “Truly?”
“Yes, truly.” It had been a long time since Gilbert had seen his son this happy.
Ethan’s gaze caught on the card in Gilbert’s hand, and a puzzled look came to his face. “What about the card? What will we say when they get here and there is no party?” His face scrunched up into a frown. “She will wonder why you did not clear up the…”
“Lie?” Gilbert supplied helpfully, one brow cocked.
Ethan’s pale cheeks flushed red, matching his hair. “Yes,” he croaked, an apologetic look coming to his eyes.
Pausing for a moment, Gilbert wondered why he had never thought of inviting Lady Silcox and her son. “I’ll say the card was delayed and that by the time I received it, they
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