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        Edme Beecham was not disappointed in love last Christmas when Lord Cottingwith abruptly departed the Duke of Kinmarty’s Yuletide party. No, the Earl was too old to be so shy, but there it was. He’d latched on to her own talkative self because he’d found Edme, a girl among a multitude of brothers of all ages, comfortable company.

        Thus, when an invitation to join a Yuletide party at Furningwood, his family’s estate, arrives, she’s alarmed to feel her hopes rising, and determined to stay home. But the earl is a valuable political and business connection, and her brother insists she go.

        After one youthful lapse, Trenton Yardley, Earl of Cottingwith, has set about being a better man than his late uncle and cousin, and restoring the fortunes of his family, without submitting himself to the sort of fortune-hunting marriage his mother wants for him. He has a secret, and only the right woman will do for him, one with a generous heart and a sense of humor. He’d thought he’d found her last year in Edme Beecham, but an emergency had called him home before he could press his suit further.

      

        

      
        The cold, aloof girl who appears at his home for Christmas could not be his Scottish hoyden, could she?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      NOVEMBER 1823,
      EDINBURGH

      “I won’t do it, William.” Edme Beecham punctuated the declaration with a pounding of her fist on the great walnut desk that had been her father’s. “Send Archie on his own. I’ve no interest in the Earl of Cottingwith and no place in negotiating business with him.”

      Nor did Archie. Nor William for that matter, William who’d made an error in judgement just before Pa’s death three years ago that nearly bankrupted Beecham trading. And for certain, the earl’s interest was in doing business with them, not in courting Edme. His letters to William had made the first part clear, and anyone with an ounce of sense could read between the lines and judge the second to be true.

      Besides, the business the earl was feeling around about was far too speculative, far too risky.

      William’s lips curved into an infuriating smile. “Ach. If I didn’t know better, sister, I’d think ye were a lass spurned.”

      She tamped down her rising ire. “If ye’re to send me away for Christmas again, I’d liefer travel to Kinmarty and visit Ann and Errol.” She’d been a witness—she’d like to think a helpful one—to Ann and Errol’s romance the year before. “She’s increasing, you know.”

      “Ah, well, I’d expect Errol to get down to the business of—”

      “William.”

      He laughed. “Married to a doctor, Ann has no need of your services. And the duchess won’t be there to entertain you. Kinmarty and his lady have traveled to London. Mrs. MacDonal is back from the Continent and planning to spend the Yuletide there.”

      “Well, aren’t you well-informed?”

      “Perhaps,” he said, looking smug, “the Kinmartys will join you at Furningwood.”

      She shook her head. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “You don’t wish to see the duke and his lady?”

      She squeezed her eyes together in frustration. “Of course, I wish to see them. It’s the notion that you think you’re sending me off in quest of the earl’s hand that doesn’t sit well. Especially since this proposal of his is…” She waved a hand. “We ought to limit ourselves to what we do best. Textiles. We don’t know a thing about steam engines or shipbuilding.”

      In the months since she’d met the earl, he’d written many letters to her brother discussing business. He’d been down to Clydeside and visited ship works in Greenock. He wanted to involve the Beechams somehow, and she found… she didn’t trust him. Not entirely. Not after the way he’d departed Kinmarty with his farewell conveyed by the duke.

      “What does an English earl know about trade?” she asked. “He ought to confine himself to his crops and his livestock and squeezing rents out of his tenants.”

      William’s feet hit the floor and he frowned. “Your heart was broken. Or was it something worse?”

      “No.” His lordship had been a gentleman, from his top hat to his polished boots. “Of course not. Has someone said that…” She took in a breath. Errol’s letters to William she hadn’t been able to find. She would box Errol’s ears if he’d made such a report to her brother. “William, the earl was all that was gentlemanly and polite.” And nothing more. “Had you been there and seen the others…” The marquess pursuing her cousin Ann had been plotting Ann’s ruination if he couldn’t obtain her hand and her dowry the respectable way. And he couldn’t have, since Ann had been in love with Errol.

      “I’ve not heard any aspersions regarding the earl’s character,” William said. “Only a comment from Errol that the man expressed an interest in learning more about Beecham Trading, which of course, I know from his correspondence. Errol hoped he might also have an interest in a match with ye.”

      “Well, he didn’t, and he doesn’t.”

      “Mayhap not. But if not, then why invite ye to his home?”

      “He didn’t invite me.” She’d seen the letter from the Earl of Cottingwith. He’d invited the Beecham family. There’d been a reference to his earlier correspondence about his ship works and the wool and hops produced on the earl’s estate. This was clearly an invitation extended to facilitate his business interests.

      “Oh, aye, he did. Mentioned you by name.”

      “True. And you as well. Only because we are the only two Beechams he knows by name. ’Tis an invitation for business, William. Not wooing.”

      And that was how the party at Kinmarty the year before had been. The duke had called together a few noblemen to promote hunting on his lands. Her cousin, Ann, with her massive dowry, had been one of the lures, as well. Edme’s invitation had been arranged by the duchess’s cousin, Penelope MacDonal, so that Ann was not the only young lady there.

      Courting the heiress hadn’t worked out as some of the cash-strapped guests had planned. Ann had spurned everyone except Errol—who wasn’t truly a guest either, having been called to deliver his hostess’s baby. Ann had forfeited her dowry for the chance to wed the man she’d loved since her girlhood.

      “Well, then, sister. You’ve been helping with accounts, and inventory and correspondence for the past year, since we sent Peter off to Europe. I’m asking you to go along to this party for the sake of the Beecham family business.”

      “But I can’t negotiate—”

      “Archie will go with you.”

      “Archie.” Her nodcock brother had just turned eighteen. “And in point of fact, I know more about Beecham Trading—”

      “Mayhap you do. That’s why you’ll be there, and mam too.” William grinned. “No one expects you to sign contracts, Edme. Have a look at that ship works, and more importantly at the books. Archie will be able to take part in all the manly activities. With you and Mam there to rein him in, how much harm can he do?”

      “I won’t be there when he’s out shooting or riding or visiting the nearest taproom.” She plopped into the chair, thinking. Archie was a prodigious flirt. She shot her brother a direct look. “And what about his proclivity for… wenching?”

      He winced and grinned. “You heard? Nothing gets past you, does it, sister?”

      Archie, tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed, and broad-shouldered, had been caught—almost caught—just before lifting the skirts of the daughter of one of the town burghers. The lass had set her cap for him, but rumor had it she was no innocent maid and knew well what she was about with a nincompoop like Edme’s younger brother. Not that Archie was a total innocent. She didn’t believe that for one moment.

      “It’s providential to remove him from town, don’t you think? And besides, Rushton has asked me again about paying you court.”

      Lucas Rushton was one of the rising clerks in the business. His pursuit of Edme had subsided after she was sent off to Kinmarty the year before into the company of a duke, a marquess, an earl, and a baron’s heir. As the months wore on and no noble engagement was announced, and no other invitations appeared, he’d quietly resumed sniffing around the barricades.

      Despite his winking compliments, she knew he was chasing her for her dowry and a share in the family business, and she wouldn’t have it.

      All that would stop Rushton was either losing his position, which wouldn’t help Beecham Trading, or sending Edme off for a time, as they’d done the year before. Perhaps William could throw him together with Archie’s amorous lass.

      “We’ll need new gowns,” she said, surrendering.

      “There’s a new shipment of fine cloth in the warehouse,” he said. “Take what you need.”

      “An English earl’s yuletide country house party,” she mused. “The gowns must be the first stare of fashion.” Unlike the ones she’d worn at Kinmarty last year, but that had been different. All the ladies there had been her friends.

      “Fashionable. Of course,” William said, “If you’re to catch yourself an earl.”

      She grimaced. “Stop teasing. I was thinking more along the lines of showing off the prosperity of the family firm, brother.”

      Would that be the best tactic? Or, if Cottingwith was after a Beecham investment, would it be better to come looking like a frugal Scot?

      Edme clenched her fists. She knew how these house parties worked. A single earl? There would be other young unmarried ladies attending, likely of higher status and greater wealth. Her dowry was respectable, but it wouldn’t maintain a lord’s grouse fields and stables.

      She thought of the earl’s attentions the previous year. She’d reviewed all the things he’d said, gone over them again and again, remembering the hard planes of his face and the way his lips hinted at a smile. He wasn’t quite handsome, exactly, oh, not like Archie with his dazzling smiles and perfect features, but Cottingwith had charm of his own sort.

      He’d been gentlemanly, and reserved, and very kind. And he’d shown no interest in marrying her.

      Which was fine, wasn’t it?
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        * * *

      

      Trenton Yardley, Earl of Cottingwith, pushed his mount hard across the turned fields, clearing his mind of last night’s argument, and the feverish dreams of red hair and amber eyes that had followed.

      Somehow, Mother had sleuthed out or at least suspected his interest in Miss Edme Beecham, the young Scotswoman he’d met the year before. Mother’s temper still flared when she thought of his absence from Furningwood the previous Christmas and the events that had followed. Among other things.

      Blast it all, since the death of the late earl, his cousin, he’d worked every moment keeping Mother in the comfort his father had not been able to provide, God rest his father’s soul, and his late uncle’s as well.

      His father had been a dreamer, a failed writer of poetry and just as dreadful a painter. The two previous earls, his uncle and cousin, had been happy-go-lucky profligates, magnanimous in their hospitality, even when the bank account was empty.

      It had been left to him to right the family ship.

      Now the land was turning a profit. Sheep cropped the old earl’s cricket field, the barley and hops yields had improved, and the brown weald cattle were fetching top prices in the London markets.

      He was a bit of a dreamer as well, but a far more practical one. He’d spent his youth aboard ships and hadn’t been able to shake the love of the sea. Now, the Yardley-Jelson Shipyard was on its way to being more than a notion, a fact he didn’t share with Mother; she was horrified at the thought of her son the earl embracing a second ungentlemanly trade after the brickworks he’d founded.

      Trade was risky, his mother believed. When a man had the extensive land holdings of an earl, why, riches grew yearly out of the soil. A business could fail in a heartbeat.

      Thus, his invitation to the Beecham family had not gone over well. In fact, she’d categorically rejected the notion of inviting them when he broached the subject the night before.

      She didn’t know he’d sent the invitation himself weeks earlier, along with one to the Duke and Duchess of Kinmarty. If they accepted, Mother would have to simply put on a gracious demeanor and welcome them. And if not, the housekeeper would arrange rooms and hospitality. The butler—well, he would do as he was told, or find himself out of a job.

      Though the duke had no money to invest, the duchess’s cousin did, and they both had great influence with that lady. But that wasn’t why he’d invited them. He knew that Edme would need their support.

      Mother wouldn’t mind the duke’s and duchess’s company. The Kinmartys were far from high in the instep, but Mother would forgive them their informality. When it came to titles, Mother was a terrible snob.

      Edme Beecham was another matter. Ladylike she was, kind as well, with a sparkling beauty. If she was an Honorable or a Lady, mother might find her acceptable.

      In fact, he’d gleaned from his conversations with her last year and the letters from William Beecham that Edme was more than just ladylike. She knew much about the family business. Might even be actively involved. Mother would have a snit, if she knew.

      If the Beechams accepted. Neither they nor the Kinmartys had replied, unless Mother had waylaid the letters.

      He supposed the letters ought to go to his mother, the current mistress of Furningwood. Not for much longer he hoped, and that thought brought a smile.

      He turned his mount over to a groom and stalked into the breakfast room where the papers and several pieces of mail awaited him. While a footman poured coffee, Cottingwith filled a plate from a sideboard, took a seat and flipped through the mail.

      Taylor, the butler, entered with more mail. “For Mrs. Yardley,” he said, looking down his nose. “She’s sent word that she’ll be joining you for breakfast.”

      “Did she indeed?”

      When Trent married, he might offer Taylor the chance to serve at the dower house with mother. Or he might boot him out of Kent entirely if his worst suspicions of the man proved to be true.

      Mother usually breakfasted in her rooms. She’d likely be looking to pick up last night’s argument. Cottingwith signaled. “I’ll have a look.”

      He flipped through the letters, addressed in feminine handwriting to The Honorable Mrs. Mertice Yardley. It grated terribly on Mother that his father had died before getting the chance to make her a countess.

      Kinmarty’s lady might have directed a reply to his Yuletide invitation to his mother, but Beecham wouldn’t have

      He glanced through his own waiting stack and saw, with satisfaction, the healthy strong sprawl of William Beecham, and the more elegant manly cursive of the Duke of Kinmarty.

      His mother greeted him and gave a little laugh of pleasure at the pile of letters. “Replies to my invitations,” she said. “At last. We will have you married before Shrove Tuesday, Cottingwith.”

      Though he was a fully grown man when he inherited, his own mother no longer called him by his Christian name.

      He made a show of cutting his sausage. “In a hurry to move to the dower house, are you, Mother?”

      She waved a hand. “That will come eventually, but I’ll be needed here for a good long while as your bride settles into the role of countess.”

      “Oh? I thought most noble young ladies were schooled in running a household. Have you robbed the schoolrooms to bring me matrimonial candidates?” He’d reviewed the guest list himself with a view to which of the peers Mother sought might be interested in investment. He wasn’t interested in their daughters.

      She sent him a cautionary look and slid her gaze toward the footman pouring her tea.

      Trent couldn’t help chuckling. She could talk about having him married off, but he couldn’t make a joke about the age of her intended bride.

      Mother opened a letter and a smile bloomed on her lips. “The Darnleys will join us for Christmas along with their two daughters. I met them in London last season. Lovely girls. Very accomplished.” She grimaced. “Their sons will come as well.”

      “Darnley’s a good man,” he said. As well as wealthy with an active interest in trade.

      He cracked the seal on the duke’s letter and read. They would come, the duke said, along with the ducal sprout. Kinmarty’s heir had been born during last year’s Yuletide party.

      The duke was a fine fellow. Trent had met him in passing in London, when Kinmarty was plain Andrew MacDonal, before he’d inherited. The duchess was a sensible, pleasant woman who’d served for a brief time as the duke’s housekeeper. Best not tell Mother that story.

      Anticipation built in him as he picked up the second letter. He’d met Edme Beecham the previous Yuletide. He’d also had long talks with another guest, Dr. Errol Robillard, friend to the Beechams and their former employee. In the months since, he’d had regular correspondence with William Beecham, Edme’s brother, head of the family and of the family firm.

      The Beechams were important, and if they couldn’t attend the house party, he would have to find a way to travel to Edinburgh after the New Year.

      The seal cracked smoothly. He forced himself to relax and nodded for his coffee cup to be refilled and then began to read.

      William could not come. His wife would be entering her confinement and would, he said, have his guts for garters if he was away.

      Despite his disappointment, he smiled. Theirs was not a marriage of convenience, it seemed.

      “Oh.” Mother fanned herself with her letter. “Good news. Lady Ottilia will attend. Such a pretty young thing, and the daughter and sister of a marquess. I’ve been corresponding with her aunt. I dared not to hope that she would accept the invitation. How marvelous.”

      He supposed he could dodge an extra single lady and her aunt for a few days. He nodded as the next lines of Beecham’s letter caught his eye. If Cottingwith was agreeable, he would accept the earl’s hospitality for his mother, Mrs. Beecham, and his younger brother, Archie, a very junior partner in the business. Edme would accompany them to keep Mrs. Beecham company and
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