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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.
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[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Sometimes in life, when a second chance at romance comes up, it’s all about the physical attraction first. Emotions and love come later. Such was the way for the couple of Resplendent in Ruby. Literally, they guided the book. I struggled to keep up since they couldn’t keep their hands off each other LOL This book is by far the hottest, sexiest book in the Colors of Scandal series so far.

I hope you enjoy their story. And for those of you who asked to have this book, the Earl of Braxton (who you met for the first in time Draped in Green) finally gets his happily ever after. Thanks to you.

Sandra
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To every reader who picks up my Colors of Scandal books and adores them. To every reader who can’t wait for my next book to release. To every reader who cheers for my characters, cries with them, and loves them as well as their flaws and foibles.
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Thank you.
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Blurb
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When a second chance at love comes with a new perspective, chase it with eyes—and a heart—wide open.

Julianna Leah Winslow, Lady Mayborne, is three years a widow. While packing items to clear clutter, she finds an antique jade elephant among her husband’s possessions. When a secret panel pops open revealing a cryptic note with the name of his best friend—the man she’d wanted to marry as a young girl—she summons James no matter that seeing him again will open old wounds not fully healed.

James Percival Holles, Earl of Braxton, has just turned forty-two. It’s time to marry and set up his nursery, but every relationship he’s had has ended in disaster. When an urgent summons comes from Julianna, he’s immediately wary but intrigued, and agrees to travel to the Berkshire estate to perhaps vent his spleen and air old grievances. He would not let the fact that he still had a tendre for her sway his attitude.

Emotions explode each time they’re together, to say nothing of her twenty-year-old son’s animosity toward James, yet when long-held secrets are brought into the light, both he and Julianna find a shaky peace and a new direction. As the August days pass, they give into the desire brewing between them, and trust is put to the forefront. If they can stop hiding their true selves and surrender to the strength and security found as a couple, they’ll have a chance to grasp a second chance at love.
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August 15, 1819

Near Easthampstead, Berkshire County, England

Julianna Leah Winslow, Viscountess of Mayborne, sneezed from the dust displaced from moving boxes. For what felt like the seventh time that hour, she sniffed and dabbed at her nose with a delicate lace-edged handkerchief. Would the cleaning and organizing never end?

“Perhaps you should leave off from this and relax,” her son Benjamin suggested from his position at the opposite side of the room. For the last month, they’d been packing some of her deceased husband’s personal effects—the things her son didn’t wish to have decorating Mayborne Court now that he’d taken up residence as the new viscount.

“We’re nearly done, at least with your father’s things. After this, I only need to move a couple more boxes to the dower house. That will happen in a twinkling.” Never did she think she’d utter those words, and neither had she thought her husband of twenty years would have expired from a sudden attack of the heart three years ago this very day. A wave of sadness came over her, and this time she caught a few tears with her handkerchief. “I want to make certain they’re packed with care. It’s what he would have wanted.”

Benjamin snorted. “If Father would have wanted that, he wouldn’t have left half this stuff in the packing crates and boxes.” He waved a hand about to indicate the room that connected to Patrick’s study. There was no other purpose for it than storage; he could never bear to part with the finds from his travels.

To say nothing of the wealth of books he’d collected, but they could remain in the library. Someone would find value in them.

“Perhaps. I think he enjoyed the adventures, the finds, more than he liked having the objects at home where he could admire them. He savored the memories more.” 

Shortly after she’d married Patrick, he’d taken her to China, where he studied tea—how it was grown, the care the plants were given, how it was harvested, the differences between first and second flushes, the various kinds of plants and their aromas and tastes, when one should drink it. His father had been an East India man, and Patrick had lofty goals to broker a deal with the Chinese to import their more delicate teas, which would bring joy to tea drinkers in England.

Along the way, he’d been sidetracked by archeological digs here and there, and during the five years they’d lived there—while she’d borne Benjamin and reared him on foreign soil—and Patrick had funded at least three.

Even before their marriage, he’d visited the Orient, for wanderlust had been in his blood, and he’d made his own fortune with some of his finds before he’d taken the title of viscount. His father had been proud of his initiative but eventually, the old man had demanded Patrick return to England and do his duty. That forward momentum, that excitement for the unknown, had been one of the things that had first drawn her to Patrick all those years ago despite her confusion over a rival.

“I suppose we all do,” she said in a whisper, for they would never fade or lose value.

“What will we do with all of it once it is boxed?” Her son sat atop a trunk and frowned at the organized mess. In the afternoon light that streamed in through the windows, his chestnut hair glimmered. His hazel eyes, so much like his father’s, were clouded with both sadness and boredom. At times, some of his mannerisms or the way he phrased certain things reminded him of Patrick so much it stole her breath.

“I imagine we’ll have it moved into the attics. Later, when you’re ready, you can decide what to do with it.”

He frowned. “Can’t you do that?”

“No. Your father was adamant you enjoy his collection.” She lifted the lid of yet another trunk and sneezed again. After China, her husband had moved them to India so he could study the trade there. They’d come back to England when Benjamin was a lad of ten. “You were old enough to know how passionate he was about antiquities and tea. He certainly talked to you about it enough.”

Benjamin rolled his eyes. “It was all rather dull.”

Poor Patrick. At least he would never know his legacy wasn’t appreciated. “Regardless, it will wait for you. Your children might like to see it.”

“Mother! I’m barely twenty. Are you pushing me onto the Marriage Mart already?” His tone made it seem as if such a thing was a scandal.

“Not quite yet.” She smiled to herself, but her chin wobbled. Once her son left to experience everything that life offered him as a young peer, her existence would shift again, only this time, she’d be alone. What would her life offer if she weren’t responsible for anyone? “I’d like for you to finish university then we’ll see what happens.” 

“And what of you?”

“Pardon?” She arched an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“You’re still young. Will you marry again?” His expression had taken on a serious bent. “Father wouldn’t wish for you to spend the remainder of your life mourning him. He’d say you were too vibrant to be alone.”

Did she wish to find a new husband? Perhaps if the circumstances were right. But when Patrick had died, her heart had broken. She wasn’t keen on potentially going through that pain again. “I’m not certain I have the strength to enter that emotional gambit for a second time.”

He scoffed. “Poppycock. From the stories Father used to tell, you were quite popular in your youth and had men always in your orbit. I rather doubt things have changed that much.”

Heat infused her cheeks. “Leave off. I’ll consider it after I’m settled in the dower house.”

“You need not move there. I have no intention of taking a bride for years.” A frown touched his lips. “The manor house will be rather dull without you.”

“It’s past time for me to make a change, and I can’t do that when I see your father around every corner. Perpetual grief and melancholy aren’t good for one’s mind.” I need to discover who I am without qualifying myself as someone’s something—wife, mother, employer, friend.

“Very well, but you are welcome to return at any time. Loneliness is as harmful as sadness.” 

“I can honestly say that I’ve never been alone. I went directly from my father’s house to my husband’s. Right now, I believe I’ve earned the opportunity to reflect on what it is that I truly want from my life now.” When he eyed her askance, she sighed. “Go. Find something else to do. It’s a beautiful day. No need for you to spend stuck inside. I can finish here.” And it will give me time alone with my thoughts.

His eyes lit. “Are you certain?”

“Yes.” She waved a hand. “I’ll see you for tea.”

“Thank you, Mother.” Benjamin vaulted off the trunk. He swiftly crossed the room, bussed her cheek, and then he was gone.

She sighed. Never did she think she’d take up residence in the Dower House so soon, or at least not until she was old and gray. Located a mile away from Mayborne Court, it was a nice enough house, almost a miniature of the manor. Near to a small pond and nestled within lush foliage and trees, it was a peaceful spot and one that would lend her the quiet she’d craved after having to remain strong and hide her grief from Benjamin, for such things had made a then seventeen-year-old youth uncomfortable. He’d been young when he’d lost his father and their world had tilted.

After laying her handkerchief in her lap, she dug through the trunk in the search of items to box for transport into the attics. A cracked and slightly clouded hand mirror met her questing fingers. The brass had long ago tarnished. She pulled it toward her and peered in. Then she couldn’t help a snicker. Though the looking glass reflected a distorted image, there was a smudge of dust on one cheek. As she scrubbed at it, she stifled a groan. In the strong light, threads of silver glimmered in her strawberry blonde hair.

I’m growing old.

No, she wasn’t the eighteen-year-old girl she’d been when she’d married Patrick, but her skin was still smooth and wasn’t full of wrinkles except those made when laughing or smiling, and her dark blue eyes were still clear. Perhaps fate had been kind to her, indeed, in the twenty years that had passed.

If she chose to make herself available to men who wished to court her, perhaps she wouldn’t have too bad a showing.

With a smile, she replaced the mirror, in favor of rooting around the trunk for other things. Yes, those years of travelling had been exciting, but Julianna had wished to put down roots in England. Now her life was shifting again. Was the Dower House all that was left, or would she return to London and rejoin society there?

The thought of having people around her again, having life about sent twin threads of excitement and dread down her spine.

I’ll think about that later.

The better part of an hour slipped by while she sorted objects for storage or to toss. Patrick had been a pack rat, it seemed, and she shuddered to think of all the things he’d squirreled away in their London townhouse. But that was a task for another time.

She unearthed a box from the depths of a trunk. It was as pristine as if it had just arrived by the post. Indeed, it appeared that Patrick had barely opened the package. How odd. As soon as she delved through the packing straw and urged the object into her hand, her breath caught.

I’d wondered where this had gotten to.

She let the packaging and box fall to the floor. The ornate jade elephant sat comfortably in her hand. The jade was an impressive weight and dark with no veining. Detailed gold work formed a blanket upon its back as well as trimmed the edges of its trunk, tusks, ears, and tail. Tiny rubies, emeralds, sapphires, and diamonds completed the gold so that the whole treasure glimmered in the sunlight. Chinese markings were painted in gold on the white marble base on which the elephant stood, and even after all these years, she still had no idea what those words meant.

Unbidden, a wealth of emotions smacked into her. The damned elephant had caused so much upheaval and hurt feelings in the past. For a few years after their marriage, her husband had often spoken of it, and its loss. 

On one of the digs Patrick had embarked upon, his best friend James Holles—the current Earl of Braxton—had joined him. That had been years before either man had been caught up in responsibility or had taken their respective titles. The men had fought over ownership of the elephant. Apparently, there’d been some confusion as to who’d actually discovered it on that fateful dig. 

Once the two had returned to England, nothing more was said until that following summer when their fathers had gotten together in Berkshire as was their wont. Of course, she, Patrick, James, and Lewis had done what all young people did, and found amusement themselves. Once the various house parties and routs and social engagements had ended for the summer, James argued with Patrick about the elephant. He’d taken it back to London. The piece was never seen again.

Yet here it was, heavy in her hand, making her remember things she ought not.

Oh, how she’d adored James as a young girl! He’d been everything dashing and charming and handsome any lady could want, and since her father was a baronet, her head spun with possibilities to include the young men in her circle of acquaintances, those boys who would grow up to hold titles of the peerage. For the whole of one summer, she’d followed the men around, willingly entered into their mischief in the hopes that James would notice her as a woman. He’d been full of himself and Town bronze back then, and it was an aphrodisiac.

When James had paid her numerous compliments and had sought her out for picnics, long walks, dances, and conversation, she could hardly believe her good fortune. He’d been persuasive enough to steal a few kisses when no one was looking, and for a time she fancied herself in love with him.

Until Patrick had begun paying her the same attention. Confusion had taken her by surprise, and an unspoken rivalry had sprung between the two best friends with her in the middle. Attitudes had shifted, and since they were all moving into an adult world with very little guidance, emotions and feelings had marred the innocent friendships they’d held since in leading strings.

Everything had come to a head one week in late July when she’d assumed James would ask for her hand, but he never did. Heartbroken and disappointed, she’d turned to Patrick for comfort. That consolation had turned to a quick tryst. Sometime afterward, he’d come up to scratch, and she’d accepted his suit, hoping that in doing so it would prompt James to act.

Oh, he had, but not in the way she’d hoped, and after a weak moment where she’d lain with him in an effort to tell him goodbye and that she was sorry, he’d left her life during a violent summer storm.

She’d never seen him again, and Patrick had been devastated. Even years later, he’d never forgiven James for the betrayal of trying to steal her away, for abandoning their friendship, for the lies he’d told, and that had turned him bitter. So much so that he’d not let another man close, not even for leisurely companionship. He remained wary of everyone except for her and Benjamin. Julianna had joined him in those feelings regarding James, for different reasons, and that had been one thing that had cemented their relationship.

With tears brimming in her eyes, she looked at the glittering treasure in her hand—the piece that had waged a silent war between best friends. Apparently, at some point during the past twenty years, James had sent the elephant to Patrick. If the box and packing straw had been any indication, her husband had lost his love for the antiquity, or perhaps memories of James had tainted it. She traced her fingertips along the elephant’s back, rubbed the pad of her forefinger along the jewels that were as clear and colorful as the day Patrick had first shown her the piece.

With all the enthusiasm of a young man, he’d told her that he’d give it to her, for he knew how much she favored rubies, if only she’d let him court her. She’d laughed at the time, said she didn’t want material things and that a man should prove his affection without gifts. That had been almost three years before he’d finally asked for her hand.

Perhaps fate had decreed their union after all.

The marble base was cool on her skin. She turned the piece over, scrubbed at a smudge on the smooth surface, and a faint click echoed in the quiet room. Julianna sucked in a breath. “What is this?” A secret panel popped out. Quickly, and with a pounding heart, she removed a tiny scroll of paper from within the shallow compartment. 

She laid the elephant in her lap, and with shaking hands, she unrolled the yellowed slip of paper that reflected a date perhaps ten years after her marriage. The strong, bold handwriting reflected the personality of the writer. With a tight chest, she read it in a choked whisper. 

“’Patrick, consider this elephant a peace offering between us. I never had the heart to sell it, for it rightly belongs to you. I hope its return mends the rift from years ago. After all this time, I’ve realized I was wrong. You are the best choice for Julianna. I discovered this too late, and thus have lost you both. Perhaps that is my penance for what I’ve done. If you wish to talk, please find me at my London address. Your friend since infancy, James.’”

Oh, dear God. How much had it cost James to write and then send the missive, put it in a place that only Patrick would know about? She pressed her lips together to still their trembling. As far as she knew, her husband had never written a reply. Beyond that, he’d never told her of the elephant’s arrival and neither had they talked about James again.

Perhaps it was the upheaval sorting through and packing Patrick’s belongings brought, but emotions welled and filled her chest, all fighting for release. She refused to give them purchase, for if she did that, they would overtake her and plunge her back into the past. No good could come of dwelling on old, maudlin tales. Remembering when James had been a regular part of her existence would only bring her more grief, and she’d worked too hard over the past twenty years to forget him.

To let him go, for her own sanity. She’d consigned him to memories—both bad and good—and there he would remain, for she felt nothing for him now. Well, perhaps that wasn’t quite true. She held pity for him and perhaps compassion. Nothing more.

This was her life. She was Patrick’s widow, and it had been three years since she’d lost him. There was nothing to do but carry on, move forward, and learn how to find her way back to happiness again. 

Peering down at the note in her hand, she nodded and came to a decision. The elephant should go to James. Quickly, she rolled up the scrap of paper and returned it to the shallow compartment. Then, after she’d closed the panel, she gave the artifact one last look.

“Patrick hadn’t wished to invite you back into his life, and I will abide by his wishes,” she told the elephant as if speaking to it come somehow reach James’ ears.

However, the piece was extremely valuable, so sending it to London through the post was folly. A shuddering sigh escaped her throat. She’d write to him, summon him to Mayborne Court, even if that meant opening a wound she’d thought long healed. Perhaps in this way, she could look into his face, read his emotions in the hope that he’d reveal why he and Patrick had fought in the first place. 

Why he’d never asked for her hand all those years ago when she’d been so certain he’d felt something for her.

“Dear heavens, Julianna, you’re a silly goose and haven’t matured at all if you wish to stir that pot.” Perhaps she was, but it was what she needed to firmly close that chapter of her life and finish the book, as it were. She looked again at the elephant. “So, off you go to London, where you should have stayed.”

Did she talk to the elephant or James?

Without answers, she wrapped the straw about the piece and then shoved it back into the box it had come from. It was the last lingering piece of James in her life, but like a splinter beneath the skin, it needed to come out so she could dispose of it and heal.
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August 25, 1819

London, England

Today was the fortieth birthday of James Percival Holles, Earl of Braxton, and he wasn’t best pleased with that fact. It meant he was growing ever older with little to show for the fact. He sat in the drawing room of his comfortable townhouse in the Cavendish Square area—his great grandmother’s townhouse, in fact. Ensconced in his favorite chair, he talked with his best friend, Lewis—the Duke of Skeffington.

“Did you hear anything I’ve said, Skeffington? You’re looking a bit like a dog’s breakfast, but that shouldn’t affect your ability to listen.”

The duke roused himself from the near doze he’d fallen into. “My apologies, Braxton. Sleep is difficult to come by with the new baby.”

“Ah.” He did appear somewhat sleep deprived with his red eyes and droopy eyelids. “How old is the boy now?”

“Two months.” A goofy sort of smile spread across the duke’s face. The twinkle in his eyes proclaimed him properly starstruck. “I think he’s going to be an intelligent lad. He already knows my voice. Turns his head toward me when I talk to him.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” After the trauma Skeffington had gone through, all the slights and misfortunes he’d survived, when he’d found the woman who was now his wife, everything had changed for him. He’d sorted his life, had gotten sober, and he finally had his much longed for heir.

“And when he looks at me with those big blue eyes, I’m lost. I never thought I’d have a second chance of making a family again, but now that I have, I’m enjoying every second of it.” Lewis chuckled and rubbed a hand along the side of his face. “Olivia is enamored, I think,” he added with a chuckle.

The fondness with which the duke spoke of his personal life left James a tad out of sorts. “How is your wife’s health?” Childbirth was a devilishly tricky thing in this day and age. If Lewis had lost his second wife as well, it would break him.

“She’s doing well. Recovering. Learning, as I am, how to live with a tiny person in our midst.”

James nodded. His chest tightened with what he could only assume was jealousy. For the first time in many years, he envied that sort of domestication and contentment. Gah! Perhaps I’m too old for all that. “I promise to call on her soon to meet the baby.”

Pride etched upon his friend’s face. “I’d appreciate that. I have a son, Braxton. Can you believe that?” he asked in a soft voice. “It’s quite... intoxicating.” Skeffington leaned back against his chair, but his grin didn’t fade. His eyes shone. “What were you saying? I shall endeavor to pay attention this time ‘round.”

“Just this.” He shook the letter he held in his hand, the one that had put knots of anxiety in his stomach and unlocked the trunks in his mind where he stored memories he’d rather never revisit. “Julianna wrote to me.”

“Juliana? As in Viscountess Mayborne?” When James nodded, the duke’s eyes widened. “Oh?” Skeffington’s sandy blond eyebrows rose. “Why the devil would she do that? Didn’t you two have a spectacular falling out years ago?”

“Yes, over twenty years to be exact.” Even after all this time, his jaw tightened, for he hadn’t consigned that time in the past as he should have or let it die a natural death. It was always popping into his mind, nagging, second-guessing, his subconscious throwing it back in his face that he’d made the biggest mistake of his life. To say nothing of the desolation his heart remembered of that time.

Skeffington grunted. “I thought she hated you.”

“No doubt she does.” Not only had he attempted to steal her away from a close friend after the man had already become engaged to her, he’d also left that long-ago house party without saying goodbye and making off with a valuable antiquity.

“Interesting.” The duke stroked his chin. “What does she want?”

There lay the rub. “She says she’s found an object that was a large part of my past as well as Patrick’s, that it rightly should belong to me since he’s now dead.” Even saying the words sent hot guilt and shame into his chest. “She asks that I come pay her a visit at the Dower House of Mayborne Court to retrieve it. Claims it’s too valuable to trust in the post.”

“She could have sent a courier. The trip isn’t that far from London.”

“I am aware.” Though he looked longingly at the bottles of wines and spirits resting on the sideboard on the opposite side of the drawing room, he refrained, for Skeffington had fought hard to finally put his reliance on drink aside almost a year ago. He’d be a cad of the first order to tempt the now-sober man, but he wished for a brandy to soothe his nerves all the same. The summons in the letter was indeed hard information to swallow. Above everything, he didn’t want to see Julianna again, absolutely didn’t want to remember that horrid time when everything started to go wrong in his life.

“God, it’s been an age since I thought about Patrick.” A veil of sadness came over the duke’s face. “We used to have such good times together.”

“How nice for you to be able to consign certain things to forgetfulness.” Sarcasm hung heavy on James’ words. “The man haunts me still. That time does, the whole muck of it. Like ghosts that hang about.” Despite his best wishes, his mind launched back through the years until they were as clear as if they’d happened right then.

He, Patrick, Skeffington, and Julianna had all been of
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